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Foreword

In the 1920s, John Nevin Sayre, Oswald Garrison Villard, and a number
of US peace leaders created the Committee on militarism in Education.
A response to government attempts to institutionalize military preparedness
in the wake of World War I, the Committee worked throughout the inter-
war years to prevent compulsory military training in schools and to counter
the spread of war propaganda. Among the many prominent supporters of
the Committee was John Dewey, who believed that education should be a
vehicle “for the encouragement of independent thinking and not for patriotic
chauvinism.”1 The spirit of the Committee on Militarization in Education
is alive today in the efforts of local groups throughout the country work-
ing to counter military recruitment in schools and encourage education for
peace. The present efforts began in the wake of the Vietnam War to oppose
militarization in our nation’s schools and in the media. This “new American
militarism,” as Andrew Bacevich terms it, is driven in part by the creation of
an all-volunteer military. It is a response to the challenge of annually recruit-
ing more than 240,000 new volunteers into the military.2 The result has been
the pervasive penetration of the nation’s schools by military recruiters and a
massive propaganda effort to shape public consciousness and culture.

The military recruitment apparatus is an enormous, highly sophisticated
system that is designed to coax impressionable young minds toward a favor-
able view of military service. The annual budget for military recruitment is
more than $1.4 billion.3 This enables military recruiters to visit thousands of
public schools, administer the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery
(ASVAB) to nearly a million high school students,4 and enroll half a mil-
lion students in Junior Reserve Officers Training (JROTC) courses.5 These
programs are especially prevalent in under-resourced schools and low-income
communities, where opportunities are limited and young people are suscepti-
ble to the military’s promises of career advancement and college benefits. The
armed forces saturate media airwaves and social media platforms with adver-
tising efforts that portray military service as an attractive and desirable option,
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presenting images of technical equipment and humanitarian service rather
than the gritty realities of combat. Military recruiters have produced a multi-
player interactive shooter game, America’s Army, which can be downloaded
for free and is very popular among military-age youth.6 These elaborate
recruitment and advertising efforts enable the armed forces to influence the
perceptions and preferences of millions of young people. They help boost
recruitment rates and increase the appeal of the military within society.

The system being advanced by this promotional effort is fundamentally
fraudulent, a “recruitment racket” as I have described it.7 The video game
experience of combat is far removed from the harsh realities American troops
faced in Afghanistan and Iraq. The image of heroic Americans battling terror-
ist “bad guys” does not match the experience of modern counterinsurgency
warfare. Recruits are not told about high rates of PTSD and the record num-
ber of military suicides in recent years. The many recruits who are married or
have children are not prepared for the hardships of frequent overseas deploy-
ment and the resulting difficulties for family life. They are not told about the
disturbing number of veterans who end up unemployed or homeless.8

Recruiters and military advertisers present a glorified, unrealistic picture
of military life and offer promises about the employment benefits of military
service that cannot be realized. The shiny images of high-tech equipment
and public service depict only a tiny slice of what the military actually
does and the duties for which soldiers are trained. Combat and artillery are
still the most prevalent military occupational specialties in the Army and
Marine Corps. These and many military jobs have no counterpart in the
civilian economy. The more desirable military positions that exist in fields
such as information technology and vehicle or aircraft maintenance are in
occupational categories where civilian openings are few and hard to obtain.
A mismatch exists between the military occupational structure and the jobs
that are available to young people in the civilian economy. Those who serve
in the military rarely gain the technical skills and advanced employment
opportunities that are promised by recruiters or portrayed in advertising.

The success of military recruitment depends upon limited economic and
social opportunity and high rates of youth unemployment. Recruitment sur-
veys indicate that a lack of decent jobs is often an important factor motivating
the decision to enlist. Although econometric studies show mixed results in
the relationship between joblessness and recruitment rates, a strong connec-
tion has existed historically between the lack of economic opportunity at
home and the success of military recruitment.9 Iraq war resister Joshua Key
reports that he joined the military because the job options in his hometown
were minimal. It was either Uncle Sam or Ronald McDonald, as he put it.10

When the recruiter promised “non-deployable” duty, he accepted, although
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he discovered after entering the military that no such status exists and was
quickly deployed to Iraq.

Social science studies confirm a direct link between military enlistment
and socioeconomic status. A 2008 analysis in the Journal of Military and
Political Sociology finds that family income is an important predictor of mil-
itary service, noting that “those with lower family income are more likely to
join the military than those with higher family income.”11 A 2010 study in
Social Science Quarterly confirms that “household income represents a signif-
icant antecedent of military enlistment.” The evidence shows that entry into
the military is associated with lower family income, less educated parents,
and larger family size.12 The authors conclude that military service is likely
to “appeal to young people who are relatively disadvantaged,” which “raises
questions about which segments of the population the military attracts and
why.”13

The armed forces consciously exploit the economic and social needs of
those in the lower middle classes. The most marginalized youth who lack
a high school diploma or basic literacy and numeracy skills are not eligible
for the military and do not serve. The target audiences for military recruit-
ment are those in the next rung up in the social ladder: young people who
have abilities and aspirations for achievement but lack the financial means
to reach their goals, and those who are from families of limited means and
communities with few job prospects.

Especially effective in reaching this audience is the offer of college tuition
benefits. Recent research studies indicate that the strongest motivator for
enlistment is the prospect of money for education and the opportunity to
gain a college degree. A recent RAND Corporation survey of military recruits
found 80 percent citing “money for education” and 78 percent citing “bene-
fits” as reasons for their enlistment.14 The new GI Bill enacted in 2008 offers
greatly improved college educational benefits for veterans who complete their
service. This is a significant factor in encouraging enlistment and is espe-
cially important in working families where young people otherwise have little
chance of paying for a college education.

Despite the new GI Bill, some veterans find the educational benefits they
receive inadequate to meet actual costs and complain of being misled by
recruiters. The Army has acknowledged at least 91 recent cases of “blatantly
misleading” recruitment agreements in which enlistees were deceived about
the benefits they would receive from the Army College Fund.15 When Eric
Hickam joined the Army in 2003, he was led to believe that the promised
$50,000 College Fund would be in addition to the GI Bill. When he enrolled
six years later at Columbia University and started receiving the hefty bills,
he was told by the military that the Fund amount was the total for all
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benefits—not enough to cover even one year of study. Other veterans have
similar problems of being short-changed on the educational benefits they
were promised.

The recruitment system takes advantage of the vulnerabilities and uncer-
tainties of civilian life to attract recruits into the military. Technically, this
is called volunteering. While the overt compulsion of the military draft is
absent, it is hardly “voluntary” for young men and women with no money for
college and limited job prospects to succumb to the enticements of military
recruitment. Many soldiers cite “change of life” as the reason for enlisting.16

For many working-class and lower-income people, military service becomes
the vehicle for escaping difficult economic and social circumstances at home.

This is a system that I have described as economic conscription.17 It is
a modern form of “channeling,” the widely criticized system of social engi-
neering during the Vietnam War in which lower-income youth were targeted
for military conscription, while middle-class and more privileged students
received exemptions to pursue higher education and professional careers.18

In the all-volunteer force, market forces substitute for direct government con-
trol to channel young people into military service. The privileged are able to
pursue college and advanced education, while the less affluent are left to com-
pete for a dwindling number of civilian jobs—and often find military service
the only available option.

Such a system is not just. When military service becomes a principal
path to economic security and educational opportunity, society has become
dangerously militarized. Many people are opposed to this system and are
working in their communities to keep recruiters out of the schools. They
are counseling young people on alternatives to military service and encourag-
ing education for peace. Like the supporters of the Committee on Militarism
in Education during the 1930s, these advocates for peace today are working
for the advancement of education in its purest form, as Dewey envisioned—a
means for learning the principles of critical thinking and the value of cooper-
ation and understanding. The misuse of the educational system for military
recruitment and war propaganda is fundamentally antithetical to that vision
and to the conditions of a healthy society. The people who carry on this nec-
essary work deserve our gratitude and support. This book is the story of their
struggle to create a more just and peaceful society.

David Cortright
Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies

University of Notre Dame
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Introduction

We met Yvette in the modest home of Diane Wood, founder and
coordinator of a small activist organization, Peaceful Vocations.
Members of the Ft. Worth, Texas, group engage in military

“counter-recruitment” through their organizing and activism to confront the
growing presence of military recruiters in American schools. They visit high
schools to challenge recruiters’ messages with information on non-military
career options; work to make it harder for the military to operate in local
schools; conduct lobbying campaigns for policies that protect students’ pri-
vate information from military recruiters; and nurture youth to become
involved in these activities. Their reasons for engaging in this work vary,
but almost all the activists in our study shared concerns about how a mil-
itary presence in schools corrupts traditional educational values and often
runs roughshod over students’ privacy rights. Counter-recruiters also object
to the way military recruiters disproportionately target youth with the least
advantage: English-language learners, low-income students, and students of
color. They are not anti-military—in fact, many counter-recruiters are them-
selves military veterans—but rather oppose the military’s increasingly bold
intrusions into a place where they do not belong: public schools. Counter-
recruiters form a relatively small, but vital, movement; Peaceful Vocations is
the only counter-recruitment group in conservative Fort Worth, and one of
only three in the nation’s second largest state.

At the time, Yvette had been active with Peaceful Vocations for six years.
She regularly joins group members on visits to area high schools, where they
often have a table set-up across from military recruiters. A Hispanic single
mother in her thirties, Yvette defies the stereotype of peace activists as aging
hippies trying to relive the 1960s. She is also the only military veteran in
Peaceful Vocations, which she believes gives her insight into the reasons why
youth enlist in the armed forces. “When I was in high school,” she recalled,
“if you asked me I would have said, ‘I’ll never join the military.’” But like
so many Americans, her family’s financial situation made it difficult to con-
sider any alternative. “My parents didn’t have money for college. I wanted to
travel . . . and that’s what the recruiter got me on. He said, ‘You’ll travel the



2 ● Demilitarizing Public Schools

world, and you won’t go to combat.’” Yvette’s experience was hardly unique.
According to one survey, 86 percent of Texas high school students who
reported having contact with a military recruiter said they were never told
about the risks of military service.1 “It was kind of a running joke once I was
in the military,” Yvette noted. “Everyone knows your recruiter lied to you.”
Although it should not have been a surprise, Yvette was still shocked when—
on her first visit to a high school as a member of Peaceful Vocations—she
spoke with a student who told her how recruiters described military life.

One of them was that, “We’re not even in a war anymore.” You think, “How
can these kids not know we’re in a war?” But when you’re 16- or 17-year-olds,
and if you’re not watching the news and somebody in that position of authority
tells you we’re not in a war anymore—especially if it’s a military person—you’re
going to believe it.

The transition from soldier to activist was not easy for Yvette.

It took me so many years to get back to the person that I was. I was this whole
different person in the military: doing what I was supposed to do, and doing
what I was told to do, and following what’s going on around me instead of
pushing up against things.

Her work with Peaceful Vocations offers ample opportunity for resistance.
Yvette relishes the chance to talk with the military recruiters she meets in
schools and to challenge the stories they tell students. She always introduces
herself as a veteran when approaching a recruiter and takes care to be cordial,
not confrontational. She shares the pamphlets Peaceful Vocations distributes
to students, photocopied flyers with titles like Know Before You Go and What
Every Girl Should Know about the U.S. Military. The response from recruiters
varies wildly. “I’ve had lots of recruiters say, ‘Yeah, they need to know that
information.’ But then a lot of recruiters look at me like I’m the scum of the
earth.”

Yvette was a relative newcomer to the world of activism. In contrast, Diane
Wood, who raised a family in Fort Worth and has lived in the community
for more than 40 years, has long been involved with peace- and justice-related
initiatives. During the 1980s, she traveled the state speaking to church groups
about US policies in Central America. When the Iraq War started in 2003,
she began attending a weekly protest vigil and kept up the practice for three
years. But counter-recruitment was different. As she fought with school offi-
cials who wanted to keep her group out of the local schools, she had to adopt
a long-term view of activism. She also had to learn how to be an organizer.
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It’s a whole lot different than making a sign and going to a protest. It’s establish-
ing those relationships with the school board. It’s spending days preparing what
you want to present to the school administration officials. It’s spending a long
time writing your presentation that you’re going to do. And it’s stamping all
this literature, keeping up with it, getting more printed, picking up the print-
ing, calling the schools, making the appointments with the principals because
you’ve got to present yourself. You’ve got to know what you’re talking about.
And you have to do it in a way that’s diplomatic.

Diplomacy is of utmost importance when organizing in a conservative area
like Fort Worth. Until recently, Diane’s neighborhood was segregated, with
no African American or Hispanic homeowners. School administrators are
often unwilling to contest the region’s pro-military culture, and initially,
many found Peaceful Vocations too controversial to enter the school grounds.
Access came only after a protracted struggle with the school board, city coun-
cil, and through legal challenge. Getting in wasn’t the hardest part. Now,
when Diane, Yvette, and other Peaceful Vocations activists speak to students
in schools, they are more likely to meet with indifference than with hostility.
To better engage with Fort Worth youth, Peaceful Vocations activists supple-
ment their tabling events at schools with annual poetry slams. These events
are attended by students, teachers, and parents and preceded by a free poetry
workshop taught by a professional poet. Not only do these activities help
Peaceful Vocations maintain visibility in the Fort Worth educational com-
munity, but they have also facilitated new contacts with parents and teachers.
“At the poetry slams,” Diane said, “the parents come up and say, you know,
this is so wonderful that you’re doing this.” Yvette, for her part, stands by
the opinion of her teenage daughter, who says that counter-recruiters have to
find ways to “make it fun” for youth, and the poetry slams are a winner in
that category.

When Diane first met Yvette at an Iraq War protest in 2006, Peaceful
Vocations was just starting counter-recruitment in area schools. “She found
out I was a veteran and so she really started pursuing me to come help her
out and come to the schools,” Yvette said. But as a single mother who was
then completing work on her bachelor’s degree, Yvette initially felt she did
not have time to be involved. “I’m extremely busy and there are lots of times
that I want to walk away.” But Yvette, like many military veterans in the
counter-recruitment movement, feels a sense of duty to reach out to youth
with a message of peace. “I have to do this,” she said. “I can’t just walk away
from it.”

Despite the difficulties of this work and the lack of consistent measures
of success, both Yvette and Diane view counter-recruitment as a critical form
of activism that deserves greater support from the larger peace and anti-war
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movement. “I think the reason peace activists for the most part don’t get
involved is because it’s longer range,” Diane said. “People tend to go to a
protest and it’s over, and then they can go to the next protest and so forth.
And it does something but they don’t see the long goal.” As articulated
by Diane and other organizers, counter-recruiters seek to prevent the next
US war by “stopping it where it begins”: in public schools where the mil-
itary has a deeply rooted presence.2 “The reason we have the war,” Diane
said, “is because we have militarism in our schools and because of the mili-
tary’s power to induce kids to go into the military . . . I personally believe that
counter-military recruitment is the very best anti-war movement that you can
ever have.”

For the past three years we traveled across the United States to talk with
activists, Yvette and Diane among them, about their motivations and expe-
riences as counter-recruiters. We interviewed more than 70 individuals from
25 different communities in 15 states, and often accompanied them on their
visits to schools and other venues. We also explored university archives in an
effort to understand the broader history of this 40-year-old movement. Many
individuals we interviewed had some professional connection to education,
with experience working as teachers or social workers. Others were military
veterans with a desire to share their story with young people. We also spoke
with high school guidance counselors. Since the latter often determine when
military recruiters can see students, counselors offer a unique perspective on
the presence of the military in public schools.

Utilizing community organizing methods, counter-recruitment activists—
students, teachers, veterans, and others—seek to challenge the socialization
of youth to a culture of militarism, confront US foreign policy, and con-
test misinformation spread by military recruiters. During our research, it was
encouraging to learn that so many committed activists were trying to rid
schools of undue military influence. Despite a lack of financial resources or
consistent levels of support from national foundations and mainstream peace
organizations, counter-recruiters are determined to resist the military’s goal of
being the “dominant force” in schools. The odds are long, but those involved
in counter-recruitment have achieved important victories.

Before we begin our story, a few caveats about this book. First, we lim-
ited our focus to counter-recruitment efforts in high school settings. There
are a number of organizers actively involved in combating militarism in col-
leges and universities, along with a literature on the topic.3 In contrast, little
is known about efforts to address the military presence in American high
schools, which is actually more extensive than on college campuses. We also
acknowledge limitations of our study design. While we originally intended
to balance the voices of adult activists with youth perspectives (especially
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those currently enrolled in high school), in the end this proved difficult.
One obstacle was the requirement that we obtain parental consent before
we could interview student activists. Another challenge was the transience
of this population; it ultimately proved too time-consuming to track down
many youth who had been involved in counter-recruiting campaigns but
had since graduated. Also, our study does not include interviews with mil-
itary recruiters. However, we compensate for this by drawing on primary and
secondary sources, such as reports and periodicals produced by the military
recruiting community and other publicly available government documents.
Through a careful reading of such material, we provide a candid picture of
military recruiters’ thoughts and opinions on issues such as school recruiting
programs and youth marketing initiatives.

Organizing Where It’s Needed Most

Many of the most active counter-recruitment organizations are located in
conservative parts of the country. Fort Worth, Texas, for example, is arguably
one of the most militarized cities in the Southwest. Its local economy is
dependent on the military–industrial complex: one of the area’s primary
employers, Lockheed Martin, led the world with $36 billion in arms sales
in 2012.4 Moreover, the city lies in close proximity to Fort Hood, which at
one time had more of its soldiers killed in Afghanistan and Iraq than from
any other US Army base. While reverence for the armed forces goes unques-
tioned in most parts of the country, it is especially strong in this part of
the Longhorn State. Not surprisingly, the military influence is keenly felt in
the Fort Worth schools. Before Peaceful Vocations became active, military
recruiters enjoyed carte blanche access at local high schools. Army recruiters
driving customized Humvees would make unannounced visits; and since
some of these vehicles came equipped with $9,000 stereo systems, attract-
ing male students was as easy as opening the doors and pumping up the jams.
This situation has improved in recent years as schools, challenged by groups
like Peaceful Vocations, have implemented stricter access policies for military
recruiters. Nonetheless, some Fort Worth public high school students are still
told they won’t be able to attend homecoming unless they take a military test
that measures vocational skills and interests (the Armed Services Vocational
Aptitude Battery, ASVAB). The military also works hard to reach children
who are years away from being eligible to enlist: recruiters have a tradition
of bringing their sales pitch to middle school career fairs, and Fort Hood sol-
diers log hundreds of hours volunteering as tutors, test proctors, and “lunch
buddies” in local elementary schools. In a newsletter distributed to partic-
ipating schools, Fort Hood officials claim their “Adopt-a-School” program
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is all about “giving back” to the community and “nurturing” the growth of
local children.5 However, internal documents and trade publications like the
Army’s Recruiter Journal refer to these practices as a way of “planting the seed”
of “military awareness” in young children.6

Counter-Recruitment and the Campaign to Demilitarize Public Schools pro-
vides a window into the various ways in which the US military recruits youth,
while exploring the diversity of responses by local activists. To gain insights
into what Matthew Friesen calls the “competition” between counter-recruiters
and military personnel for “symbolic dominance in public high schools,” we
employ a sociological frame analysis.7 Building on social movement theory,
Loretta Pyles and Scott Harding describe frames as “socially constructed con-
ceptual structures that influence behavior and lead to collective action.”8

When used by social change organizations, frames help mobilize activists
while spreading awareness of their beliefs into the public arena. This is made
necessary since these groups have to contend with the dominant frames about
the way the world works served up by political elites, mass media, and other
social institutions.

What exactly is the mainstream frame being contested by counter-
recruiters? Based on our interviews, analysis of recruiting materials, and media
coverage, the following portrayal emerges: military recruiters offer youth
amazing opportunities; but since youth aren’t sufficiently aware of these ben-
efits, military personnel need to be in schools to make sure students have
a clear understanding of the military. Thus, the military claims to offer a
route to personal transformation. Current advertising slogans declare that
youth can “do something amazing” in the Air Force, “gain strength” in the
Army, or “live the extreme” in the Air Force Reserve. Along with the possi-
bility of such adventures, the military also promises to strengthen the moral
fiber of today’s youth. According to Lance Izumi, president of the California
Community Colleges and co-leader of the Southern California Community
Advisory board for Army recruiting, “We have raised a generation of chil-
dren who are used to being taken care of, who are easily distracted” and have
a “fairly easy life.” In response, the Army claims to provide the “singularly
best system” of turning out “disciplined, focused” adults who have “strong
personal values.”9

Then there are the financial benefits of serving. Military service, according
to mainstream framing, offers a way of paying for one’s college education,
the costs of which remain out of reach for an increasing number of American
families. The military also claims to offer a steady paycheck, a particularly
strong inducement in times of economic crisis. In 2009, with the Great Reces-
sion in full swing, Army recruiters who talked to the media suggested, “The
Army provides opportunities for people looking for stability in this unstable
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economy.”10 During the massive layoffs of the early 1990s, the operative slo-
gan for Army recruiting had a similarly explicit appeal to the unemployed:
“U.S. Army: We’re Still Hiring.”11

But military recruiters face a problem that leads to another aspect of the
mainstream frame: today’s youth remain ignorant of the benefits of military
service. As a high-ranking Army recruiting officer explained, given the abun-
dance of options facing students, “sometimes we have to focus them a little
bit and make sure that they know all the options available to them.”12 Thus,
a Marine recruiter told one reporter that his purpose in visiting high schools
is to “demystify” life in the Marine Corps and to correct the “many mis-
conceptions” students may have about military service.13 One particularly
stubborn belief, according to the top recruiter for the Army’s mid-Atlantic
Recruiting Battalion, is that military service involves combat. Rather than
address the possible loss of life or psychological trauma that comes with com-
bat, the Army has reframed its mission. “We’re trying to teach taking care
of our nation’s needs; some of those [needs] could be in combat in Iraq
and Afghanistan but many of them are here at home in Hurricane Katrina
and other natural disasters.”14 To dispel these misconceptions and make sure
youth know about careers in the military, recruiters need unimpeded access
to students, especially in America’s high schools. Such a presence, for exam-
ple, allows the Army to achieve its goal: “to motivate, educate, train and
develop today’s youth to be leaders, decision makers and citizen-contributors
to achieve life-long success.”15

Counter-recruitment campaigns reframe the conventional wisdom about
the purpose and value of military service, and question the propriety of
a military presence in schools. As we discuss in Chapter 1, activists cite
the need for a “counter-presence”16 in schools to provide the “other side”
of the recruitment pitch. Another (counter) frame, explored in Chapter 2,
casts counter-recruitment as a means of helping students critically exam-
ine the role of militarism in American society. Through sustained work in
local schools, often involving arts-based and other interactive programming,
counter-recruiters help youth come to the state that Paulo Freire described
as critical consciousness. Counter-recruitment campaigns also maintain high
schools should not be actively supporting military recruiting on campus.
Thus, as noted in Chapter 3, these activities take issue with military train-
ing programs like Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (JROTC), and
call for a halt to the practice of handing over private student information
(and, in some cases, testing data) to military recruiters. Those involved in
counter-recruitment also suggest that a military presence in schools con-
flicts with traditional educational values like critical thinking and diversity.
In Chapter 4, we note how some activists frame their activities as a way of
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bringing wars to a premature end. According to this narrative, the job of
counter-recruiters is to throw sand in the war machine by dissuading youth
from ever enlisting in the military.

Counter-recruitment is also marked by its multidimensional nature—
the tendency among activists to employ more than one frame (and form
of activism) at a time. In this study, we identify the frames of activists
who have worked in a variety of settings, for different lengths of time, and
with different measures of success. Some counter-recruitment efforts focus
on outreach to communities routinely targeted by recruiters (e.g., minority
groups), while others involve campaigns in largely rural or suburban areas
with less racial and ethnic diversity. And a growing number of groups employ
youth-empowerment strategies so that students themselves can challenge the
military presence in their schools. However, most activists are simply involved
in the day-to-day spadework of combating school militarism: they distribute
pamphlets to students, engage in political education campaigns to inform the
public, and get into schools to supply students with information on alterna-
tives to the military. This notion of choices is significant, and illustrates the
educational role that organizers assume in schools and local communities.
Thus, most counter-recruitment activists do not tell young people what they
should do with their lives. Nor, generally, do they offer an explicitly anti-
military message. Instead, they provide information that military recruiters
often leave out of their sales pitch. As Jim Schmidt, a Vietnam veteran
from Oregon, told us: “We never approach the kids as being anti-military.
We approach them as advocates for them who want to make certain that they
are completely informed.”

Having a multiplicity of frames at their disposal may have contributed
to the steady growth of counter-recruitment. Between 2000 and 2009, the
number of activists attending national-level counter-recruitment conferences
grew from a few dozen to nearly 300. A directory of organizations avail-
able on the website of the National Network Opposing the Militarization
of Youth (NNOMY) reflects the breadth of this movement: from the youth-
led Better Alternatives for Youth (BAY-Peace) in Oakland, California, to the
Albuquerque Raging Grannies; from Berkshire Citizens for Peace and Justice
in Western Massachusetts, to the Guahan Coalition for Peace and Justice in
the Western Pacific territory of Guam; from Peaceful Vocations in Fort Worth
to the Truth Project in Boca Raton. Many of these disparate organizations
are organized under the umbrella of NNOMY, which serves as a clearing-
house for information related to military recruiting, school militarism, and
counter-recruitment activism. An associated Yahoo! e-mail list keeps activists
informed of developments in the field, and often features commentary and
analysis from movement leaders such as Rick Jahnkow and Pat Elder.
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Jahnkow, organizing in San Diego since the late 1970s, has been involved
in several important campaigns opposing the military in schools. As coordi-
nator of the nonprofit Project on Youth and Non-Military Opportunities,
he is also one of the few remaining full-time paid organizers in counter-
recruitment. Jahnkow’s commitment to this activism has produced a number
of victories: from waging a legal battle over the rights of counter-recruiters
to have access to schools in the mid-1980s, to a landmark victory against
JROTC in the late 2000s. All along, he has been driven by the desire to
help youth who are often not aware of non-military options in life because
these tend to be “overshadowed by the presence of military recruiters at their
schools on a weekly basis.” Not surprisingly, Jahnkow is recognized as a key
strategist and mentor to other counter-recruitment activists. One of those is
Pat Elder, a Maryland educator whose special focus is lobbying against the
unregulated use of military testing in high schools. Over the past ten years,
Elder’s advocacy has led to state laws protecting the privacy of students who
take military-related tests in their high schools. Along the way, he built a
coalition that includes state chapters of the American Civil Liberties Union,
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, and others.

The Long Struggle Against Militarism

The end of the Iraq War and the election of President Barack Obama drained
anti-war activist energy and led to the dissolution of many local, counter-
recruitment groups. Most organizations continuing to pursue this work do
so without emphasizing opposition to a particular war. In this sense, rather
than being an explicitly anti-war movement, counter-recruitment is best seen
as being anti-militarist. Militarism, the cultural trend that normalizes war
and a constant state of military mobilization, is both pervasive and hidden
in plain sight. Catherine Lutz, an anthropologist who has made her career
studying American militarism, suggests that “war readiness is a way of life” in
the United States, a phenomenon that permeates public life yet escapes crit-
ical scrutiny.17 Militarism appears at sporting events, where Air Force pilots
zoom overhead in carefully choreographed “flyovers,” and in video games and
other forms of popular entertainment.18 Candidates for political office often
dress up in “military drag” to show proper respect for the armed forces, while
a military “color guard” is common at many public events.19 Moreover, pop-
ular culture is increasingly infused with pro-military messages intended to
demonstrate support for “the troops.” “Despite the ubiquity of militarism,”
Laura Finley notes, “we are carefully taught not to notice it, acknowledge it,
or call it what it is.”20 The result, Lutz notes, is a permanent war economy
shielded from critique and seemingly recession-proof: “there is no institution
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that is more revered than the military and whose financial and moral support
is thought more unquestionable in the halls of Congress. . .”21

As an anti-militarist movement, counter-recruitment tries to pierce the
veil that keeps Americans blind to militarism, and yet does so in a manner
markedly different from the methods of traditional anti-war efforts. While
the latter often gauge success on public visibility and the number of par-
ticipants in periodic street protests, counter-recruitment campaigns typically
unfold behind the scenes, in school board meetings and in conversations with
students outside school cafeterias. In this sense, counter-recruitment may
constitute a “movement without protests,” to use a term coined by Italian
sociologists Donatella della Porta and Mario Diani.22 While this may seem
fitting today, our analysis of the history of counter-recruitment (Chapter 4)
shows that recruitment-related protests have occurred since the 1970s, mainly
in response to US involvement in foreign wars.

In fact, counter-recruitment can trace its ancestry to the 1920s, a time
when policy-makers and the military advocated more military training pro-
grams in secondary and post-secondary institutions. The Committee on
Militarism in Education, whose letterhead included such notable figures as
educator John Dewey and Protestant theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, led the
opposition to these plans. Although US entry into World War II spelled
the demise of the committee’s work, the postwar years produced a surge of
anti-militarism organizing when President Truman proposed a system of uni-
versal military training for youth. One of the organizations that took part in
that successful campaign would eventually lay the foundation for counter-
recruitment. Formed in 1948, the Central Committee for Conscientious
Objectors, later known as CCCO, was for the first 25 years of its existence an
organization devoted to ending conscription and counseling active-duty ser-
vice members who wished to avoid combat duty by filing for conscientious
objector status. In the early 1970s, as conscription was ending in the United
States, CCCO began preparing for a transition to the all-volunteer military by
working against the militarization of US schools. In later years, the organiza-
tion focused on fund raising; field organizing; and counseling youth, soldiers,
and the general public about the realities of military service and the dan-
gers of militarism in American society. A major part of this advocacy work
was to publish a newsletter, Counter Pentagon. One of the only periodicals
to devote itself entirely to counter-recruitment, Counter Pentagon informed
readers about changes to military recruiting guidelines, and described new
developments concerning the military’s presence in schools. The newspaper
also solicited information from readers, publishing a regular section where
activists shared news of local organizing struggles. Counter Pentagon was later
replaced by another CCCO publication, the monthly Objector. While the
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Objector covered other issues, it still emphasized counter-recruitment until
the magazine, along with CCCO, began to dissolve in the mid-2000s.23

The US counter-recruitment movement has a long history, one that we
explore more fully as our story proceeds. While equivalent forms of organiz-
ing exist elsewhere in the world, they are not nearly as developed. This is due,
in part, to the fact that an all-volunteer military is a relatively recent develop-
ment in other countries. During the 1990s and 2000s, when some Western
European nations started to replace conscription with volunteer-based armed
forces, a clear pattern emerged. Similar to what occurred in the United States
following the end of the draft in 1973, these countries witnessed a steady
increase in their degree of school militarization. As if to compensate for the
loss of state power to coerce its citizens (usually young men) to serve in the
military, states with volunteer armies found they had to resort to propaganda
to meet military manpower needs. This has required a regular military pres-
ence in schools in order to reach youth, along with marketing initiatives in the
media, direct mail advertising, and the establishment of school-based systems
of military training.24

In response, European activist groups began organizing to demilitarize
schools. It is happening in Spain, for example, where a lively anti-conscription
movement has existed since the 1980s. Following that country’s conversion
to an all-volunteer military in 2001, anti-conscription activists shifted their
focus to fighting against militarism in Spanish society; this includes outreach
to schools and public protests against the sale of “war toys.”25 In the United
Kingdom, ForcesWatch—a nonprofit organization that advocates for a ban
on military representatives in schools—produces headline-grabbing research,
including one report that revealed how military recruiters target the most
economically disadvantaged students.26 In Germany, a 2008 agreement that
formalized ties between the armed forces and the Ministry of Education in
eight of the country’s 16 states sparked an immediate backlash. There are
currently groups organizing against the military presence in schools in five
of those German states, and subsequent attempts to secure similar military-
cooperation agreements in other parts of Germany have met with defeat.27

In this book, we focus on contemporary stories of counter-recruitment
success—and setbacks—in organizing US communities against the
militarization of schools. We sometimes enrich our analysis of the current
situation by drawing on the rich history of counter-recruitment organizing,
which has never received the attention it deserves. But to adequately tell this
story, we begin by addressing the dimensions of militarism in US education
and the broader society. It is a tale not often told, perhaps because Americans
like to think their country is different from authoritarian states where children
are conditioned into a warrior culture from a tender age.
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“Total Market Penetration”: Military Recruiting in High Schools

By the late nineteenth century, US military personnel began visiting schools.
According to Amy Beegle, veterans of the US Civil War (1861–1865) “met
monthly with school children to tell ‘thrilling stories of heroic deeds, brave
encounters, desperate battles . . . and wondrous suffering.’”28 These practices
became a key priority following the end of the draft in 1973, a transition
that led to historic levels of Pentagon spending on recruiting and marketing.
The Army alone increased its marketing and advertising budget from $3 mil-
lion in 1969 to nearly $40 million by 1974 (equal to roughly $190 million
today).29 Across all branches of the armed forces, the number of recruiters
more than doubled from 13,000 in 1970 to 32,000 in 1975.30 Since the
early 1980s, recruiters lobbied for greater school access for the military and—
until 2001—had to settle for a patchwork of local- and state-level initiatives.
Now, a little-known provision of the 2001 federal No Child Left Behind
Act (NCLB) allows military recruiters access to students both directly on
high school campuses and via telephone and other communication tools.
Diane, Yvette, and other counter-recruiters attempt to make students and
their parents aware that they can “opt-out” of this arrangement by signing
a form at the beginning of every school year. Even with the “opt-out” pro-
vision, the NCLB law was a gift to American military recruiters, who, since
the 1970s, experimented with various methods of obtaining entry to schools
and procuring access to student information. In the years leading up to the
new education law, the Pentagon gained several legislative victories at the
state level that made it easier for recruiters to contact students and visit high
schools. Much of this success was due to years of grassroots lobbying cam-
paigns by the military to win the hearts and minds of local educators. Now,
according to long-time organizers, the overwhelming majority of US public
high schools have no policy in place regarding military recruiters. In such
“free range” school environments, recruiters wander the halls in search of
potential recruits. It is not uncommon for recruiters to make scores of vis-
its to the same school during the academic year, stroll the sidelines during
school sporting events, and give presentations to the marching band about
the musical opportunities of military service.

From the Pentagon’s perspective, access to high schools is important
because youth represent their “target market.” That, at least, is how students
are typically described in the pages of the Army’s Recruiter Journal.31 “The
future of the all-volunteer armed forces are seventeen-year-old male high
school seniors,” as a top Marine recruiter noted; and the Pentagon found
that if a person has not considered enlisting by the age of 17 they are far less
likely to do so as they grow older.32 Once they enter high schools, military
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recruiters prefer to have specific interactions with youth. To quote from a
recent Army War College report, their goal is to “provide an unobstructed
conduit into the decision making cycles” of American youth.33 Recruiters,
therefore, seek unfettered contact—and hence, influence—as high school stu-
dents make vital career choices. School access is essential to military recruiters
because that’s where youth can be found five days a week. Thus, the Army’s
Recruiter Handbook notes that while it is important for recruiters to culti-
vate churches, civic organizations, and the business community, “No other
segment of the community network has as much impact on recruiting as
schools.”34 Counter-recruiters’ power, therefore, lies in their ability to also
gain access to students, and create space for a dialogue by asking uncomfort-
able questions about military service and pointing out inconsistencies in the
military sales pitch.

One of the more interesting discoveries of our research has been that few
people realize the military is actively—and widely—recruiting in schools.
Unless you are a student, chances are you have little awareness about the
extent of the military presence in US public schools. Recruiters are the invisi-
ble salesmen given a nearly impossible mission: keep the all-volunteer military
force going. They must meet their monthly enlistment quota or else face stiff
penalties. For the Army, that means individual recruiters must sign up two
new recruits per month, and an average of two and one-half enlistees for
the Marines. Tremendous pressure to “make mission” and “fill boots” leads a
majority of recruiters to work upward of 60 hours per week,35 and has at times
fostered a culture of fraud and recruiting malpractice. Fraud in the world
of recruitment simply refers to the practice of knowingly enlisting someone
who does not meet the rigorous standards laid out by the different military
branches. When recruitment scandals arise, military officials usually dismiss it
as a case of a few “bad apples.” Except that occasionally some disturbing facts
slip through the cracks, as in 2005 when a retired Army recruiting station
commander told a reporter

There’s white, there’s black, and there’s gray. Any recruiter who’s successful lives
in the gray and goes into the black pretty often . . . There’s no way to recruit
within the rules and be successful.36

What does the military presence in schools look like, in practice? The
mainstay of the Pentagon’s high school recruiting efforts used to be tabling
(or what recruiters refer to as “static displays”): on certain days during the aca-
demic year, recruiters would arrive at a school and recruit from behind a table
filled with brochures, displays, and free merchandise. Not anymore. After sur-
veying the field in his first six months on the job as Deputy Commanding
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General for Army recruiting, Brig. Gen. Bryan Roberts advised recruiters
under his command that, “The best high school programs don’t include
table set-ups; they are passé.” Instead, the top recruiters are actually teach-
ing in the classroom, giving presentations at school Career Days, liaising
with their school’s JROTC units, and volunteering to coach sports.37 All of
which echoes the Army’s call for “total market penetration” and—in a chilling
formulation—“school ownership.”38 Of course, this level of access would not
be possible without synergy between educators and the military recruiting
apparatus. Military recruiters have long cultivated the support of educators,
who are seen as “Centers of Influence” in a position to encourage Johnny
or Sally to enlist. Recruiters therefore invest heavily in outreach to teachers,
guidance counselors, school board members, and other school stakeholders.
One notable example is the practice of inviting large groups of educators
to military bases for several days of interactive, all-expenses-paid “educator
workshops.”

While military recruitment is common in US high schools, not every com-
munity has accepted the growing militarization of public education. Take
the case of the Los Angeles Unified School District. Military recruiters used
to say they “owned” area schools. All it took to challenge this situation
was one motivated teacher with an idea: Arlene Inouye, formerly a speech
and language therapist in the District. Her story demonstrates how counter-
recruitment activists can make significant change at the local level. During the
Iraq War, Inouye, founder and chief coordinator of the Coalition for Alterna-
tives to Militarism in Schools (CAMS), and volunteers with CAMS pushed
the Los Angeles school board to pass a policy limiting on-campus military
recruiter access. She also helped create a committee responsible for overseeing
the school district’s relationship with the military. “We went to the [school]
board and they actually formed a committee around us,” Inouye told us,
“where I drive the agenda and we’re able to keep a watch over policies, prac-
tices and everything having to do with military recruiting.” While Inouye has
had to dial down her activism after taking on a new job as treasurer of United
Teachers Los Angeles (UTLA, one of the largest teachers’ unions in the coun-
try), her innovative approach to counter-recruitment has inspired others in
the movement.

Military Testing in High Schools: The ASVAB as Threat to
Student Privacy

In addition to the wide-open access to schools and students afforded military
recruiters, the Pentagon also obtains a wealth of student information from
the results of the ASVAB. First introduced in 1968, the test is provided free
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to schools to promote “career exploration,” and many cash-strapped districts
require their students to take it in lieu of more expensive career counseling
programs. The military publicly plays down the recruitment potential of
the test, claiming the ASVAB is just a way of “giving back” to communi-
ties by providing a public service to schools.39 For example, the website for
the ASVAB Career Exploration Program (the name used to market the test
to schools) minimizes the military connection to the exam. In a fact sheet
explaining the ASVAB, parents are told their son or daughter will not be
under any obligation to the Pentagon after completing the test. However, left
unmentioned is the fact that military recruiters are instructed to call the home
telephone numbers of any student taking the ASVAB and offer to “interpret”
their test results in a one-on-one session at a local recruiting station. Similarly,
a website for educators interested in the ASVAB claims civilian Educational
Services Specialists administer the tests, not recruiters.40 While technically
true, military regulations do not prohibit recruiters from serving as proc-
tors for the tests, and the Army’s Recruiter Handbook advises recruiters to
“volunteer as a test proctor whenever possible.”41

Many agree that the ASVAB program benefits recruiters by augmenting
their presence in schools and helping the military to develop relationships
with students, teachers, and administrators.42 The program is also prized by
the Pentagon because once the test results are made available to recruiters,
they can then use the data to build—in the words of the top military recruiter
for the state of Maryland—a “meaningful dialogue” with students about
career opportunities in the military.43 One Army analyst concluded that
administering the ASVAB in high schools is ultimately responsible for 10 to
15 percent of new military enlistees—a remarkable figure, given that only a
small portion of US high school students (650,000) take the test every year.44

While the Pentagon has the power to pry student information loose from a
variety of sources, including shady private sector “data brokers,” the ASVAB is
a unique tool in the military recruiting arsenal and one the Pentagon is loath
to abandon. According to Pat Elder, the Maryland activist who has advised
counter-recruitment groups across the country, “The military really counts
on the ASVAB because they get career information, demographics. They get
four hours of getting into a kid’s head!”

What few school officials know is that military regulations provide eight
choices or “options” governing release of student data to the military. Only
Option 8 protects student privacy and prevents test results and students’
demographic information from being automatically sent to recruiters. Thus,
many counter-recruiters have been lobbying school districts and, in some
cases, state-level policy makers to require schools to select Option 8 when
they administer the test. In 2013, Diane Wood traveled to the state capital



16 ● Demilitarizing Public Schools

to lobby the Texas Board of Education for a statewide Option 8 mandate.
In this effort, she’s been joined by a counter-recruitment group in Austin,
and has received guidance from Pat Elder. The newly formed Texas Coalition
for Student Privacy is a way for activists from across the Lone Star State to
join Diane in advocating for regulation of the ASVAB test.

Elder has become an advocate of the “legislative approach” to counter-
recruitment. However, he started out with more traditional activism, helping
to organize one of the first anti-war demonstrations in Washington, DC, after
the terrorist attacks of September 11. In 2004, he made what he calls a “prag-
matic shift” and decided his efforts would be more effective by focusing on
military recruitment. Elder justifies this change by noting the results-based
strategy of counter-recruitment. “I just think we need to concentrate on
something that is proven to work.” And in that he agrees with those who
appreciate counter-recruitment’s ability to produce concrete change: school
policies limiting recruiter access, for example. In Elder’s case, results came
in the form of the first state law in the country mandating Option 8 for
all students taking the ASVAB. Lobbying by his Maryland coalition earned
the endorsements of the state NAACP and ACLU, and a liberal member of
the Maryland Senate, Paul Pinsky, whose support proved critical to the law’s
passage in 2010. Just as important, Elder believes, was the way the issue was
framed: “We never allowed anybody to suggest that we were anti-war people.”
Elder is excited by the progress made by Peaceful Vocations in Fort Worth,
and is hopeful other states will pass similar ASVAB legislation. “There have
to be a dozen states that are probably even more liberal than Maryland that
should be able to do this.”

Military Training in High Schools: The Junior Reserve Officers’
Training Corps

The cozy relationship between schools and the military is most apparent in a
high school-based military training program called the Junior Reserve Offi-
cers’ Training Corps (JROTC). Students enrolled in JROTC (“cadets”) learn
from uniformed military instructors, and study from “military science” text-
books developed by the military and which are exempt from the scrutiny
given to other student texts. While supporters of JROTC claim the program is
more concerned with inculcating citizenship skills than with recruiting, about
half of the program consists of military drill. Students wear uniforms pur-
chased by the military branch sponsoring their unit, and the Pentagon covers
some of the instructor’s salary. JROTC units currently operate in more than
3,500 US high schools. Each branch of the military runs a separate JROTC
program; the Army manages nearly half of these. Geographically concentrated
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in the South and Southwest United States, there is a JROTC presence in every
state and more than 500,000 students are enrolled nationwide.

The connection between JROTC and recruiting is clear, although this
is not marketed as such to schools. If it were, the educational community
would likely not embrace the program. As part of their public relations effort,
military officials and instructors claim JROTC is a leadership and citizenship-
training initiative, not a recruiting tool. The Pentagon has also promoted
JROTC both as a source of enrichment for economically disadvantaged youth
and as a way of boosting academic achievement and preventing dropouts
among “at-risk students.” However, most research demonstrates few, if any,
significant differences in terms of academic achievement, high school gradu-
ation, or transition to college between JROTC and non-JROTC students.45

Interestingly, while other studies—including one by researchers at the Naval
Postgraduate School—found little support for the notion that JROTC leads
to improved academic performance, JROTC cadets do in fact have higher
rates of military enlistment.46 Why do students enroll in JROTC? Sometimes
they sign up out of a genuine interest in the program. Youth may have fam-
ily members who served in the military and wish to experience military life
themselves. There are undoubtedly many students who benefit from expo-
sure to the discipline and authority structures of JROTC, as well as the social
capital and social networks that can accrue to young people participating in
the program. At the same time, an unknown (but probably large) number
of youth are simply automatically enrolled in JROTC every year. This was
the experience of one San Diego high school student, who told a researcher,
“I heard about [JROTC] in my freshman year; I was just placed in there
the first day of school.”47 In other US school districts, all ninth-graders are
automatically enrolled in JROTC even though the program is not manda-
tory. Others may be encouraged to take JROTC by their guidance counselors,
who remind students that they can get “gym class” credit by participating in
the program. In Fort Worth, Yvette learned of these techniques for bolstering
JROTC enrollment, but could not personally confirm it until she went to reg-
ister her teenage daughter for classes. When the guidance counselor offered
JROTC as an alternative to “gym class,” Yvette and her daughter reacted as
only two seasoned counter-recruiters could: “We both just looked at each
other and laughed. This is really what happens!”

Nationwide, a surprising number of educators support JROTC. Decades
of research have revealed that teachers view the program favorably.48 In fact,
some studies suggest educators’ views of the program are even more positive
than those of JROTC instructors themselves.49 The popularity of JROTC
among educators would alone complicate anti-JROTC organizing. But the
hierarchical structure of the program makes it nearly impossible to oppose
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by traditional lobbying methods. For example, JROTC instructors can order
their cadets to appear in uniform in front of a school board to testify in
support of the program; the ensuing spectacle typically ensures defeat for anti-
JROTC proposals. Still, some groups have had measured success by aiming
at the issue of enrollment, one of the perceived vulnerabilities of the JROTC
program. In 2009, for example, San Diego students involved in the Educa-
tion Not Arms Coalition were able to convince their school superintendent
to issue a directive preventing students from being placed in JROTC without
their informed consent. Two organizers of this campaign, Nancy Cruz and
Davíd Morales, were high school students at the time. A key part of their
strategy was helping other students and parents see the disparity between the
school funds spent on JROTC and recent cuts to their high school’s popu-
lar college preparatory program and Advanced Placement Spanish. In 2010,
this same student-led coalition launched a grassroots lobbying campaign that
eventually shut down the Marine Corps JROTC program at Mission Bay
High School.

As suggested, the scale of military involvement in public education is
vast and expanding every year. But as successful activism in Los Angeles,
Maryland, and San Diego demonstrates, the military faces significant chal-
lenges by activists in local schools across the United States. Given the
resources the Pentagon has to influence public education, and the enormous
impact of the military on civilian life, even these small victories are excep-
tional. Indeed, many activists speak of counter-recruitment in terms of a
David versus Goliath conflict. In spite of these long odds, counter-recruiters
have made impressive gains in more than 40 years of organizing. Our book,
which foregrounds the voices of these individuals waging an epic struggle,
tells the hidden story of the campaign against militarism in American schools.



CHAPTER 1

Countering the Recruitment Pitch

Richard Balderas didn’t plan on joining the Marine Corps. Formerly a
top student in the Austin, Texas, school system, who was placed on
the “gifted and talented” track, he dropped out of high school before

his senior year. One year later, Richard re-enrolled at Travis High School,
on the city’s south side. Although his grades were average, Richard’s teachers
recognized his potential. With their encouragement, Richard entered a city-
wide essay contest where he eventually won second prize.1 While school was
improving, life at home was tense. Richard’s younger sister, Naomi, showed
great promise as an artist. But the financial strain of a single-parent household
meant that it was likely beyond the family’s ability to support her dream of
attending art school. Around this time, the Marines’ recruiting pitch began
to sound attractive to Richard.

In 2005, Travis High, where most of the student body is Latina/o, stood
out in the heavily militarized Austin Independent School District. The school
had the district’s largest Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (JROTC)
program; and a display case in the main corridor housed trophies won over
the years by its Navy JROTC marksmanship team. The Marines also had
a heavy presence at Travis High: a Marine Corps flag hung proudly in the
school’s cafeteria, and during his senior year Richard talked frequently with
a Marine recruiter at his school. He soon joined the Marines on the Delayed
Entry Program (DEP), which meant he had up to a year before having to
report to active-duty training.2

In a feature story on Hispanics in the military, Richard told the Austin
American-Statesman that he wanted to emulate the Marines he had seen on
television growing up. “I like seeing the suits and the sword. I felt that’s some-
thing I’d like to see on me.” But the clincher was the Marines’ promise to find
a college loan for his sister if Richard enlisted. “The Marines told me I’d be
able to help her out, to take care of her financially.”3 But shortly after the
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article appeared, doubts emerged. Though he chose mechanical training over
the infantry, Richard’s family remained deeply concerned about the possi-
bility of his being sent to Iraq. Hispanic Texans were dying in combat in
Iraq at a rate more than 60 percent higher than for the nation’s military-
age population as a whole.4 Meanwhile, one of Richard’s teachers sought
out Thomas Heikkala, a Vietnam veteran engaged in counter-recruitment
in Austin schools with the group Sustainable Options for Youth (SOY).
As Heikkala later told us, Richard’s teacher “got a hold of me and said, ‘I’d
like to see if I can arrange a meeting with you and him . . . because he’s got so
much talent in writing; I’d just hate to see him get distracted in the military.’”

Growing up, Heikkala was fascinated by weapons and military history.
Counter-recruiting with his fellow activists in Austin was gratifying because
it allowed him to mentor “young men and young women about what to do if
they’re considering [military service].” This form of outreach to high school
students was important, he told us, because “a lot of them grew up like I grew
up: pretty oblivious to the negative sides of militarism.” Heikkala met Richard
and told him he could withdraw from the DEP with no consequences. He
also gave Richard a copy of an informational pamphlet, titled If You Change
Your Mind, You May Not Have to Go, explaining how the DEP worked. Yet,
by the end of the meeting, Heikkala did not believe he had persuaded the
young man. As he recalled, Richard told him, “Yeah, I’ll be going in [to the
Marines]—I’ve gotta do that.” In fact, Heikkala did not realize his influence
until he saw the Austin American-Statesman the following week and found
an article on Richard. “Balderas changed his mind” about enlisting, the story
read, “after much soul-searching and with advice from groups that counsel
students about nonmilitary options.”5

Enlistees like Richard are often unaware they can withdraw from the DEP
simply by contacting their recruiter before their assigned “ship date” and
requesting to “de-enlist.” Understandably, recruiters are loath to advertise this
option. Some have been known to tell early enlistees—falsely—they will run
afoul of military law if they do not report for duty. In an effort to prevent
“DEP loss,” recruiters have also used “tough love.” In an article in the Army-
sponsored Recruiter Journal, one recruiter from the Oklahoma City Battalion
related his methods for dealing with a “Future Soldier” (the Army’s term for
early enlistees) who was having doubts. “You want to be sympathetic, but
you have to remind them that they made a commitment and it’s not okay
not to ship.”6 Sometimes, tough love crosses over into coercion. In 2004,
Draft NOtices, the counter-recruitment newsletter published by San Diego
organizer Rick Jahnkow, printed a series of anecdotes from people who had
counseled enlistees through the DEP program. One activist related the story
of a young man whose request for release from DEP resulted in a visit to his
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workplace by angry Marines; the recruiters pressured him to reconsider his
decision, and only left after his supervisor ordered them out of the building.7

At the time Richard Balderas signed up, pressure on military recruiters
to fulfill their quotas, and thus to “sustain” early enlistment, was at an all-
time high. In January 2005, when Richard enlisted, the Marines missed their
monthly recruiting goal for the first time in ten years.8 The impact on Richard
was tangible. Shortly after mailing his letter requesting release from the DEP,
he was approached at school by his recruiter who told him he would have to
report to a “commanding officer in San Antonio” to discuss his situation. But
on the advice of the GI Rights Hotline, an advocacy group with a history of
collaborating with the counter-recruitment movement, Richard refused and
was eventually released from the Marines.

Knowledge to Empower

This example illustrates what we label the consumer advocacy method of
counter-recruitment. While some use the term “truth-in-recruiting” or “pre-
enlistment counseling” to describe this approach, we prefer consumer advocacy
out of a desire to connect counter-recruitment with a longer tradition of
activism. Consumer advocates are those groups and organizations that seek
to protect consumers from corporate abuses, deceptive marketing practices,
and unsafe products. Campaigns for seat belts and other safety features in
automobiles during the 1960s changed the culture of car manufacturing,
prevented countless driver injuries, and brought a consumer advocate named
Ralph Nader into the national spotlight. Similarly, counter-recruiters engage
in a type of advocacy to protect students from abusive military recruiting
practices, to help them understand the military enlistment contract, and to
make youth aware of non-military alternatives of getting financial assistance
for college or job training. In short, this approach seeks to “empower” youth
with the knowledge to make decisions about whether to enlist in the military
or to pursue other career paths.

Many people we interviewed emphasized that rather than discourage stu-
dents from joining the military, they supply youth vulnerable to recruitment
with information that allows them to make an informed choice. For example,
if a student reveals they are considering enlistment, activists may share infor-
mation on the “realities of military service”; their methods vary depending
on each student. In their outreach to young women, counter-recruiters often
share information that explains the risks of sexual assault in the military. One
military veteran from Oregon told us that instead of discussing abstract topics
with female students—how military culture is patriarchal, for example—she
relates the personal and more powerful story of how she was repeatedly raped
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while serving in the Army. For those who have already enlisted through the
DEP, activists explain their legal options (including release from the DEP, or
filing a claim as a conscientious objector). Of course, many students become
interested in military service out of a sincere desire to serve their country;
with these youth, counter-recruiters may promote AmeriCorps and City Year
as examples of non-military ways to earn money for college while serving
one’s country.

Organizers engaged in consumer advocacy thus seek to highlight the
diverse array of non-military paths to obtaining job skills and college funding.
Tami Minnich, a former social worker who volunteers with SOY in Austin,
spoke of her goal “to at least plant some seeds in the minds of students that
there are . . . alternatives to the military.” This information is vital, as many
youth—especially from low-income communities—may view the military as
their only viable career option. Amy Wagner, the coordinator of YA-YA Net-
work (Youth Activists-Youth Allies) in New York City, frames her work as
an attempt to help students “have real information and real options so that
they can make informed decisions” about whether they should enlist. The
approach laid out by the late Washington, DC-area counter-recruiter, John
Judge, is representative of many we interviewed.

[we] talk to the young people before they enlist to explain to them the realities
of military life, the statistics about how likely it is they’ll go to war and special
problems women and people of color face in the military . . . We also then tell
them that they have other options to find job training, job placement and skills
in the community, trade schools, apprenticeships, internships, [and] other ways
that they can break in [to the job market].

Consumer advocacy has existed in some form since the advent of counter-
recruitment. This type of activism was an easy transition for many who par-
ticipated in Vietnam-era draft counseling programs, such as David Cortright,
a prominent peace researcher and professor at the University of Notre
Dame. In 1974, deeply involved with GI rights and military counseling
issues, Cortright traveled to Baltimore to attend the first national counter-
recruitment symposium. Conference proceedings record him saying that one
of the most important goals of counter-recruitment was “empowering peo-
ple . . . so that they cannot be manipulated, so that whether they enlist or
not they will understand the impact of the military on themselves and the
society around them, and how to work toward change.”9 At that time, the
use of consumer advocacy was so pronounced there was disagreement about
the proper name for counter-recruitment. Some chose to describe their work
as “pre-military counseling.” Regardless of the name, there was an urgent
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need for this work, as widespread reports emerged of military recruiters using
deception and fraud to sign up new recruits. In 1973, the House Armed
Services Committee acknowledged that some recruiters “present an unrealis-
tic picture” to potential recruits.10 Under pressure to make their enlistment
quota, recruiters created fake high school diplomas and covered up the police
records of potential recruits. In 1978, Senator Sam Nunn of Georgia held
congressional hearings on military recruitment fraud; a year later, the outgo-
ing chief of the Army’s recruiting command revealed that more than 12,000
soldiers had been illegally enlisted since 1977.11

The military had an easier time in the 1980s finding recruits due to the
state of the economy. Army recruiting manuals from that time suggested
recruiters search newspaper articles about plant closings for the names of
newly unemployed men.12 This strategy may have been used in the Detroit
metropolitan area, where Army enlistment doubled from 1979 to 1980, a
period marked by the decline of the auto industry.13 Despite these advantages,
in 1981, the Government Accountability Office found recruiting malpractice
was still a problem “in every [service] component except the Air National
Guard.”14 Given the need to address “recruiters’ lies,” activists used the most
advanced technology of the time. “Choice or Chance,” a slide show about
the realities of military service, was widely shown in high school classrooms
in the 1980s.

Aside from helping youth make informed decisions, consumer advocacy
holds the potential of strengthening alliances across racial and class bound-
aries. Deborah Piatelli’s study of racial dynamics in a network of US peace
activists suggested counter-recruiters fell into two groups: those who saw
their goal as cutting the supply of US troops for the Iraq War (the “anti-war”
approach discussed in Chapter 4), and those who focused instead on “educat-
ing youth about their choices” (consumer advocacy). The latter, she noted, is
more attuned to the socioeconomic factors that encourage enlistment. Piatelli
found consumer advocacy promoted building multiracial coalitions, in part
because activists saw counter-recruitment as a broader social justice issue and
not merely a tool to end a specific war. As one participant told her, educat-
ing youth about their choices was part of a “bigger agenda . . . of supporting
communities of color in [community] and their needs and working against
the exploitation of youth of color.”15 As one example of this practice from our
study, Diane Wood’s group, Peaceful Vocations, is regularly invited to set up
a literature table at an African American community center’s annual “Back to
School” night and discuss alternatives to military service.

This approach to counter-recruitment also contests what Matthew Friesen
has called the “vocational visions” offered by military recruiters.16 Since the
end of conscription in 1973, the military has emphasized prospects for career
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advancement found in the armed forces.17 Not surprisingly, given the cur-
rent economic climate, military recruitment continues to promote vocational
and educational opportunities, along with financial incentives, to potential
enlistees. An activist who works in rural Maine told us that youth who
grow up in poorer communities find this narrative especially appealing: “mil-
itary recruiters’ presentations and aesthetic make the alternatives (working
in a mill, working as a fisherman with dad) look bland by comparison.”
Organizers contest these claims through reframing: they note few military
occupations have counterparts in the civilian sphere, making it hard to find
employment after leaving the military; or that despite their promises, military
recruiters cannot guarantee an enlistee will receive the occupation or training
of their choice.

In addition, consumer advocacy challenges the “heroic military
narrative.”18 Military recruitment often suggests serving in the military can
be an exciting adventure, such as the Air Force Reserve “Live the Extreme”
ad campaign that plays on young men’s fascination with extreme sports.
This framing of military life also combines jingoism with appeals to male
pride: only the toughest join the Marines, or by implying that heroism is the
exclusive domain of the military. In response, counter-recruitment activists
provide youth with information that recruiters and the military are likely to
leave out of their marketing: the often tedious reality of long deployments
and the everyday cruelty of combat missions. Patrick Coy and his colleagues
found that a major contribution of social movements is their production
of “oppositional knowledge” that challenges “familiar, authoritative concep-
tions of how the world does and should work.” Consumer advocacy appears
to belong to the most common type of oppositional knowledge, “counter-
informative, which aims to present the ‘untold story’ and what is missing
from the picture—what is not told.”19

Our research finds that the consumer advocacy approach to counter-
recruitment is achieved in various ways. Its primary form involves setting
up literature tables (“tabling”) at high schools. Other means include attend-
ing career fairs, or compiling and distributing information on alternatives
to the military. School access is an important element in these efforts, as it
provides activists the most reliable means of bringing their message directly
to youth. Not surprisingly, organizers across the country have used different
methods to gain access. Citing legal precedent is often a useful tool. Sev-
eral federal court rulings have found that schools must give “equal access”
to counter-recruitment groups, meaning activists must have the same oppor-
tunities for school access as that enjoyed by military recruiters on campus.
“I very much feel that we are standing on the shoulders of some of the earlier
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counter recruiters,” one Oregon counter-recruiter told us. “I have had to use
[the district court decisions] several times to get into various school districts.”
School policies vary widely, but typically the military, other employers, and
colleges are allowed to come into schools and set up an information table.
However, according to one anthropologist who has studied how schools inter-
act with military recruiters, school officials are often coerced into ceding
“extra” levels of access to military personnel.20 As we discuss in Chapter 3,
organizers in some of the largest US school districts have helped enact key
restrictions on the military, including policies that confine military represen-
tatives to a career counseling office and only allow them to see students by
appointment.

Most counter-recruitment groups engage in some form of tabling during
the school year; the frequency of visits to individual schools often depends on
how many volunteers are available during the school day, but typically range
from once a semester to as often as once a month. Activists are expected to
contact schools and set up appointments beforehand, which for many can
be a frustrating and time-consuming task. As Thomas Heikkala from Austin
noted, “The staff and the administration are so busy [that] it’s really hard to
connect with them over the phone. You leave messages; they don’t call you
back.” Once they arrive at a school, group members must sign in, accept
an escort (if required), and stay only for the allotted period of time (usually
during lunch). Most US high schools offer their student body several lunch
periods of a half-hour each. Even with such limited time, and under close
scrutiny by school officials, many organizations successfully reach students
with their message of alternatives to military service.

SOY, the group that counseled Richard Balderas, sets up tables in Austin
high schools every month. For their part, military recruiters maintain an
aggressive posture in Austin’s 12 high schools; weekly recruiter visits to a par-
ticular school are not uncommon.21 Austin is also unique in being one of
the few school districts in the country to permit military training programs
in its middle schools.22 Indeed, the Bedichek Middle School Junior Marines
have won the National Middle School Drill Competition in 2012, 2013, and
2014. During the 2005–2006 school year, SOY worked with an independent
student anti-war group, Youth Activists of Austin, to raise public awareness
and challenge the presence of military recruiters in schools. One significant
outcome of that effort was the school board’s passage of a recruiter access pol-
icy that ensured “those advocating alternatives to the military” would have as
much access to students as representatives of the military. Although getting
the policy passed was an important step, the coordinator of SOY, Susan van
Haitsma, admitted to us,
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obviously our efforts as volunteers are much less in the schools than the
recruiters who are paid to be there, so it’s never going to be equal access even
if it’s on the books as equal access. We do what we can, but it’s a small bit in
comparison to the resources that are behind the recruiters.

In the course of our research, we had the opportunity to travel with mem-
bers of SOY to Crockett High School to see how their “small bit” could
compete with the Pentagon’s $1 billion annual budget for recruitment and
advertising.23

Tabling with SOY

Crockett High School is named after David “Davy” Crockett, the American
soldier and frontiersman who died in 1836 at the Battle of the Alamo. As a
school brochure explains, Davy Crockett’s “influence and standing are pro-
found in the State of Texas,” and he is regarded as a folk hero for his role in
helping “the Texans in their fight for freedom.” Despite this legacy, Crockett
High is largely free of the martial spirit that infects other Austin high schools.
There is no JROTC program, and the school appears to offer excellent oppor-
tunities for its mostly working-class student body. This includes Career and
Technology courses that allow students to graduate with technical certifica-
tions along with their diplomas. During our visit, we were joined by three
SOY stalwarts: Susan van Haitsma, an Austin native who’s been with the
group the longest; Tami Minnich, a social worker who became concerned
about school militarism after her teenage son was aggressively courted by a
recruiter; and Hart Viges, an Iraq War veteran who wants national groups
like War Resisters League and Iraq Veterans Against the War to provide more
support to local counter-recruitment efforts.

Group members had their own table at the entrance to the school cafe-
teria. They also had their own unique roles—a division of labor that was
an effective way of handling the “lunch crush” that descended shortly before
noon. At Susan’s table, youth could find “military realities” brochures, as well
as pamphlets on “non-military alternatives” such as the career training and
“early college” programs at nearby Austin Community College.24 A copy of
the school district’s policy regarding recruiters was also kept handy, Susan
explained, as a way to handle those occasions when faculty or staff approached
to ask why her group was distributing “anti-military” information. Hart’s role
was to promote “social change careers,” and to dispel myths about military
service. Among his handouts were colorful brochures (produced by the War
Resisters League) describing the history of nonviolent campaigns for peace
and justice, AmeriCorps flyers, and bilingual (Spanish-English) pamphlets
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explaining how to seek release from the DEP. Whenever possible, Hart also
brings along his mobile pull-up station. Marine recruiters in the Austin high
schools often attract male students to their tables with a similar device, and
Hart’s reasoning is, “If they are doing it, why not us?” Tami’s table held the
“Peace Wheel of Fortune,” which offers students a creative opportunity to
learn about famous figures in the history of nonviolence.25

Many activists we interviewed across the United States had a common
complaint: when they set up a table in high schools, hungry students heading
to the cafeteria often pass by without stopping or even noticing them. SOY
did not seem to have this problem. Indeed, their time with students is orga-
nized to maximize both the quality of student engagement and the length
of time youth spend at their tables. In addition to the Peace Wheel, other
activities lure students. These include the “Penny Poll,” where students place
pennies into jars to represent how they would allocate funding for different
parts of the federal budget (health care, education, defense). And any student
who votes in the “Penny Poll,” names the five First Amendment Freedoms,
locates Afghanistan on a map, spins the Peace Wheel, or does pull-ups, wins
a free “peace t-shirt.”

High school students are typically loath to separate from their peer groups
and hang around strangers wielding brochures; thus, it is essential counter-
recruitment groups make their tables attractive, interactive, and welcoming to
youth. SOY’s winning formula seems to be to get a diverse, outgoing group of
people working their tables and then give students something fun to do. SOY
activists also employ “self-reflection”: writing about their experiences imme-
diately after tabling. This might include assessment about which activities
worked (and which did not), observations on the quality of interactions with
students, or analysis of how youth responded to certain materials. In their
reflections on a January 2012 visit to Akins High School, SOY group mem-
bers described a “slow day” and considered what might be done to improve
outreach to the school’s largely Latina/o student body. We believe this form of
self-reflection helps foster the personal growth of activists and could be repli-
cated by other counter-recruitment groups. As one scholar suggests, “there is
much personal work that an organizer needs to do to be able to be authentic
and successful in her or his work.”26 Thus, if done well, self-reflection can
make local organizations more effective in their interaction with youth.

Counter-recruitment groups also utilize social media to attract students to
their tables. For their part, Army recruiters have been using social media for
years: to advertise upcoming school visits and special events, and to recognize
young soldiers who have recently enlisted or shipped to basic training. Peace-
ful Vocations in Fort Worth uses their 2,000-strong network of “friends” on
Facebook to publicize upcoming school visits. In the past, group members
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Diane Wood and Yvette Richardson have used this social media tool to reach
out to students who contributed to the group’s poetry slams. Their online
messages tell such students, “We’re going to play your poem, your perfor-
mance at the table tomorrow.” As Yvette explained, this works because “kids
want to see their friends on the laptop” at the Peaceful Vocations table.

Sizing Them Up

Once they have students at their tables, activists must carefully calibrate their
message to have the maximum impact in the shortest amount of time. Learn-
ing how to assess a student is a key skill: What are their post-graduation goals?
What are they interested in? “For a lot of kids, that [two to five minutes] is
all we’ve got,” an Oregon activist told us. “And if you can size them up and
ask them the questions, then . . . maybe you can get a little one-on-one time
with them and go deeper in.” Opportunities to “go deeper” with students are
highly prized, and we heard examples from those who engaged individual stu-
dents for the entire lunch period. Often this happens with youth who express
an interest in the military, or who have already enlisted through the DEP.

Among those we interviewed, there is no agreed-upon way of talking with
students interested in joining the military. Taking the “lesser evil” approach,
one Texas counter-recruiter advises students to consider the Coast Guard
instead of the Army. Activists in the suburbs of Chicago noted that with
students considering enlistment, they “raise questions about why and what it
is about going into the military that will make you feel excited . . . ” This is,
one group member explained, a “different thing than telling them, ‘Well,
you know, the military’s going to do this, that, and the other thing to
you’.” A counter-recruitment group in Oregon emphasizes asking students
the “right” questions. John Henry, a Vietnam veteran who volunteers with
Truth in Recruiting in Eugene,27 recalled one memorable exchange.

I talked to this one kid and I said, “Has anybody in your family been in the
military?” And he said, “My grandfather.”

And he talked about him, about how he was short and he was a tunnel rat in
Vietnam and I said, “Oh, what does he tell you about war?”

“That he still has nightmares.”

And I said, “And you are going in what branch of the service?”

“Army.”

“And you’re going to pick what skill?”

“Oh, I’m just going to go infantry.”
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“You know . . . your grandfather is telling you he’s still got nightmares and that
was 40 years ago. He’s had nightmares for 40 years. Do you want to have
nightmares for 40 years?”

This conversation highlights the power of engaging youth based on their
family histories or personal interests. According to a 2011 Pew Research
study,28 33 percent of young adults (aged 18–29 years) have family mem-
bers who served in the military. Other research finds the majority of new
military recruits have fathers who served.29 Counter-recruiters who work in
areas surrounding military bases are much more likely to encounter youth
with family members in the military. Effective engagement therefore requires
creativity (as exemplified in John’s response), sensitivity on the part of orga-
nizers, and less emphasis on the moral discourse of military service. One
activist, who does student outreach in an area where the US Navy is a
major employer, told us while he does “raise questions about war and con-
science,” he and his fellow activists “try to do so in a way that does not
imply condemnation of people in the military who are the fathers, moth-
ers and other relatives of the students we are speaking to.” This means,
he suggested, “acknowledging that there is more to the issue than black-
or-white beliefs about war,” that a variety of factors—including a family
tradition of service—may influence a youth’s interest in the military. To take
another example from Austin’s team of counter-recruiters, when Hart talks
with a student who has expressed interest in joining the military, one of
his favorite questions to ask is, “Do you like fireworks?” Most 17-year-
old boys would say, “Yes!” To which Hart replies: “Well, you won’t when
you get back from war.” Coming from an Iraq War veteran, such state-
ments make an impact on youth, and can then be used as an entrée to a
deeper conversation about the physical and mental health risks of military
service.

Those tabling in local schools must balance between asking and inform-
ing, while trying not to appear like just another authoritative adult. Jim
Schmidt, a veteran from Eugene, Oregon, explained how he listens and
responds when students talk about their interest in the military. “I think if
we were to approach them and say, ‘No, no, no, that’s not what you want to
do—you want to do something else,’ we’d turn them off immediately . . . You
can’t tell a 17-year-old what to do or what not to do.” Amy, the coordinator
of the YA-YA Network, echoes this view.

I think that there’s a tendency among counter-recruiters to kind of bludgeon
young people with . . . facts and figures . . . And my sense is that if you’re able
to convince someone that way, someone else is going to be just as able to
re-convince them the other way.
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Amy’s professional background informs her approach. “One of the few useful
things I learned in social work school was don’t just do something, sit there.” She
explained how she applied this principle to her counter-recruitment work.

To be somebody who really listens and helps people figure out for themselves
what do they really want. What are their real motivations? And what are their
real hopes and dreams? And then to make sure that they are aware of the
options that are open to them.

A number of the activists we interviewed were military veterans. Indeed,
many counter-recruitment groups prioritize getting veterans involved at
tables and other outreach activities. Susan, the coordinator of SOY in Austin,
suggested veterans are important because “they have the strength of their
experience,” and “you just can’t argue with experience.” As Jim, the vet-
eran from Oregon, told us: “I think part of what we bring to the table as
veterans [is] having that background, understanding how the system works
on the inside.” Other scholars have observed how audiences appear to view
military veterans as more credible representatives of the counter-recruitment
message.30 Apparently, the military agrees. According to a 2010 US Army
War College report, the most powerful weapon counter-recruiters have at
their disposal is the military veteran. The word of the veteran “carries con-
siderable weight,” the author of the report states, and “veteran organizations
who deliver a counter-recruiting message” will enjoy “automatic credibility”
with their audience.31

Students are also being asked to work with counter-recruitment groups
and spread awareness of non-military alternatives or debunk the myths
promoted by military recruiters. Some groups have offered youth paid
stipends (the YA-YA Network and BAY-Peace in Oakland) and internships
for college credit (American Friends Service Committee, AFSC, of Western
Massachusetts). In these cases, after youth receive training they can start orga-
nizing independently. Youth-assisted counter-recruitment is one answer to a
problem voiced by some interviewees: many believe their age impedes their
ability to connect with high school students. As one Chicago-based mentor
to youth activists suggested, “Kids always hear stuff from adults, but I think
their ability to share the information with other students or for them to
do a literature table . . . [is] just invaluable.” The most successful efforts to
involve youth in counter-recruitment typically come from groups that have
consistent funding. Sufficient levels of staffing and financial resources are thus
essential for those who want to offer stipends or college credit to budding stu-
dent activists, which may prevent smaller organizations from pursuing this
opportunity.
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A number of organizations also make it a priority to set up booths or make
presentations at high school career fairs, where students learn about different
careers by talking to representatives from civilian employers and the armed
forces. Counter-recruiters’ presence can be particularly important at these
events, which are sometimes saturated with military recruiters. At some career
fairs in the Los Angeles Unified School District, for example, one out of every
four “career representatives” are from the armed forces. Catherine Kennedy,
coordinator of Truth 2 Youth in Hilo, Hawaii, attends all five inter-school
career fairs held annually on the “Big Island.” She finds these activities are the
best use of her group’s resources because it is where activists can have con-
tact with the most diverse cross section of students. Other groups have even
helped develop “themed” career fairs. For example, activists with Northwest
Suburban Peace Education Project, outside of Chicago, have been building a
list of potential speakers and employers to invite to a future “green careers”
fair. In 2010, the AFSC worked closely with church groups and other non-
profit organizations to organize a “social justice careers” fair for the youth of
New Orleans.

Those involved in counter-recruitment emphasize a critical element in
their consumer advocacy efforts: sharing information and resources on non-
military paths to job training and college financial aid. Local chapters of the
AFSC have identified community resources that would be of interest to recent
high school graduates. The Pittsburgh chapter of AFSC, for example, has
developed a booklet called What’s Next? Jobs, Careers and Education Possibil-
ities in Allegheny County, which provides information on community college
and youth training programs in Pittsburgh and the surrounding area. Because
of the research and printing costs involved, however, it may be difficult for
small, local counter-recruitment groups to replicate these efforts without
significant financial support. While providing these resources is a valuable
contribution, counter-recruiters will ultimately have a limited impact so long
as a lack of viable alternatives leads many youth to join the military. As Marc
Pilisuk and Mitch Hall suggest, “The transformation of people into warriors
has less to do with human motives to fight than with the absence of other
opportunities for education, job training, socially respected employment, and
participation in the larger society.”32 We address this potential limitation of
the consumer advocacy approach later.

The Continuing Relevance of Consumer Advocacy

The value of the consumer advocacy approach to counter-recruitment derives
from several features. Importantly, it has the potential to confront the exis-
tence of a “poverty draft.” While an all-volunteer military has existed in the
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United States since 1973, many claim the choice to serve in the armed forces
is often heavily influenced by social class. The phrase “poverty draft” refers
to what some see as a system of forced military service for those unable to
afford college or trade school, perceive few viable career options to enlistment,
and/or who desperately need the benefits offered by the military. Not surpris-
ingly, the idea that a poverty draft exists in the United States is contested. For
example, the Heritage Foundation relied on US Census Bureau data to show
persons recruited to the military in 1999 and 2003 were roughly equal to
the general population in terms of education and income. They found those
that were disproportionately represented in the military were not from lower-
but rather middle-income neighborhoods.33 More support for the existence
of a poverty draft comes from interviews with enlistees and occasional news
reports. In a 2013 study, Stacey Bryley Livingstone suggested Latina/os “turn
to the military as their most viable avenue for structural assimilation and
upward mobility.”34

Other research has demonstrated that military recruiters are more likely
to target high schools with a preponderance of economically disadvantaged
students. In 2010, political scientists Adam McGlynn and Jessica Lavariega-
Monforti found a connection between a student’s socioeconomic status and
the likelihood they would have contact with a military recruiter at their
school.35 A 2005 study of high schools in the US Virgin Islands found eco-
nomically disadvantaged male students often viewed military service as their
only viable option after finishing high school. Of note, the author encoun-
tered military recruiters on almost all of her visits to a particular high school
and was “struck by the voluminous pamphlets and recruitment materials from
the military at the high school.” Indeed, she “never once saw any college
recruiters.”36

When Douglas Kriner and Francis Shen examined US Census Bureau
data, they found that since the Korean War (1950–1953) US casualties of
war have been poorer and less educated than the population at large.37 Other
research suggests the military draws its members disproportionately from
rural regions (where economic opportunities for youth tend to be less plen-
tiful). Even the Heritage Foundation study, which claimed no correlation
between poverty and enlistment, confirmed, “the South is overrepresented
among military recruits.”38 Demographers who have studied US military
recruiting trends claim the large numbers of Southerners in the US military
is simply a reflection of the South’s greater abundance of youth (aged 18–24
years) relative to other parts of the country.39 However, some scholars main-
tain that these data reflect the existence of strong cultural traditions in the
rural South, as well as the Western United States, which encourage military
service.40 Support for this claim can be found in the schools of the South,
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which contain a dizzying array of military-related programming. To take one
example, schools in just five states of the Deep South (Louisiana, Mississippi,
Alabama, Georgia, and South Carolina) accounted for nearly 20 percent of all
student testing of the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB)
during the 2012–2013 school year.41 Counter-recruitment groups, with lim-
ited success organizing in rural communities, cannot afford to ignore this
phenomenon.

Many involved in counter-recruitment concentrate their activities in
low-income communities, as they perceive they are most needed in these
neighborhoods to help direct youth into rewarding career paths. Indeed,
counter-recruitment may represent the sector of the peace movement most
attuned to issues of class and social justice: it can address the economic con-
ditions that leave many young people little choice but to enlist in the military.
Consequently, many organizers view their work as a struggle for equal educa-
tional opportunity for low-income and minority youth. Amy Wagner, of the
YA-YA Network in New York City, said her group operates on the premise
“that every young person is entitled to have access to the same types of options
for their future that middle-class white kids have.” Wagner’s view is shared by
many in our study, who portray their activism as a response not just to mil-
itarism, but also to racism, patriarchy, and poverty. Thus, some frame their
counter-recruitment efforts by emphasizing intersectionality, an acknowledg-
ment of the ways in which different forms of oppression reinforce each
other. The use of intersectionality among peace activists is increasing, accord-
ing to Woehrle, Coy, and Maney. They suggest that activists who embrace
this framework can more effectively reach a broader constituency with their
messages.42

Consumer advocacy is also important for providing students the type
of career information once routinely offered by school guidance counselors.
As school districts eliminate counselor positions across the country, increas-
ing numbers of youth are losing a valuable resource. As one education scholar
recently noted, “counselors have been vulnerable to budget cuts, and guidance
offices in many public high schools have shrunk.”43 The situation is so dire,
the American School Counselor Association, which recommends a staffing
ratio of one counselor for every 250 students, reported that in the 2010–2011
school year (the most recent year for which data are available) the ratio was
nearly twice as high.44 As one example, at the start of the 2012–2013 school
year, there was a single counselor for every 3,000 students in the financially
distressed School District of Philadelphia.45 In 2014, the federal Education
Department’s Office for Civil Rights found one in five high schools in the
country had no school counselor at all.46 Given this situation, it is not sur-
prising to learn about students who never heard of community colleges. One
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Massachusetts-based organizer told us, “I get the sense that clearly we are the
first people to talk to them about these type of things.” Another activist in
Oregon shared his experience as someone who was recruited to the military
while still in high school: “I never knew there was financial aid [to go to col-
lege]. I never knew that the government loaned you money to go to school.
But you know what there was? A military recruiter in my lunch room, like all
the time.”

The guidance counselors who keep their jobs are overworked, and many
seem to focus their attention on the college-bound. Left without the sup-
port of their school’s guidance staff, other students (often in low-income
schools) rely on military recruiters—trained sales professionals who increas-
ingly see their role as one of counselor and mentor. According to Captain
August T. Murray, author of the guidebook Military Recruiting and regional
commander for the Texas Army National Guard Recruiting and Retention
Battalion, the number one question prospective recruits have is, “How can
you help me get to college?” In response, the military, Capt. Murray told
the Chronicle of Higher Education, “has turned the entire recruiting force into
essentially [college] admissions counselors.”47

With growing frequency, state and local government austerity measures
that eliminate school counselor positions are effectively deputizing military
recruiters as de facto counselors. By training, guidance counselors are profes-
sionally obligated to support students in identifying their most appropriate
post-graduation path. Military recruiters, conversely, have a quota to fill, and
thus few reasons to share information that might dissuade a student from con-
sidering enlistment. As education scholars Michael Apple and Brian Lagotte
find, armed services representatives in schools “are in essence high-powered
sales personnel, functioning as if they have to move used cars off the lot.”48

This highlights another critical element of the consumer advocacy
approach: military recruiters often fail to convey to students the “full story”
about military service. Thanks to media exposés of military recruiting fraud,
the general public is aware that recruiters bend the rules. For example, when
pressure to “fill boots” is greatest (as it was during the Iraq War), some
recruiters may attempt to enlist men and women who are unqualified for
service by covering up evidence of drug abuse, prior felony convictions, or
other aspects of their personal history. But few realize just how widespread
the problem is. For example, according to the Pentagon’s own survey data,
nearly half of recruiters across all service branches believe recruiting impro-
prieties (i.e., bending rules to meet an annual goal) occur “frequently” or
“occasionally” in their recruiting command.49 Our research also suggests that
in their zeal to sign up new soldiers, recruiters often engage in several types of
deception: they misrepresent the risks of military service, distort the nature or
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length of time commitment required after enlisting, and they exaggerate the
availability of training or vocational opportunities in the military. Activists
have developed distinct tactics to prepare youth to sniff out these forms of
deceit and become savvier consumers of military recruiting information.

Recruiters misrepresent the risks of service when they neglect to men-
tion that military service may entail significant risk of injury or death.
This practice can be divided into sins of omission, where recruiters simply
don’t mention the risks; and sins of commission, where recruiters’ narratives
address but attempt to downplay those risks. The former may be common.
In McGlynn and Lavariega-Monforti’s study of Texas high schools, 86 per-
cent of students who reported contact with recruiters in their schools said
they were not informed of the risks of military service.50 Sins of commission
may include gross fabrications bordering on fraud. For example, in 2006, as
US casualties in Iraq mounted, an ABC News investigation showed Army
recruiters “telling students that the war in Iraq was over, in an effort to get
them to enlist.”51 Through their production of literature and outreach efforts,
activists can tell the “Full Story” (to borrow the name of the Berkeley-based
counter-recruitment group), critique the “heroic military narrative,” and cor-
rect misperceptions about military service. As one former organizer described
to us, when talking to students his “job was to fill in the gaps left out by the
recruiter’s story. I was filling them in on what the real mission of the military
was: to kill people.”

Distorting the length of military deployment occurs when a recruiter tells
a student that they can choose how long they wish to stay in the service, or
suggest that an enlistee can “leave at any time” if they ever decide they don’t
like the military lifestyle. According to a March 2005 article in Harpers, of
the hundreds of stories involving recruiters’ lies heard by volunteers manning
the GI Rights Hotline, by far the most common was “that it’s easy to get
out of the military if you change your mind.”52 The experience of one vet-
eran, quoted in a study of Native Americans in the military, is typical: “they
trick everybody. They [say], ‘Okay how much [time] do you want to sign
this contract for?’ And whatever contract you sign to get into the military,
they got your butt for eight years . . . [But] I thought I was getting in three
years.”53 Activists often address this particular falsehood by distributing fly-
ers that remind students It’s Not Just a Job: It’s Eight Years of Your Life. Those
engaged in counter-recruitment must also confront the policy of “stop-loss,”
whereby military personnel can be forced to stay on active duty for a period
of time beyond their contractually obligated term of service. In the Army
alone, nearly 58,000 soldiers were affected by stop-loss orders between 2002
and 2008, and were often forced to serve multiple combat “tours” in Iraq and
Afghanistan.54
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Finally, recruiters exaggerate opportunities for training and career advance-
ment in the military when they promise potential recruits a position in
a coveted occupational category. For example, several activists told us that
recruiters often try to “hook” youth by telling them they could be paid to
play an instrument in the Army band. One Oregon Marine recruiter empha-
sizes “band talks” in his high school outreach. “Band talks,” he told a reporter,
“allow students to see opportunities they may have to be a part of the oldest
band in America, the Marine Corps Band, and continue to play music profes-
sionally while being paid.”55 But just as there are limited openings for Marine
Corps musicians, there are also relatively few military occupations that have
counterparts in the civilian world. In fact, for several years the unemployment
rate for male veterans has been higher than among those who never served in
the military.56

Military advertisements often portray military service as a path to financial
security not only for the newly enlisted soldier, but for their family as well.
One Army recruiting brochure now in circulation makes this appeal: “Meet-
ing your goals as a Soldier could be a source of pride for your family . . . While
on active duty you’ll earn a paycheck and enjoy other benefits . . . ”57 As a
corrective to this rosy narrative, activists remind students that military per-
sonnel often cannot protect themselves or their families from poverty and
hunger. In 2011, a year when thousands of veterans were returning from
deployments in Iraq and Afghanistan, one in four New York City households
with military veterans reported having “trouble putting food on the table.”58

By 2014, the situation had not improved: 25 percent of military families
nationwide—620,000 households—were relying on food pantries to fill gaps
in their budgets.59

Gauging Progress and Gaining Access

Our assessment of counter-recruitment as consumer advocacy is mixed.
Importantly, it has the potential to provide organizations a reliable way to
gauge progress. A weakness of the counter-recruitment movement is the lack
of agreed-upon means of measuring the success of their efforts. Activists’ self-
assessments are often impressionistic and subjective. During our interviews,
many people told us they “just know” when they’ve “reached” a student, or
that they see a “light bulb going off” in the mind of a young person during
one-on-one contact. While these interactions are useful, assessing what hap-
pens to a student years later—Did they join the military? Did talking with a
counter-recruiter impact their career plans?—is difficult.

It is easier for organizations to measure the amount of literature they
distribute annually at schools and other community events. Many groups
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utilizing consumer advocacy also track the number of school visits and pre-
sentations they make each year. Truth in Recruitment in Eugene, Oregon,
has gone a step further by recording the number of individual student con-
tacts made during each school visit. Such metrics hold the promise of giving
organizers a more tangible means of charting their effect. However, accord-
ing to one person critical of some strategies used in counter-recruitment,
while it may be simple to count how much literature is handed out, “there’s
no way of measuring the impact it has on students.” In fact, if activists
fail to present their message (and themselves) in a way that connects with
youth, they risk making counter-recruitment just another form of youth-
oriented marketing. Young people, in this person’s view, typically won’t listen
to another group of adults trying to “scare them straight.” While organiz-
ers should use caution in the way they present their messages, a “scared
straight” approach may still be useful. For example, activists in San Diego
have reported good results from an approach that combines focus on the
realities of military service with more nuanced information on non-military
career opportunities.

Consumer advocacy is also a strategic asset because it allows counter-
recruitment groups to be visible and available to young people. Organizers
in Texas and California said having a regular presence in schools is an intrin-
sic part of their organization’s purpose. For Hart, the Iraq War veteran in
Austin, Texas, “the goal is the process” of visiting schools, acting as an alter-
native to the military-advertising-marketing complex, and engaging youth
in a dialogue around their career goals. John Judge, the Washington, DC
organizer, described the bottom line of school outreach. “It’s not that you
win that many victories, but you know how bad it would have been if you
weren’t there.” Indeed, interviewees suggested even for students who decided
to enlist in the military, receiving alternative information was an important
experience. Being “on the front lines” in schools on a regular basis also allows
counter-recruitment groups to act as watchdogs. In Fort Worth, Texas, and
Eugene, Oregon, activists told us by tabling and talking with students they
learned about the ways the military violated policies on recruiter access to
schools and students. Sometimes, activists work with existing organizations
to establish a watchdog role for themselves. Since 2007, Kathy Barker, an
activist affiliated with Washington Area Truth in Recruiting, has been the
“military recruiter monitor” for Seattle’s Garfield High School. Her position
was officially part of the school’s Parent-Teacher-Student Association, which
gave Barker more clout as she made sure military recruiters signed in when
visiting campuses, and stayed in their assigned locations at a school.60

Finally, consumer advocacy—with its emphasis on career alternatives,
options, and access to information—may be a more effective, long-range
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approach for some organizations, particularly those working in rural or
conservative areas. In some parts of the country, cultural norms strongly dis-
courage critique of the military. Activists in Austin, for example, reported
intimidation from a recruiting sergeant who resented the group’s activities.
An organizer working in Houston told us that literature racks filled by his
group routinely disappeared from guidance counselor offices. In their study
of the ways US peace groups frame their public messages, Lynne Woehrle and
her colleagues discovered “negative feedback” may lead to “abandonment, or
modifications” of the symbols peace activists use to communicate alternative
understandings of war and conflict.61 Indeed, we find public backlash has
led some groups to rethink their messaging, avoiding the label of “counter
recruitment” and instead describing their work as “truth in recruitment.”
In Austin, activists adopted the name Sustainable Options for Youth (SOY) in
the mid-2000s, a shift away from the more negative-sounding Non-military
Options for Youth. A Los Angeles group chose the positive-sounding Coali-
tion for Alternatives to Militarism in Our Schools after finding their original
name (the Coalition Against Militarism in our Schools) created too much
“resistance” with school officials. Such a change in framing can facilitate orga-
nizers’ access to high schools, since not only their activities but also the very
names of their organizations emphasize their ability to help students make
“informed choices” about military service.

A Question of Emphasis

While there may be good reasons to portray consumer advocacy as “truth-in-
recruiting,” this framing of counter-recruitment has limits. Indeed, a focus
on unmasking the myths of military service may preclude a more thorough-
going critique of war and militarism. Thus, activists who emphasize rebutting
the message of military recruiters may limit opportunities to critique the pur-
pose of the military itself.62 Rick Jahnkow, involved in counter-recruitment
for decades, suggests that framing consumer advocacy as “truth-in-recruiting”
shifts an organization’s focus away from JROTC, military testing, and other
aspects of school militarism. “The term [truth-in-recruiting] is really con-
fining. It may mislead [activists] into thinking that they don’t have to do
anything about these other levels of militarism, when in fact they all have to
be addressed.”

While organizers in rural and conservative areas may worry about commu-
nity backlash, a federal district court has upheld their right to criticize the mil-
itary. In ruling that Atlanta Public Schools could not bar counter-recruiters
from campus, the judge in Searcy v. Crim (1988) also affirmed plaintiffs’ rights
to question the value of military service and even to discourage youth from
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enlisting.63 Those who pursue “truth-in-recruiting” and eschew outspoken
critique of the military may be ignoring this hard-fought legal precedent. Yet,
in their defense, the political context has shifted since the 1980s (when anti-
militarism had more appeal). And, as suggested earlier, the context of the local
community in which counter-recruitment groups operate influences how this
activism occurs. Lacking a broad base of support and/or diverse allies, those
organizing in conservative and highly militarized locales may adopt a more
moderate framing of their work out of political necessity. Still, we suggest all
those involved in counter-recruitment reflect on the self-imposed limitations
of this work, and evaluate the reluctance among some to engage in a stronger
anti-militarist critique.

Limited time and resources may also impede groups from realizing the
full potential of the consumer advocacy goal. Those who work 9-to-5 jobs
may not be able to participate in tabling when most schools are in session.
This may account for the overrepresentation of older, often retired, activists
at literature tables. In this context, counter-recruitment groups should con-
sider using high school or college interns to circumvent this problem while at
the same time cultivating the next generation of activists. Jeff Napolitano,
an organizer with the AFSC in Western Massachusetts, had 10 interns
(mostly students from nearby colleges) working on different projects in 2014.
Another time limitation facing activists is related to the structures of schools.
Napolitano sums up this challenge as “just trying to catch somebody’s atten-
tion for three minutes during lunch period.” “There have been many times,”
he observed, “when students have come up to us and [then] the bell rings
and . . . they get harassed by the teacher to leave.” This issue is not limited to
counter-recruitment: the school setting makes it difficult for any outsider to
attract students’ attention. Still, the special challenge for counter-recruitment
activists is they often have only a few minutes to listen to a student, make
a connection, and share stories or information; opportunities to “go deeper”
and address students’ perceptions of patriotism may only occur through an
invitation to give a classroom presentation. As those working in Austin have
shown us, when borrowing the tactics used by military recruiters—interactive
table displays, free t-shirts, pull-up contests—engaging students becomes
easier.

The production and distribution of literature constitutes a large part of
the consumer advocacy approach to counter-recruitment. As military regu-
lations are constantly changing, it is essential that activists provide current
information when counseling youth. Yet, attractive, compelling, and up-to-
date literature is becoming a rare commodity. The AFSC, which for years
sold its counter-recruitment material to local groups, has phased out that
part of its operation as part of organizational restructuring in 2009. While
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other national groups like War Resisters League use glossy brochures, they
have been criticized for showing less interest in doing the research required
to update these materials. There is also the question of cost. Much literature
is produced at the local level and can be downloaded for free through the
website of the National Network Opposing the Militarization of Youth. Yet
the expense of reproducing large quantities of pamphlets can add up. For
small organizations largely dependent on volunteers, annual printing costs
may quickly exceed $1,000, a significant portion of their budget. Groups like
Peaceful Vocations in Fort Worth have relied on foundation support for their
literature-related expenses, and progressive-leaning funders could do more to
sustain this form of outreach.

Consumer advocacy is based in part on providing youth with civilian
options to the job training, health care, and college funding available through
military service. However, these alternatives are often limited, especially in
certain communities. Most counter-recruitment organizers, attuned to the
racial and class dimensions of military recruitment, recognize the shortage
of viable career alternatives for some students. But activists also understand
they have an obligation to make youth aware of those options that do exist.
In the long term, Pablo Paredes, an Iraq War resister and current organizer
with the AFSC in San Francisco, suggested his colleagues must get serious
about building community. That means doing something about the “hellish
conditions” that characterize life in some American cities and which make
military opportunities an appealing escape route for many youth.

Paredes provided us an example of one way to address this problem.
By redirecting some of their resources, he suggested, activists could offer
internships to economically disadvantaged students who would then be paid
to receive training and carry out counter-recruitment in their high schools.
Not only would such a program offer a needed financial benefit to a student
and their family, but high school internship programs would represent an
investment in the future of local communities. As Paredes notes, when you
have students doing this work on their own, “Now you’ve created something
that has legs independent of you and . . . is inside the [school] space.” With
such a system in place, adults would have less need to gain access to schools,
since trained student activists would be “in every classroom all day. And if
you get something going and you build on that,” Paredes concluded, “that’s
beautiful.”



CHAPTER 2

Training Tomorrow’s Activists

Before joining the faculty of San Diego’s Mission Bay High School in
2002, Luis Villanueva taught Spanish for ten years at a local private
school. Although the two institutions were located in the same vicin-

ity, the martial atmosphere that prevailed at Mission Bay was striking. “One
of the first things that impacted me a lot,” Luis recalled, “was to see the
military come in to recruit the kids all the time. That was one of the first
things that got to me and I said, ‘This is not right’.” In contrast, during his
decade of teaching at the private school, which charges nearly $30,000 in
annual tuition, Luis was aware of only one occasion when military person-
nel visited the campus. Meanwhile, at Mission Bay High—a public school
where the student body at the time was 60 percent Hispanic and 80 per-
cent low income—recruiters were present on a weekly basis. “They were in
the classrooms all the time,” Luis told us. “They were doing lunch [in the
school cafeteria]. They were making appointments with the kids to see them
on weekends, going to their houses on a daily basis.”

But the military presence went beyond regular campus visits by recruiters.
In the summer of 2007, Mission Bay’s principal received permission from
the San Diego school board to create a Marine Corps Junior Reserve Offi-
cers’ Training Corps (JROTC) unit. Although the Marines vowed to give the
district start-up funds to support the initiative, it became apparent that to
sustain the JROTC program, budget cuts would have to be made elsewhere.
Opposition to JROTC developed when a popular college preparatory curricu-
lum known as AVID was first to be put on the chopping block. In fact, the
JROTC’s in-school shooting range was installed in a spot formerly occupied
by two AVID classrooms. Luis’s department soon lost two Spanish teachers,
who were laid off. As his concerns about JROTC grew, Luis discovered Project
YANO (Youth and Non-Military Opportunities), the San Diego-based orga-
nization run by Rick Jahnkow. The group would come to play a pivotal role,
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Luis said, by providing “support to understand the things we didn’t know
about the JROTC.”

Efforts to slow or halt the creation of a JROTC unit faced long odds, given
San Diego’s heavy concentration of military personnel, economic reliance on
the defense industry, and broad public support for the military. Indeed, the
ensuing campaign at Mission Bay High would not have succeeded without
the work of student activists like Davíd Morales and Nancy Cruz. Davíd
first learned about the JROTC issue in his AP Spanish class, which Luis—
who got his start teaching history in his home country of Mexico—taught
by discussing social issues and Chicano history. As a junior, Davíd attended
after-school meetings of Mission Bay’s chapter of Movimiento Estudiantil
Chicano de Aztlán (Chicano Student Movement of Aztlán). Better known by
its acronym, MEChA, the Mission Bay group was one of hundreds across the
United States. Most are located at university and college campuses, and pro-
vide members (or mechistas) an outlet to advocate for Chicano Studies in the
curriculum, participate in cultural activities, and promote social and political
change. With Luis serving as adviser, MEChA served as an incubator for stu-
dent activism at Mission Bay High School. Meetings were often forums for
students to apply what they discussed in Spanish classes earlier in the day—
racism and discrimination, for example—to problems that affected them in
their daily lives (like the “tracking” of Hispanic students into JROTC and the
military in general). Through MEChA, Davíd talked with students who had
been involuntarily placed in JROTC. This was an apparent attempt, organiz-
ers later discovered, to keep JROTC enrollment above the federally required
minimum of 100 students, or 10 percent of the total student body at a school.
All of which solidified Davíd’s resolve to oppose militarism in his school and
to contribute to the national conversation about JROTC. “The military mes-
sage,” he told us, “is now so slick that we need a movement to combat all
that . . . Because of the economic time in which we live, it is easier for our
youth to be manipulated and to enlist without having the full picture.”

Another mechista, Nancy, would also play a key role in the anti-JROTC
campaign. Growing up in San Diego, Nancy’s mother worked as a hotel
housekeeper. At age six Nancy was on the picket line banging a drum and
supporting her mother’s right to organize a union. It was, Nancy told us
over coffee in San Diego, the first time she witnessed “the power of people
organizing.” Like Davíd, however, she was not politically active until midway
through her high school years. Inspired by an older sister who gained political
consciousness at a youth leadership camp, Nancy launched herself into cam-
pus activism. If 2006 found her “having a good time” traveling to Los Angeles
with fellowmechistas to march for immigrant rights, Nancy’s true calling came
as a junior and senior in high school through the struggle against JROTC.
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Student objections to JROTC were two-fold. They were concerned about
the corrupting influence military programs could have on the school climate.
“Conversations, dialogue are good, but JROTC was instilling bad values in
youth,” Nancy recounted. Moreover, the on-campus JROTC shooting range
and its emphasis on military drill and ceremony promoted the notion that
violence is okay. Davíd was similarly motivated, and took issue with the
way JROTC “discourages critical thinking.” “Without that,” he told us later,
“you can’t have democracy.” Community activists from Project YANO, Luis,
and mechistas like Davíd and Nancy were soon organizing through a Project
YANO affinity group, the Education Not Arms Coalition (ENAC). Their
campaign against JROTC turned into a multi-year struggle that racked up
numerous victories. In 2009, ENAC convinced the San Diego school board
to eliminate JROTC firing ranges not only at Mission Bay High, but also at
ten other schools in the district. And in November 2010, after more than two
years of steady organizing, the school board adopted a policy, drafted with the
help of student activists, which limited military recruiter visits to twice a year
on high school campuses.1

Activists were aware that JROTC could not be attacked head-on; if they
wanted the program removed they could not simply lobby the school board.
“The reason,” as Rick Jahknow explained in Draft NOtices, “is that once
JROTC is present, the cadets—who are organized in military ranks—can
be used as a lobbying force that will intimidate even the most anti-militarist
school board.”2 ENAC devised an innovative strategy: students conducted
intensive peer-to-peer outreach in an effort to “uncool” JROTC and decrease
its enrollment below the federally mandated minimum. In the first two weeks
of the 2011–2012 school year, student activists handed out hundreds of “Yo
No Soy El Army” buttons and bilingual flyers; they also talked to their peers
and explained they were not required to enroll in JROTC. This organizing
provoked an immediate backlash from school officials intent on suppressing
student activism. Harassment took various forms: pressuring students not to
talk to the press about JROTC; school administrators’ use of a technicality
to prevent Davíd from graduating with his class; and even the use of drug-
sniffing dogs to interrupt Luis’s classes on the pretense of an anonymous tip.3

Despite these efforts, by the end of September 2012, with the number of
students officially enrolled in JROTC at an all-time low, the Mission Bay
High School principal announced that the program would be disbanded at
the end of the year. As Jahnkow concluded, “Through peer education, the
students were able to reverse the ‘coolness’ equation so that rejecting the lure
of JROTC became more legitimate than joining it. Once that happened, a
de facto boycott of the program ensued that made it impossible to sustain
JROTC.”4
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While the student-led organizing effort produced tangible results, it also
served a secondary function. A number of studies have shown that youth
involved in school activism are better able to overcome the feeling of alien-
ation endemic to adolescence, set more ambitious goals for themselves in
school, and record improved academic achievement.5 Davíd, by his own
account, was not a serious student until he became involved in social action.
“I’m at UC San Diego because of my organizing work,” he told us in 2013,
shortly before graduating with a bachelor’s degree. Activism helped clarify his
academic interests, he added, since “counter-recruitment is an avenue of self-
discovery, a way to get from theory to practice.” Davíd is currently in Ecuador
on a Fulbright scholarship, traveling and teaching, and plans to return to the
United States to get a doctorate in education. Similarly, the JROTC campaign
set Nancy on a path toward a career of social justice activism. Having grad-
uated from UC San Diego, she is currently working as an organizer with the
Service Employees International Union and hopes to get a graduate degree in
social work. For Nancy, a firm believer in the power of education, counter-
recruitment at high school campuses is important because it promotes college
as an option to youth in marginalized communities. Luis, the teacher-mentor
who played a critical role in the success of the campaign, now teaches in Los
Angeles public schools. To see JROTC shut down, he told us, was “the single
most important, most fulfilling event that happened to me in my 10 years
at Mission Bay.” When asked what made the historic campaign a success he
replied, “My mechistas. That’s what did it.”

Working with vs. Working for Youth

While Luis and other adult activists worked directly with students in the
San Diego campaign, the most important factor, according to one organizer,
“was the students themselves, who persevered even when their principal and
others tried to silence and intimidate them.”6 Within counter-recruitment,
a long-standing tension exists over the nature of activists’ relationship with
students. Do counter-recruiters work with or for students? If their primary
constituency is youth, do organizers objectify them as a vulnerable population
needing protection from recruiters? Or, rather, do activists work alongside
youth, promoting their political engagement and viewing them as equals
to achieve common goals? This issue can be seen as a debate over different
organizing styles, with some preferring a vertical model where more expert
activists (adults) hand down information (and edicts) to passive, disempow-
ered students. According to Jahnkow, involved in counter-recruitment for
more than three decades, this often reflects generational differences. Older
activists, he noted, sometimes “take almost an authoritarian view when it
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comes to organizing—they think that young people don’t have enough expe-
rience or knowledge to make a contribution, that they should basically learn
and not lead. That can be a problem.”

This strain between older and younger activists is common in commu-
nity organizing. Such tension has been identified by scholars as an expression
of adultism, a form of oppression in which youth are disempowered, disre-
spected, and denied agency at the hands of adults.7 In a social movement
context, adultism may lead to youth not being given opportunities to play
leadership roles, or being told by adults they “don’t know what they’re
talking about.” As one young activist complained to researchers Jennifer
O’Donoghue and Karen Strobel, some adults fail to see youth as “actual
people” who can act to create positive social and political change.8 Not sur-
prisingly, varying degrees of intergenerational conflict have been reported
across the social movement spectrum.

Perhaps the best-known example of this tension is from the US civil
rights movement, where younger activists affiliated with the Student Non-
violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) often clashed with their elders in
the clergy-led Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). While the
two organizations worked closely together throughout the 1960s, SNCC ide-
ology eventually took on a radical tone as more members began to view
SCLC’s nonviolent strategy as an ineffective means of achieving “black
power.” According to historian David Garrow, egalitarian-minded SNCC
activists also wanted to focus more on developing indigenous leadership in
the communities where they were organizing; while SCLC activists, accus-
tomed to the hierarchies of the Protestant church, preferred to draw on their
own charismatic leaders to attract public attention to the question of black
equality.9 More recently, Lesley Gill has identified intergenerational conflict
among peace activists in her analysis of the annual protests against a contro-
versial Pentagon training school for Latin American military personnel. Gill
observed that starting in the early 2000s, the “old guard” of activists experi-
enced difficulties assimilating younger protesters. In particular, older activists
were put off by the “sarcastic commentary” of the young, and their tendency
to get “verbally violent” in confrontations with military personnel.10

These examples of tension in youth–adult partnerships illustrate the dif-
ficulty of establishing good relations between students and adults within
counter-recruitment. Forms of youth–adult interaction vary greatly, and
range from youth-driven organizations to more traditional adult-led groups.11

In a review of the literature on youth work, one group of scholars noted that
when youth interact with adults on community projects, “it becomes possible
for a transition to occur” from “hierarchical and paternalistic relationships”
toward those “characterized by close bonds and collective purpose.”12 Like
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Rick Jahnkow and Luis Villanueva, many adult organizers favor a horizon-
tal structure as a way to promote student leadership in local organizing
efforts. This form of youth–adult partnership usually entails some supervi-
sion from adults who describe their roles as mentors and teachers to budding
activists, but prioritizes youth empowerment. In practice, this may resem-
ble what Brazilian educator Paulo Freire called problem-posing education.
Instead of the traditional, hierarchical view of learning in which students
passively receive information “deposits” from adults, Freire suggested stu-
dents should become “critical co-investigators in dialogue with the teacher.”13

Though uncommon, prominent examples within counter-recruitment sug-
gest that a similar organizing model exists that could help cultivate the next
generation of organizers and activists. For example, over the course of one
counter-recruitment campaign in Oakland, California (described later), an
adult mentor, former social worker Susan Quinlan, provided backing to stu-
dents, while youth made key decisions “every step of the way.” Though youth
activists showed potential as leaders and organizers during this effort, sup-
port from adults was crucial. After all, Quinlan noted, these students were
“new to the intricacies of a drawn-out organizing campaign” and had to learn
the value of persistence in organizing. Moreover, Quinlan was able to help
students navigate “everyday life issues” like work, family, and school.

A horizontal, youth-driven organizing model may be more likely to assign
secondary status to specific issues, and instead stress counter-recruitment as
a means to an end: promoting political education and developing youth
empowerment and leadership skills. This process is best captured by those
who seek to develop critical consciousness in youth—to introduce the broad
concept of militarism to students and help them think critically about the
role the military plays in their lives. In the following, we explore how activists
pursue the goal of stimulating critical consciousness in youth, which often
leads to greater levels of student involvement in counter-recruitment cam-
paigns. After describing the concept of critical consciousness, we discuss the
two methods that counter-recruiters typically use to help develop this under-
standing in youth: classroom presentations based on a Socratic dialogue, and
mentoring student activists to conduct counter-recruitment campaigns in
their own schools and communities.

Critical Thinking

Militarism has been defined as an ideology, “a set of ideas and structures” that
glorifies the military and promotes military solutions to problems.14 Vietnam
veteran and historian Andrew J. Bacevich describes the “new American
militarism” as a dangerous belief in military force that is embedded in
US culture.
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Today as never before in their history Americans are enthralled with military
power. The global military supremacy that the United States presently enjoys—
and is bent on perpetuating—has become central to our national identity. More
than America’s matchless material abundance or even the diffusions of its pop
culture, the nation’s arsenal of high-tech weaponry and the soldiers who employ
that arsenal have come to signify who we are and what we stand for.15

In the words of one activist in this study, militarism “teaches conformity.
It teaches people that dissent is something to be afraid of and something to
either oppose or at least dismiss.” Not surprisingly, the pervasive influence
of militarism in US society has produced a backlash. For some involved in
counter-recruitment, developing critical consciousness is necessary, given the
cultural veneration of the military that typically shields it from critique. For
Paulo Freire, critical consciousness (conscientização) is achieved through an
interrogation of the world around us and serves subversively as a “test of
reality.” “The more one becomes critically conscious, the more one unveils
reality”16. In a classroom setting, critical consciousness allows students and
teachers to see that they themselves are co-creators of knowledge. Critical
consciousness also allows people to see that ideas about what is “real” are
not static, but changeable. Thus, Freire finds critical consciousness may also
lead to concerted action in support of social change.17 This suggests a “vir-
tuous circle,” one where the applications to counter-recruitment activism are
clear: foster the ability in youth to think critically about the military and its
presence in their schools. In turn, they will then possess the critical conscious-
ness needed to question other dominant ideologies that influence their lives.
Critically conscious youth, as Nancy and Davíd demonstrate, are also more
inclined toward activism, and can thus become advocates for broader social
change in their communities.

In our research, we identified two distinct paths to developing critical
consciousness within counter-recruitment organizing. One, the less resource-
intensive and more common approach, emphasizes classroom presentations
by activists that promote critical thinking. This effort seeks to challenge the
“heroic military narrative”—popular portrayals of soldiers endorsed by the
military and reinforced by the mass media.18 In response to such depictions,
a counter-recruitment group in Portland, Oregon, has organized classroom
dialogues where members talk with students about war and militarism. Each
member of the panel—a peace activist, a military veteran, and a former
middle school English teacher—has a different emphasis, reflecting their
unique perspective. For example, the former English teacher engages in a
Socratic dialogue with students. As he explained:

While [the other members of the group] focus more on the military aspects of
life as a soldier, I’ve been working to try to draw out from the students their
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own ideas of violence, what violence means, what war is and what acceptable
force—if there is such a thing—means.

Those who engage in this form of outreach seek to avoid simply lecturing
students. “We don’t want to be like the other people who are giving them
orders,” says one activist. “We want to stand out from that.” One way he
does this is to begin a classroom presentation by challenging students.

Okay, we’re going to give you one side of an issue but we want you to question
what we say. We want you to question what the people say that we disagree
with, and we want you to question us as well and then make up your own
mind.

According to this long-time organizer, inviting students to challenge a speaker
sends a powerful message about the importance of critical thinking: question
the military, question me, question everything.

Veterans and other adult activists have been integral to local counter-
recruitment efforts. Yet, many organizers believe youth often respond best to
other youth. Integrating students into counter-recruitment efforts thus allows
young adults to serve as peers and mentors to other youth. After launching
a counter-recruitment program in 2005, Darlene Gramigna of the Chicago
chapter of AFSC realized that with limited resources her group could not
staff information tables at each of the city’s more than 40 high schools. So she
began offering Social Justice Spring Breaks, interactive leadership camps that
empower students to educate their peers on social justice topics, includ-
ing militarism and military recruitment. Gramigna (and her assistant, Jesus
Palafox) also worked with a student social justice club at Chicago’s Kelly
High School, showing them how to lead counter-recruitment and “opt-out”
campaigns among their classmates. “Now,” she notes, “they have an annual
campaign . . . educating themselves about opt-out and sending out the forms
to their classmates around their school.” This effort to build internal capacity
among youth appears to have succeeded precisely as Gramigna and Palafox
intended. According to Gramigna:

[youth organizing] has been invaluable to getting the word out to other stu-
dents because we don’t have access to the schools that they’re in. Their ability
to educate their fellow students is much bigger and broader than ours.

Youth mentoring represents the second path of building critical conscious-
ness, which serves as our focus for much of this chapter. We believe that by
avoiding traditional, top-down organizing models, in its affirmation of youth
as equal partners in the struggle for social justice, and in its potential to build
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a more sustainable counter-recruitment movement, the youth mentoring
approach offers great promise.

Youth Reaching Youth

The examples from San Diego and Chicago illustrate how high school stu-
dents have organized against militarism in their schools for different reasons.
A growing number of activist groups recognize the importance of student
involvement in counter-recruitment, both as a way of tapping into youthful
idealism and as a means of promoting youth empowerment. But it was not
always so. During the first decade of counter-recruitment activity, actual con-
tact by organizers with students was limited. Throughout the 1970s, activists
worked in different venues, but school-based organizing was not a priority.
That changed in 1979 with President Jimmy Carter’s proposal to reinstate
draft registration for young men and the Selective Service Administration’s
ensuing outreach efforts in US high schools.19

Interest in high school organizing was evident at a 1981 conference in
Baltimore held by the Taskforce on Recruitment and Militarism.20 Later
that year, the national magazine of the Central Committee for Conscien-
tious Objectors (CCCO), The Objector, devoted a special issue to counter-
recruitment in high schools.21 Yet, most activists were adults who entered
schools and made presentations to students about the draft or non-military
alternatives after high school. Few organizers sought to promote the idea of
youth organizing. By the late 1980s, only a handful of the more than 60 local
counter-recruitment groups that were engaged in outreach in high schools
allowed youth an active role in their campaigns.22 During the early 1990s,
a time when counter-recruitment flourished in response to the Gulf War,
activists began to commit more attention to youth organizing. After a decline
in counter-recruitment activity in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the Iraq
War and the launching of the National Network Opposing the Militarization
of Youth (NNOMY) sparked a renewed commitment to youth mentoring.
According to one key organizer, by the 2009 national counter-recruitment
conference in Chicago, approximately half of the nearly 300 participants were
under the age of 26.

Still, most local organizations remain overrepresented by older activists.
Many organizers told us they struggle to connect with youth, a pop-
ulation often alienated from politics and activism. Some involved in
counter-recruitment attribute this lack of youth engagement to being visi-
bly older than high school students. One college intern working in Western
Massachusetts said she could “totally relate” to teenagers’ distrust of older
adults distributing leaflets. Activists in Austin, Texas, suggested younger male
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veterans are more effective at attracting the hard-to-reach 17-year-old male.
“We’re really trying to reach young men mostly,” according to Susan van
Haitsma, coordinator of Sustainable Options for Youth. This is more likely
to occur “if they see a youngish man standing there at a table . . . than if they
see two middle aged women.”

In a sense, counter-recruiters are only trying to play catch-up with the
military, which has long recognized the persuasive power of youth, and under-
stands getting young soldiers involved in recruiting can pay dividends. For
example, the military recruiting services utilize 17-year-olds who enlist while
still in high school (through the Delayed Entry Program). These “Future Sol-
diers” and “Future Sailors” act as “recruiting force multipliers” that help get
more recruits. The Army has described its “Future Soldiers” as the “eyes and
ears” of the Army recruiter in schools; they often “spread the gospel” of mili-
tary service among their peers, assist in gaining access to schools that restrict
recruiting, and at times have even staffed recruiting tables.23

Different branches of the military have also leveraged the power of youth
through the Hometown Recruiter Assistance Program (HRAP), which allows
a young soldier two weeks’ leave to go back to their community and recruit
students. Service members are encouraged to participate in the HRAP early
in their careers, when they are likely to still have contacts at their old high
schools and feel positively about their military service. The HRAP has been
a mainstay of Army recruiting since the early 1980s, and other branches of
the military have similar programs. For example, Pablo Paredes, the Iraq War
resister discussed in Chapter 1, told journalist Israel Jason Stockman how
two friends from high school convinced him to sign up for the Navy. Paredes
was by that time in college and thought he was immune to military recruiting
pitches he heard in high school. But the Navy message “was a lot more believ-
able now,” he said, “because it was [coming from] two people that I grew up
with and did a lot of dumb stuff with. And it looked like they were having the
time of their life.” Tired of working multiple jobs to pay for school, Paredes
joined the Navy within a week. He later learned that one of these friends had
actually been working for the Navy through its HRAP.24

Military recruiters have also tried to engage youth by appealing to their
enthusiasm for music and the arts, including Army-themed poster and mural
contests for 8th- to 12th-grade students in Kentucky and Texas, and an
Army of One Art Competition Award for middle and high school students
nationally.25 Other examples of how music and dance are used as recruitment
tools are the US Army Field Band’s volunteer efforts in Baltimore schools that
recently lost their music programs; the musically talented Maryland recruiter
who circumvented restrictions on recruiter access by volunteering as a band
director; and the Delaware recruiter who was able to “penetrate” a high school
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by volunteering to teach weekly salsa lessons.26 The military’s use of arts-
based activities also extends nationally through The Volunteers, a musical
group comprising soldiers from the US Army Field Band, that perform pop-
ular songs for young audiences at over 100 venues annually across the United
States. Although primarily a cover band, the singer-soldiers are apparently not
averse to trying out some original tunes. Most of the latter promote Army
brand awareness. As the band’s leader once explained:

For sure we will try to entertain you, and if we educate you with a couple
of tunes that you have not heard before or open your eyes on the broader
perspective of the military and the Army, well then great, we’ve hit a home run,
knocked it out of the park.27

Similarly, many of those involved in counter-recruitment view creative
events as an ideal way to get youth involved in efforts to address the militarism
of local schools. Arts-based, participatory activities appear more effective at
engaging students than simply talking to them about the dangers of military
life. The coordinator of the Oakland-based group BAY-Peace suggests young
audiences typically respond better to poetry and the arts, especially when
their peers are involved. Such anecdotes parallel the findings of Andreana
Clay, who studied the use of hip-hop and poetry slams as political organiz-
ing tools. “For the current generation of youth,” Clay observed, “the written
and spoken word is intimately connected to youth leadership, positive social
dialogue, and community organizing.”28 And as two educational researchers
recently found, “arts-based learning can serve to help people see the world
and themselves in a different way, which can, in turn, help with the question-
ing of uncritically absorbed perspectives.”29 Thus, arts-based activities can be
a way to shift from a discourse about war and militarism and promote cre-
ative, socially responsible pursuits, a tactic more likely to produce a positive
reaction from youth.

Progressive movements for social and political change have also favored the
use of the arts. Popular musicians, for example, allowed many Americans to
understand the connection between labor history and song. Creative actions
by unionists go beyond singing to promote solidarity on the picket lines.
Starting in the mid-1960s, El Teatro Campesino (farmworkers’ theater) helped
organize grape-pickers in the Central Valley of California and created linkages
between rural farm workers and their urban Chicano counterparts.30 As Guy
and Candie Carawan note, the 10-month-long strike against Pittston Coal
Group (1989–1990) by mineworkers in southwestern Virginia

had a strong cultural underpinning: not only music, but camouflage fash-
ion, whittling and dancing at the picket sites, large puppets, a theater piece
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on Mother Jones, and the establishment of Camp Solidarity, where support-
ers gathered every night for food, humor, string music, and singing as well as
strategizing for the next day’s events.31

Decades later, Retail Action Project (RAP), a community labor partnership
devoted to improving conditions for low-wage workers in New York, used
“mock fashion shows” and singing to attract media attention to their cam-
paigns. Since 2011, the organization’s Art and Media Committee has tried
to stay in the headlines through such projects as a “RAP rap,” with lyrics
“set to the tune of Jay-Z’s ‘Hard Knock Life’.”32 Also in New York, Occupy
Wall Street activists made full use of the arts to promote their message of
economic justice, debt relief, and the need for corporate social responsibility.
Using Manhattan’s Zuccotti Park as their base of operations in 2011, Occupy
activists formed an Arts and Culture working group that included many
professional artists and designers. The group energized street protests with
dancers depicting corporate vampires, poetry readings, 40-foot-high puppets
designed to resemble the Brooklyn Bridge or the Statue of Liberty, along
with what one commentator called “a museum’s worth of posters.”33 Other
“Occupy” collectives across the United States commonly used such activities
to galvanize local activists and as a means to engage the public.

Arts-Based Youth Organizing

While a key element of current strategies to engage and empower youth, it
was not until the 1980s that activists began to see arts-based organizing as a
viable tactic for counter-recruitment. One cutting-edge local organization—
both by having youth directly involved in organizing and in terms of using
the arts—was Youth Against Militarism. Formed in 1985 in Cincinnati, the
group of local religious leaders, educators, and activists was affiliated with
Clergy and Laity Concerned (CALC).34 Adult leaders were actively involved
in two earlier efforts to prevent failing Cincinnati high schools from being
turned into publicly funded military academies. Through strategic partner-
ships with the local teachers union, parents, Fellowship of Reconciliation, and
Cincinnati CALC, these proposals were defeated.35 Building on this momen-
tum to oppose other attempts to militarize local schools meant motivating
youth to reach other youth. To educate their peers about militarism, young
activists produced videos and a weekly program on community radio. They
also used rap music. As 15-year-old activist Maisha Pesante told the 1988
Youth and Militarism Conference in Chicago, “You gotta work with the
kids . . . And one of the ways to get to our audience is to try to make them
feel what we are saying . . . through rap.” She then proceeded to demonstrate
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her hip-hop skills in a performance that “compelled” the audience “to take
youth leadership seriously.”36

In the 1980s, larger peace organizations had the resources to test innova-
tive forms of arts-based outreach to youth. The CCCO’s role in creating the
Real War Stories comic book in 1987 is instructive. The organization worked
with Joyce Brabner to raise funds and recruit artists for the project. Brabner
was in a unique position to assist: she was an activist for 18 years and had
significant media skills. Her husband was famed comic artist Harvey Pekar,
and she used her experience promoting his American Splendor comic books
for the Real War Stories project. Brabner recruited more than 25 artists, “many
of them among the best in the field,” including Mark Farmer, a British artist
who worked on the Incredible Hulk.37 Based on the testimony of those flee-
ing conflicts in Central America, as well as the autobiographies of American
conscientious objectors, Real War Stories was a powerful visual tool to help
youth think critically about the decision to enlist in the military. The comic
book’s design and celebrity backing helped give it an auspicious start at the
annual Comic Con event. However, the original plan to distribute the comic
to students backfired when school administrators balked at a panel graphically
depicting the sexual assault of a sailor.

Long-time activists view Real War Stories as one of the significant counter-
recruitment accomplishments of the 1980s and among the most influential
in terms of arts-based outreach. If today’s anti-war comics lack the pol-
ish and celebrity artist endorsements of previous efforts, it may be due to
the drastic changes taking place within the counter-recruitment movement.
Without the support of the CCCO, which closed its central office in 2008,
financial backing for such projects has diminished. Even the AFSC dropped
its national Youth and Militarism Program in 2009. Yet, current counter-
recruitment organizing, consisting mostly of small-scale, local operations that
often rely on unpaid staff, continues to pursue innovative, arts-based activ-
ities to engage youth. As the following cases demonstrate, these methods
have succeeded in promoting critical consciousness and stimulating youth
activism.

A Manifesto for Peace

In a city where more than a third of public high school students drop
out before graduation, officials in Oakland, California, would ideally have
the resources to provide proper counseling to students and help youth stay
in school.38 The reality, however, is that California has the worst school
counselor-to-student ratio in the nation (1,016 students for every counselor).
Some Oakland high schools that have no guidance counselors still find the
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money to fund units of JROTC, a program that steers 40–50 percent of its
graduates into military service.39 As Rachel Hava Gordon notes in her study
of West Coast high school student activists, “in Oakland’s more impover-
ished schools,” the JROTC usually ranked as “the school club with the most
resources.” While some student clubs in the district “struggled to obtain
resources and gain the sponsorship of a teacher to help them organize a
school dance,” she found, “the JROTC had the resources to put on these
events for students.”40 As discussed in Chapter 1, when schools have fewer
guidance counselors and more military recruiters on campus, it ultimately
means more students will hear about a narrower range of career options.
And, as Gordon observed, “flashy JROTC-sponsored dances” at impover-
ished Oakland schools can make “joining the military even more attractive
to youth with few other opportunities.”41

Proving that you can do a lot with very little, Oakland’s Better Alternatives
for Youth (BAY-Peace) won a major victory in a 2008–2010 campaign against
school militarism. Operating out of rented rooms in a downtown office build-
ing, BAY-Peace consists of one unpaid adult staff member who recruits and
mentors local high school and college students. Coordinator Susan Quinlan
also provides a small stipend or academic credit to members of her “Youth
Action Team.” These young activists-in-training spend a year organizing on
social justice issues in public schools and in their neighborhoods. Of note,
BAY-Peace activists often use arts-based activities—theatrical skits, videos,
and poetry—in their community outreach work. In a scenario familiar to
other urban school districts, the group faced a major challenge in addressing
militarism in local schools. Military recruiters were allowed to visit Oakland
high schools as often as they liked, as long as they first gained permission
from a school principal.42 This dynamic gave rise to a successful model of
youth-driven organizing.

In 2008, BAY-Peace began a campaign for a change in school district
policy regarding military recruiters’ access to schools and private student
information. This initiative was led by members of the Youth Action Team,
who collaborated in writing one of the campaign’s key documents: the BAY-
Peace Youth Manifesto. Described by the youth as a “poetic petition,” the
Manifesto condemned the way military recruiters target economically disad-
vantaged students of color, called for limits on the number of visits recruiters
could make to school campuses, and said the military should not be allowed
to collect private student information without the consent of parents and
students. Of note, the students also requested the Oakland Unified School
District make it easier for students to opt out of the Pentagon’s Joint Adver-
tising, Market Research and Studies (JAMRS) database, an archive that took
the military years to assemble and “includes names, birth dates, ASVAB test
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data, email addresses, grade-point averages, ethnicity, and the subjects that
students are studying.”43

The students’ year-long petition drive resulted in more than 1,000 sig-
natures supporting these demands. BAY-Peace Youth Action Team members
also created a video to publicize the Manifesto and succeeded in winning
the endorsement of several local community organizations. The group then
sought to turn their poetic petition into a formal resolution to the Oakland
School Board. Alongside more traditional lobbying tactics (e.g., meeting
with local school board members to express their concerns), youth activists
also employed the arts. Students created origami cranes out of signed peti-
tions, and then wove them into a banner that was brought to the School
Board offices. In May 2010, the Oakland School Board approved the resolu-
tion, a landmark in counter-recruitment organizing. Since then, activists in
Honolulu, San Francisco, Berkeley, and the Chicago suburbs have replicated
the BAY-Peace campaign by pressuring local school boards to adopt similar
JAMRS database opt-out policies.

In recent years, BAY-Peace has shifted its emphasis toward other issues
affecting Oakland: mass incarceration, immigration rights, and police brutal-
ity. In part, this change resulted from the group’s success in demilitarizing the
Oakland schools. According to Pablo Paredes, an Iraq War veteran who con-
tributed to the campaign, BAY-Peace’s advocacy around the issue of school
militarism “shifted the culture” in the Oakland Unified School District. But,
the turn away from confronting militarism also underlines the horizontal
structure of BAY-Peace organizing, and the fact its activities mirror the lived
experiences of local youth. “If you ask a young person about the problems
they’re facing in their lives or in their community,” Quinlan told us, “mil-
itarism will appear pretty low on the list.” If BAY-Peace activists are now
focused on violence prevention and the school-to-prison pipeline, it reflects
the growing number of Youth Action Team Members who have been per-
sonally affected by the criminal justice system or who have lost friends to
violence. However, the arts still play an important role in their work, includ-
ing youth workshops inspired by Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed.44

The success of the BAY-Peace model is reflected in its steady growth: between
2012 and 2013, the number of Theatre of the Oppressed workshops and
student interns doubled.45

Saying “Aloha” to Militarism

By many measures, Hawaii is one of the most militarized regions in the
United States. The Department of Defense controls 236,000 acres, including
25 percent of the landmass of Oahu (the most populous Hawaiian island),
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while the state’s 11 military bases have contributed to enormous ecologi-
cal problems. As journalist Joan Conrow notes, the environmental impact
of the testing, dumping, and storage of munitions—along with other mil-
itary practices—has converted what was once the “food basket for Oahu”
into “a giant Superfund complex comprising at least 749 contaminated sites.”
Despite its atrocious environmental track record, the military enjoys ideologi-
cal hegemony on the islands. According to a local activist, “Whenever people
raise these issues about the military impacts, they’re very quickly tainted as
anti-military or anti-American.”46 This privileged status is reinforced by the
military’s presence in Hawaiian public schools, which encourages students to
accept the military as a way of life.

High school recruiter visits are common in the Aloha State, and JROTC
cadets often spend summers attending “leadership seminars” at one of
Hawaii’s numerous military installations. But the military is also heavily
involved in education at the lower-grade levels. School partnership programs,
sometimes known as Adopt-A-School, essentially give the military a perma-
nent presence in K-8 education. During the first three months of 2014, the
Army alone contributed over 2,000 volunteer hours at more than half of
Hawaii’s nearly 300 public schools.47 Other military branches also vie for
the trust of local schoolchildren. At Kainalu Elementary School, “Marines
and sailors tutor the children and work on the school’s building projects.”48

Meanwhile, fifth-graders at Pu’oha School receive weekly “mentoring” from
Marines, who talk with them “about a variety of topics from sports to their
future as adults.”49

Most activists would struggle to organize amidst this militaristic climate.
But Catherine Kennedy, leader of the group Truth 2 Youth, has embraced
the challenge. Truth 2 Youth comprises a rotating cast of activists: parents,
veterans, and concerned citizens like Kennedy. Since the group began school
outreach in 2006, building support among teachers has been a primary goal.
From 2006 to 2009, Truth 2 Youth used grant money to bring Iraq War
veterans from “the mainland”; teacher support ensured the veterans could
speak about militarism in classrooms and at school assemblies. Kennedy cites
school librarians as important partners for Truth 2 Youth, advocating for her
group’s access to local schools. “Librarians are often stealth activists at heart;
they really believe in free speech, non-censorship,” she told an audience at a
counter-recruitment workshop in 2009.50 When a conservative backlash led
one high school to cancel a talk by an anti-war veteran in 2009, a librarian at
another school agreed to host the talk on short notice.51

Given the cost of housing visiting Iraq War veterans, Kennedy began to
focus on less-expensive activities that would encourage greater youth partici-
pation. Thus, starting in 2010, poetry slams became a major focus of Truth



Training Tomorrow’s Activists ● 57

2 Youth’s outreach. Kennedy told us these events typically involve a perfor-
mance by professional poets, followed by three days of writing workshops.
Following the classes, which can reach up to 400 students per school, those
who are most enthusiastic about poetry have the opportunity to work closely
with Kennedy and an English teacher; their collaboration culminates in a
student-only poetry slam at the school.

While it may have been easier to organize presentations by veterans, the
level of student engagement is noticeably higher at poetry slams. “What I’ve
heard consistently from school staff is they’re surprised how attentive these
kids are at the slams,” Kennedy told a local magazine in 2010. “At assem-
blies they’re normally restless, but at these slams, they pay attention to each
other . . . this is peer influencing at its zenith.” Student engagement is also
evident in the themes addressed by their poetry: abusive relationships, fam-
ily trouble, school bullies. And, of course, militarism. As one student at
Pahoa High School rhymed: “So tell me, who do we believe? Who else is
around?/when all the President wants is a few more boots on the ground?”52

Another benefit to students, according to Kennedy: poetry slams expose
youth to ideas that challenge the Army’s version of the American dream.
As she told us,

I feel like if you start showing kids an alternative value system and life style that
isn’t based on materialism, you’re [succeeding]. You’re getting kids away from
that trajectory of, oh no, I’ve got to go into the military because it’s the only
way I’m going to make money or be able to buy a house or succeed.

This shift in values can only occur if youth begin to challenge the military’s
role in their lives. The case of Truth 2 Youth shows how youth can come to
critical consciousness through arts-based, adult-facilitated activism to achieve
this goal.

The Power and Limits of Youth Organizing

Our research suggests that in some situations activists have been effec-
tive at teaching youth to think critically about the military. Yet measuring
the “success” of this work is challenging, both for groups who concentrate
on classroom presentations and for those that focus on mentoring youth
activists. As Pablo Paredes noted, it is difficult to assess the impact of class-
room presentations to students. While activists might feel they are making
a difference when they talk with youth, he continued, “at the end of the
day, that’s [only] 45 minutes out of the students’ school year.” Although
we admire that some organizers pay close attention to student responses,
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more tangible means of assessing youth outreach efforts are needed. A more
systematic, albeit more resource-intensive, approach can be found in the
written student evaluations used in Hawaii, San Diego, and some other
counter-recruitment groups. These are typically administered after a class-
room talk and seek to measure any shift in students’ attitudes toward war
or military service based on a specific presentation. In Hawaii, for example,
students have consistently reported how their own attitudes about mili-
tary service changed based on a guest presentation. In 2009, after Truth 2
Youth sponsored a series of talks by Aidan Delgado, an enlisted soldier who
became a conscientious objector during the Iraq War, 52 percent of students
reported they “changed their mind to some degree about enlisting in the
military.”53

It is also difficult to ascertain the (long-term) impact of mentoring youth
activists. While it is possible to gauge success in terms of the number of stu-
dents taking a leadership role in organizing campaigns, student activists have
few means of knowing whether they’ve made a lasting impact on their peers.
To answer our questions about the impact of youth mentoring, organizers
often relied on anecdotes. In Chicago, the AFSC’s Darlene Gramigna uses
student evaluations to measure what students learn from their Social Jus-
tice Spring Breaks. But the long-term influence is harder to determine. Here,
Gramigna is reliant on accounts from teachers who report that some Spring
Break participants came back to school eager to implement new ideas for class
projects. In San Diego, the success of Project YANO in funneling its stu-
dent activists into college and careers in organizing must count as a success.
Although anecdotal, these reports are nevertheless compelling suggestions of
the power of youth mentoring and illustrate the utility of evaluating youth
outreach efforts.

Notably, almost all the cases of mentoring youth activism we encountered
were examples of cross-difference organizing (organizing across racial and class
difference). In Hawaii, Chicago, and Oakland, white, middle-class activists
have been mentoring low-income youth activists who are overwhelmingly
Latina/o, African American, or Asian American, and Pacific Islander. In other
cases, counter-recruiters tried to stimulate youth activism by highlighting the
links between militarism and issues such as immigrants’ rights. In Oregon,
a foundation grant enabled Carol Van Houten and her organization, Truth
in Recruiting, to work with Latina/o students on advocacy surrounding
the long-debated DREAM (Development, Relief, and Education for Alien
Minors) Act, which would allow certain categories of undocumented immi-
grants two paths to permanent residency status: higher education or military
service. These youth were mostly undocumented immigrants, and were con-
cerned enough about the DREAM Act’s vision of a militarized path to
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permanent residency that they produced a short video about the issue, based
primarily on their own interviews with military veterans.

A key challenge facing activists who make classroom presentations is that
extensive outreach to teachers and students is needed to maintain school
access and ensure these activities occur in the future. Maintaining youth
involvement is likewise complicated by the problem of both student and
faculty turnover. The case of San Diego illustrates this dilemma. As men-
tioned earlier, both Nancy Cruz and Davíd Morales were actively involved
in the struggle to remove the JROTC program from Mission Bay High
School. When Nancy graduated one year earlier, Davíd was encouraged by
his teacher-mentor Luis Villanueva to assume a leadership role. But when
Luis left to take a teaching job in Los Angeles shortly after the campaign
ended, the ENAC lost its primary connection to students at Mission Bay
High. A sharp drop in the group’s activity ensued.

The varied success of counter-recruitment with youth also suggests several
reasons to use the arts in this work. First, creative activities offer a positive
way to frame such organizing. Many activists already find that school officials
who are afraid of controversy may balk at the words “counter-recruitment.”
Besides referring to “truth-in-recruiting” and stressing “alternatives to the
military” (rather than being against the military), the arts offer something
positive. An example from the northwest corner of Connecticut is instruc-
tive. Activists affiliated with Winsted Area Peace Action have at times faced
skepticism about their work from school officials, who were reluctant to pro-
vide the organization access to local schools. But the group’s sponsorship of
an annual Peace Poster Contest has allowed them to contribute to the com-
munity by providing a platform for young artists. According to one group
member, the event demonstrates how their group has a positive influence
on youth by encouraging students to “celebrate a peaceful world by putting
their visions on paper.”54 Mirroring research on youth organizing, we also
find students learn more when they are being creative; and, conversely, it
is pedagogically unsound to treat youth as passive vessels waiting to receive
information.55 When members of Sustainable Options for Youth (SOY) in
Austin, Texas, asked one young man what their organization could do to bet-
ter engage students, the response was profound: “Be sure to ask us what we’re
thinking and not just tell us what you’re thinking.”

For a movement that often works in the shadows and has difficulty recruit-
ing new allies, arts-based activities—especially events like poetry slams—may
help counter-recruiters more effectively market themselves to school and
community stakeholders. “The poetry slams,” one Fort Worth activist told
us, “are how we’ve found our biggest supporters in the schools.” Not only did
parents, teachers, and students embrace the activity. They also introduced
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Diane Wood and her group to guidance counselors from local schools, which
in turn led to further invitations to have a regular presence at college fairs.

Despite the clear advantages of using the arts in a counter-recruitment
campaign, there are serious obstacles to address. These are also present for
any counter-recruitment group trying to mentor youth, regardless of whether
the organizing is arts-based. These include a problem intrinsic to organizing
teenagers. High school students are developmentally at a stage when it can
be uncomfortable to stand out from their peers. Rachel Hava Gordon, in her
study of youth activism, found “structures of schooling” foster “widespread
political apathy” among students, making “mobilization around social justice
issues a challenge.”56 Political activism in schools is often channeled through
club activities, and school administrators will support these initiatives to some
extent. But the lines are clearly drawn. As was the case with Davíd Morales
from San Diego, school officials will not hesitate to control student activism.
As Henry Giroux notes, as soon as youth activists “start talking about power,
militarization, inequality, racism—all those things that point to deep struc-
tural problems—student resistance and dissent is viewed as exceeding its
possibilities and limits.”57 Thus, without a culture to encourage dissent in
schools or local communities, it will remain challenging to bring youth into
counter-recruitment efforts. Nevertheless, as we demonstrate next, when such
activism is successfully sustained, schools can be effectively de-militarized.



CHAPTER 3

Using Legislation to Confront School
Militarism

Kurt and Anne Katay thought they knew what went on in their local
school. Self-described liberals and active in their community, Kurt
grew up in Edmonds, Washington, 11 miles north of Seattle. While

still a high school student in the 1970s, he was recruited into the military.
Raising a family and running a business in the same area decades later, the
Katays watched in disbelief as their 14-year-old son came home during his
first week at Meadowdale High School and unloaded his backpack. In it
were Army- and Navy-branded pencils, erasers, and other paraphernalia mil-
itary recruiters had been handing out to students on campus. Even freshmen.
“So we went to the school,” Kurt recalled, “and asked them: ‘Why is the
military in the school?’” School officials reminded them a federal law gave
recruiters the right to come to campus to talk with students about military
careers. “And we said, ‘Well, why are they talking to our son? He’s only a
freshman.’ And you know, they explained basics to us but it didn’t go very
far.” Kurt and Anne left the meeting unsatisfied and saddled with “a lot of
unanswered questions.”

This was the start of the Katays’ four-year-long campaign to rein in mil-
itary recruiting practices in the 20,000-student Edmonds School District.
When we asked what motivated them, Kurt cited the moral imperative to
protect youth from the predations of recruiters.

You’re dealing with minors and they should have better rights. And we know
that they’re not good decision makers on such matters of life and death. And
so I think ethically as adults, let alone as parents, we have a responsibility to
protect our children.

Given the potential implications of joining the military, Ann said, it is critical
someone educate youth on the risks involved.
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Teenagers never think anything is going to happen to them and we educate
them about so many other things: sex, drugs. But we don’t educate them about
this? You know? It’s just as serious as getting a sexually transmitted disease that
they could die from or getting behind the wheel when you’re drunk. You can
die [being a soldier] . . .

Their first year of activism was an educational process. After connecting
with a local affiliate of the national Peace Action network, Kurt and Anne
learned about the recruiter access mandate embedded in the 2001 No Child
Left Behind Act. Armed with more knowledge, they went back to their son’s
campus to better understand the extent of the military presence. It was then
they learned military recruiters had practically unfettered access to the dis-
trict’s four high schools, were present on a weekly basis at their son’s school,
regularly visited campuses in Humvees and other military hardware, and
seemed to target students sitting alone in the lunch room.1 As Anne recalled
in an interview: “It’s just outrageous that they were allowed to do this on
school grounds. We were completely shocked that this was going on.” Their
fledgling group recruited new members, including a young Iraq War veteran.
Kurt started working closely with Washington Area Truth in Recruiting, a
coalition of Seattle area activists. He also reached out to others across the
country involved in counter-recruitment and sought information about the
legal dimensions of military recruitment in schools. According to Kurt, this
support network helped reduce the feeling of isolation that often arises while
organizing, especially when challenging school officials.2

All these activities were preparation for a coming confrontation with the
school district. “We realized,” Kurt recounted, “that we needed to gain some
strength with the school board, the district office and with the principals.”
The Katays wanted to counter the military presence with a table of their own
in local high schools. But when they approached the school district to request
access, they were denied. Their school’s parent–teacher organization was also
unenthused about their plan, and according to Kurt, “pretty much shut us
down.” Stymied by the normal channels of policy change, and wishing to
educate parents and the public about the presence of military recruiters, they
resorted to leafleting on the sidewalk outside of district high schools. While
they may have annoyed some school officials (at one campus, sprinklers were
turned on and aimed in their direction), this direct action generated local
media coverage.

In the end, four years after their initial talk with school officials, Kurt
and Anne saw their efforts succeed as they “filled a school board meeting
with organized testimony in opposition” to military recruiting practices. The
result: “we got a set of administrative rules and guidelines as to where the



Using Legislation to Confront School Militarism ● 63

recruiters could be and how they approached students,” Kurt said. Of note,
contact between recruiters and students would have to take place in the
presence of other school personnel. Kurt admits these rules were largely
“superficial and unsupervised.” In response, student activists in some local
high schools followed recruiters and reported any deviation from the guide-
lines to school authorities. After their son graduated from high school, Kurt
and Anne stepped back from organizing to focus more on their ecotourism
business. However, they are once again feeling pulled down the path of
counter-recruitment activism. At the time of our interview, in late 2013,
their grandson was just entering a local high school. Like the rest of their
family, he was well aware of his grandparents’ activism. “In fact,” Anne said,
“it just came up in conversation last weekend. We asked him if he had seen
any military recruiters [in his school], and to let us know if he had.”

Kurt and Anne’s activism is an example of the legislative approach to
counter-recruitment. We use this term to mean any organizing strategy that
aims to regulate and/or remove militarizing structures in public schools
through policy change. Our use of the term encompasses several types of
struggles within counter-recruitment: campaigns to restrict military recruiter
access to students; protect the privacy of students taking military aptitude
tests (namely, the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery; ASVAB);
increase the number of students at a school who “opt out” of the federally
mandated rendition of student information to the military; and regulate exist-
ing units of the Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (JROTC) or prevent
the establishment of new JROTC programs. These activities most commonly
occur at the local (single school) or school district level; but importantly,
activists have also been able to effect statewide policy changes. In what fol-
lows, we describe various efforts to pursue such policy goals, and discuss
legislative campaigns from the first three decades of counter-recruitment.
We compare organizing strategies, past and present, and offer an assessment
of the strengths and challenges of this practice.

Resisting Junior ROTC

In the previous chapter we discussed how activists, many of them students,
successfully organized to uproot an established Marine JROTC program at
San Diego’s Mission Bay High School. While this was a significant victory,
such cases are rare. As another example from California shows, campaigns to
oust JROTC based on ideology have had more limited success. In 2006, the
San Francisco school board voted to phase out all JROTC units at district
schools by 2009. One board member at the time, Dan Kelly, was a consci-
entious objector during the Vietnam War, and described his opposition to



64 ● Demilitarizing Public Schools

JROTC in anti-militarist terms. “It’s fundamentally and basically a recruit-
ing arm of the military,” Kelly told a reporter, “and I don’t think that is
an appropriate thing to be happening in our high schools.” According to
an article in Education Week, Kelly also claimed the school board’s decision
respected “the will of San Francisco voters,” who in 2005 approved Proposi-
tion I, “a symbolic measure that said residents oppose military recruiters in
public schools.”3 The JROTC vote in San Francisco was in large part framed
as a response to American involvement in the unpopular war in Iraq. While
this occurred in a city billed by one observer as the “peacenik capital of the
West Coast,” the anti-militarist action created a stir at the highest levels of
the Pentagon.4 The national spokesman for JROTC later claimed it was the
“first time anywhere in the country that JROTC has been kicked out of a
school district solely on ideological grounds.”5 The controversy generated by
this vote sparked public debate over the role of the military in San Francisco
schools. Led by the San Francisco Chronicle and local officials, efforts to
reintroduce military training culminated in a citywide referendum in 2008.
Backed by military brass, the local chapter of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and the San Francisco Chamber
of Commerce, this successful initiative signaled public support for maintain-
ing JROTC programs. By 2009, all those who had opposed JROTC were no
longer on the school board. In May 2009, supporters persuaded board mem-
bers to restore JROTC programs to city schools. Those supporting JROTC
framed their arguments in ways that made opposition nearly impossible to
sustain. As the then mayor of San Francisco, Gavin Newsom, a long-time
champion of military training for children, put it: “It’s important for the city
not to be identified with disrespecting the sacrifice of men and women in
uniform.”6

In recent years, more promising paths have emerged for anti-JROTC
activists, including opposition to the growing trend of military training at
the middle school level (grades six to eight). In Louisville, Kentucky, Chris
Harmer and his colleagues with the local chapter of Fellowship of Reconcilia-
tion (FOR) have campaigned against JROTC since the 1980s. But it was not
until 2013 that they participated in what Harmer described as their “most
promising” organizing effort.7 When the Louisville school board expressed
interest in establishing a “middle school cadet academy,” some board mem-
bers suggested the curriculum would prepare students to enroll in JROTC
once they reached high school. School officials also presented a report that
purportedly showed how academics, student discipline, and attendance rates
all improved slightly among high school JROTC students compared to their
peers. But that argument fell apart when Harmer and his colleagues brought a
University of Louisville professor to make a presentation to the school board
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that challenge the data. This organizing paid off: at the time of writing, the
proposal for a middle school cadet academy was no longer active. Anticipat-
ing the issue will be raised again, Harmer works closely with an antiracist
alliance, and recently made “break-through” contacts with the local Hispanic
community. While the Louisville chapter of FOR is larger than most, Harmer
noted the group is “predominantly white. We absolutely need broad-based
African-American and Hispanic support to reach the parents in this school
effectively.”

The concentrated presence of JROTC in schools with mostly minority
students makes it necessary for activists who oppose the program to engage
in this type of cross-difference organizing (across class and racial boundaries).
Such efforts, however, often require years of painstaking relationship building
to develop trust and overcome the social and psychological barriers between
disparate communities. At times, this work is made more difficult by white
organizers’ own racial biases. Research by Matthew Friesen, who interviewed
representatives of 12 organizations throughout the United States, suggests
that “tensions” exist within the counter-recruitment movement “around ques-
tions of racial justice and movement framing.” While nearly all of his subjects
recognized the racial and economic dimensions of military recruitment, not
a single white activist “named the racial injustice of military recruiting as
a significant component of their work.” In contrast, 71 percent of the non-
white activists saw this as “central to their activism.”8 While not an exhaustive
study, this finding illustrates a key barrier that limits the potential impact of
counter-recruitment.

Jorge Mariscal, a professor at UC San Diego and an organizer with
significant experience working with Hispanic youth, told us that most
counter-recruiters have difficulty building alliances with diverse groups for
two reasons: they don’t know these communities well, and they often lack
the cultural knowledge necessary to create an effective outreach strategy.
A change in activists’ strategic outlook may address these limitations. For
example, it may prove useful to adopt the views of two high-profile organiz-
ers. They told us counter-recruitment should not be seen as simply a form of
anti-war activism, but as a larger movement for racial justice and equal educa-
tional opportunities for African American and Latina/o children. According
to Janine Schwab, who worked in the AFSC’s Youth and Militarism unit
from 2006 to 2008: “I always saw counter-recruitment as being really not a
part of the peace movement at all . . . It has a lot more to do with economic
justice and education justice than it ever did with the peace movement.”
Greater emphasis on this broader (class and racial) analysis within counter-
recruitment, then, has the potential to facilitate more effective long-term
organizing with diverse constituencies.
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Campaigning for Student Privacy

Many counter-recruitment activists find that policy change is more easily won
by opposing the ASVAB exam. The passage of a 2010 Maryland state law pro-
tecting the privacy of students taking this military test was the culmination
of a years-long effort by a coalition of parents, teachers, and civil liberties
groups. Their victory opened up an appealing vein of activism that others
have mined. Concerned citizens across the country have since created state
chapters of the National Coalition to Protect Student Privacy, led by ASVAB
expert and Maryland middle school teacher, Pat Elder. In Texas, New York,
Oregon, and elsewhere, organizers are engaged in campaigns to pass legisla-
tion preventing military recruiters from automatically obtaining student data
through the ASVAB. National testing data released under the Freedom of
Information Act allows them to measure the effectiveness of these efforts.
In Texas, for example, organizing by Diane Wood of Peaceful Vocations led
to nearly 7,000 fewer students who took the ASVAB in 2012–2013 than the
year before. The rate of Texas schools selecting Option 8 to protect student
privacy increased from 14.7 percent to 15.5 percent over the same period,
a small but significant change; while the number of Texas schools requiring
students to take the ASVAB decreased from 181 to 70.9 Nationally, more
than 2,000 of the 12,000 schools that administer the ASVAB have moved
within the past few years to select Option 8—prohibiting the release of stu-
dent test information to the military without parental consent. This includes
all schools in three states (New Hampshire, Hawaii, and Maryland), as well
as school districts in New York City, Los Angeles, and other major cities.
The national Option 8 rate has also risen dramatically, from about one per-
cent of total students tested in 2005 to 15.5 percent during the 2012–2013
school year.

While the JROTC and ASVAB campaigns have a long history within
counter-recruitment, post-9/11 America gave rise to a new form of advo-
cacy. Section 9528 of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 mandates that
high schools hand over their students’ contact information to the Pentagon.
However, it also allows parents and students to “opt-out” of this procedure
by submitting a request form to school officials. Using this opportunity,
activists have led numerous campaigns to force school districts to make it
easier to opt-out. These efforts peaked in the early years of the Iraq War,
and some claim they were an effective “organizing handle” and helped enlist
new people into counter-recruitment. For example, activists affiliated with
the Northwest Suburban Peace Education Project in the Chicago area moved
from opt-out campaigning to more ambitious terrain. In 2010, they followed
the example of Oakland’s BAY-Peace campaign (discussed in Chapter 2) and
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won an agreement with their school district giving students an easy way to
remove their names from the Pentagon’s Joint Advertising, Market Research
& Studies (JAMRS) database.

Closely linked to opt-out activities are those that seek to limit or monitor
the kinds of contact military recruiters can have with youth. In 2009, the
New York Department of Education passed Chancellor’s Regulation A825,
which made it easier for parents to opt out of releasing their child’s informa-
tion to the military, placed restrictions on recruiters’ access to school property,
and encouraged schools to designate someone from their staff to serve as a
“point person” on issues related to military recruiting. This regulation, affect-
ing one million students in all five boroughs of New York, was a milestone for
the counter-recruitment movement. In a remarkable display of youth empow-
erment, the Youth Activists-Youth Allies (YA-YA) Network in New York City
was instrumental in getting this regulation passed. Student activists orga-
nized community forums and gained valuable public speaking experience as
they gave presentations about the proposal to groups of teachers, guidance
counselors, and fellow students across the city. These efforts often introduced
audiences to the issue of military recruiting in schools through videos, dis-
cussion, and hands-on activities. The mostly African American and Latina/o
youth also lobbied powerful city school officials in their bid to pass the Chan-
cellor’s Regulation. Along the way, they organized across class boundaries by
securing crucial support from well-heeled officials at the Department of Edu-
cation. But getting the regulation passed was the easy part. In an effort to
monitor compliance with Regulation A825, in 2011, the YA-YA Network
mailed surveys to every New York City public high school. Not only did the
YA-YA Network’s successful campaign end up protecting one million stu-
dents in all five boroughs of New York from aggressive military recruiting
practices, but it also gave activists across the country a valuable model to
replicate in their own communities.

Fighting to “Balance the Picture”: Activism in the 1970s
and 1980s

Counter-recruitment had the advantage of being born in the progres-
sive, movement-oriented era of the early 1970s. According to historian
Robert Surbrug, “The Vietnam War made it possible for many mainstream
Americans to question and consider alternatives to the dominant institu-
tions and premises of US society.”10 Activists pursuing demilitarization work
in the 1970s, for example, had support from political organizations like
the National Organization for Women and the Congressional Black Cau-
cus, whose members spoke out against JROTC; Republican Congressman
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Charles Mosher of Ohio, who commissioned a report from the Government
Accountability Office on ASVAB testing in high schools; the American Civil
Liberties Union (ACLU), which worked with Mosher to pressure military
officials into stopping the automatic acquisition of student data;11 and Parren
B. Mitchell, the first African American elected to Congress from Maryland,
who vocally opposed the expansion of JROTC during the 1970s. In an elo-
quent statement, Rep. Mitchell recognized that many urban youth needed
help, but rejected the idea that JROTC was the proper way of addressing
their problems.

There are those who believe that by having military training for students, it will
dissipate underlying currents of unrest, anger or frustration. This is a poor solu-
tion to a serious problem . . . You do not solve problems of our young people
by teaching them to march and shout, “Yes sir!”12

Congressional support for anti-militarism in the 1970s illustrates how
debate on the topic of school–military relations previously included more
diverse voices, reaching higher levels of society, than today. While cultural
currents in the 1970s supported counter-recruitment and other forms of
peace activism, organizers also faced considerable hurdles. The United States
was in the midst of a recession with high unemployment, and many enlisted
in the military out of economic desperation. However, starting in 1975,
“Enlistments fell as an improving economy gave enlistment prospects civilian
jobs.”13 It was in this context that some began blaming recruiting difficul-
ties on inadequate recruiter access to high schools. In 1978, US Senator Sam
Nunn of Georgia told a congressional hearing that high schools should be
required to cooperate with military recruiters.14 A year later, recruiters in
suburban Maryland complained about school board policies that prevented
the names and addresses of high school seniors from being divulged and
prohibited military aptitude testing (ASVAB) during school hours.15 Still,
key counter-recruitment victories multiplied as diverse coalitions sought to
demilitarize public schools.

In the fall of 1979, Fran Donelan and her colleagues at Baltimore AFSC
spearheaded a campaign against the presence of JROTC at Baltimore’s
majority-black Northwestern High School. Earlier that summer, the North-
western school board voted, without public discussion, to allow the Air
Force JROTC program—Baltimore’s first—into the school. Opposition to
this program only arose once students were enrolled. Despite the late start,
Donelan and her fellow organizers at AFSC sought to overturn the school
board decision and remove JROTC.16 In her media outreach, Donelan ques-
tioned the premise of the familiar pro-JROTC arguments: that it instills
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discipline in youth and builds citizenship skills, all at comparatively low cost
to schools, while also pointing out the racial dimensions of the issue. “Here
in Baltimore,” she noted in one news article, “the [JROTC] program is in
predominantly black schools,” and African American youth were being mis-
led into believing that the military promised a way out of poverty.17 A whiff
of racial animosity could be detected among some proponents of JROTC,
who framed their support in terms of discipline and the need to control
unruly youth whose “vitiating lifestyles” were “permeating society.”18 While
this campaign ultimately failed to prevent the establishment of JROTC at
Northwestern High, the school board decided to cap the number of JROTC
units in Baltimore, a move that Donelan considered a key concession.19

During the 1980s, Donelan and her colleagues faced a more conservative
climate in which to organize against school militarism. Counter-recruitment
activists, while spared the harsh treatment meted out to opponents of Pres-
ident Reagan’s policies in Central America, still had to deal with intense
scrutiny of their demilitarization campaigns.20 They also confronted a ris-
ing tide of state laws mandating military access to schools. By 1984, 18 states
had passed “recruiter access” laws, contributing to what one person described
as a situation where “the presence of the armed forces . . . is becoming as com-
mon as classes in social studies and English.”21 The same year, five national
education associations signed an agreement with the heads of military recruit-
ing for the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines, and Coast Guard. This pact,
copies of which were mailed to every school in the United States, encouraged
administrators to permit military recruiter visits to school grounds, facilitate
the rendition of student records (names, addresses, and phone numbers) to
the military, and administer the ASVAB test. In turn, recruiters agreed to
encourage students to finish school and to provide only the most accurate
portrayal of life in the military to prospective enlistees. Though this sweeping
plan was not without controversy, it strengthened ties between the military
and public schools. As one example, in August 1984, just months after the
national agreement was signed, the New York state legislature enacted Educa-
tion Law Section 2-a. The new policy, apparently modeled on the provisions
of the national pact, “guaranteed access for all branches of the military to
educational institutions for the purposes of distributing information about
military employment opportunities.”22

Critics of the new nationwide compact complained that it would not, in
fact, prevent recruiters from using deceptive methods to enlist youth.23 As one
activist wrote, “As the military gains access, we must demand access in a total
way.”24 Campaigns to “demand access” to schools on an equal basis with mil-
itary recruiters would constitute one of the biggest organizing success stories
of the decade. Demanding equal access at a single school was straightforward:
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activists simply needed to schedule an appointment with education officials
and make their case to have a school presence. But experienced organizers
knew that to gain in-roads in the largest urban settings, they would have to
rely on the courts. In Chicago, in April 1983, organizers affiliated with the
national network Clergy and Laity Concerned (CALC) filed suit in federal
district court over the refusal by that city’s school board to provide a “bal-
anced picture” of life in the military to high school students. The following
January, a federal district court judge ruled in favor of CALC, finding that by
“picking and choosing which views may or may not be expressed to its stu-
dents,” the Chicago school board was imposing a “form of censorship” that
“cannot be tolerated in the absence of a constitutionally valid reason.” The
ruling effectively initiated a citywide counter-recruitment campaign the fol-
lowing school year, and improved activists’ access to schools in other parts of
the country.25

The ruling in Clergy and Laity Concerned v. Chicago Board of Educa-
tion, while significant, did not permit “total access” to schools by counter-
recruitment activists. A subsequent, more wide-reaching equal access case was
San Diego Committee Against Registration and the Draft v. Grossmont Union
High School (1986). In this action, organizers filed suit after a high school
rejected their request to place paid advertising in the student paper (which
regularly accepted ads from the military). In its final decision on Grossmont,
the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals established that military service was a
controversial political topic. As such, when school officials opened up any
school-sponsored forum (including student newspapers and career fairs) to
military recruiters, they were legally obligated to give the same access to indi-
viduals or groups representing opposing views. A third major equal access
victory came in Searcy v. Crim (1989), in which a federal appeals court ruled
in favor of Atlanta activists who sought to have as much access to schools and
students as the military. The case was notable for finding that community
members have a legal right to present information critical of the military;26

and it also empowered peace activists in a city school system so heavily mili-
tarized that by 1984 it was sending 20 percent of its graduates to the military
and had the third-largest JROTC enrollment in the United States.27 But what
really made Searcy significant was the decision by the Department of Justice
to intervene and claim military recruiters needed to have “preferred access” to
high schools as a matter of “national security.”28 Along with its importance
for counter-recruitment, then, the ruling revealed the Pentagon’s dependence
on public schools as de facto military recruiting stations.

These equal access cases all garnered national media attention and had a
far-reaching impact. The widely publicized court rulings lowered the costs
and dangers of counter-recruitment organizing and mobilized activists to
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seek access to schools in communities across the United States. In some
lesser-known local campaigns, at issue was not necessarily whether counter-
recruiters could have access to schools, but whether schools should exercise
greater restraint on the military’s presence. In one example, beginning in the
fall of 1984, the Madison, Wisconsin chapter of Vietnam Veterans Against
the War (VVAW) collected stories about aggressive recruitment practices in
local schools to raise public awareness of the military presence. By filing Free-
dom of Information Act requests, the group learned that military recruiters
visited some high schools more than 100 days during a 180-day school year.
Their organizing occurred during a school board election year, and activists
seized the opportunity to hold a candidate forum where the issue of mili-
tary recruiting took center stage. Two candidates who vocally supported the
group were elected, and in August 1985, the Madison school board voted
unanimously to approve new guidelines that included a strict two-visit-per-
year limit on military recruiters’ access to high schools. According to local
activists, the key to building school board support lay in using “conserva-
tive arguments” and steering clear of anti-militarist rhetoric. Thus, organizers’
public messages stressed parents’ rights to have a say in their child’s career path
and students’ rights to hear about multiple options for careers and college
funding.29 The veterans group later encountered problems getting schools to
actually implement the new policy (made more difficult by military recruiters’
threats to sue the district). Still, for the local VVAW chapter, this was a “great
victory” that would keep Madison’s high school students “safe from abuse
and misinformation from the military.”30 Of note, their campaign illustrates
how counter-recruiters can have greater impact when they cultivate ties with
teachers and education officials. As was the case in San Francisco, gaining the
support of school board officials was critical to the success of this effort. For
contemporary counter-recruitment activists focused on impacting policy, this
suggests success is more likely to occur when participants (like teachers) play
a central role in the institutions they wish to reform.31

Building a National Movement: Organizing in the 1990s

By 1986, Madison VVAW was one of more than 60 community groups
involved in counter-recruitment in the United States.32 With laws regard-
ing equal access well established, the stage was set for building a national
movement. However, few local activists sought to coordinate their activities
at the national level. A sense of isolation was common, particularly for those
working in rural or conservative areas. To address and better promote the
strategies of newer groups, Lou Ann Merkle of the Central Committee for
Conscientious Objectors recommended closer ties among those working on
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counter-recruitment.33 Progress took place in the summer of 1988, when the
CCCO sponsored a conference in Chicago on “Youth, Militarism, and Alter-
natives.” Attracting more than 200 participants, at the time it was the largest
counter-recruitment gathering ever held. Rick Jahnkow, widely recognized
as a movement leader, delivered an address in which he chided activists for
their reluctance to view themselves as part of a bigger, national effort. In rec-
ognizing the structural impediments to achieving movement consciousness,
Jahnkow asked: “How can all of us become more aware of the many different
groups and efforts which exist all over the country? Is there a communica-
tions tool which could be created to do this, possibly by a national group?”34

The answer came in the form of the National Campaign to Demilitarize
Our Schools (NCDOS), a nation-wide organizing network that during the
1990s was critical to the development of policy-driven counter-recruitment
campaigns.

A year after the Chicago conference, the Berlin Wall fell, heralding the
end of the Cold War and the beginning of a new era in US foreign policy.
But hopes for a more peaceful world order were shattered first by the U.S
invasion of Panama in December 1989, and—little more than 12 months
later—the US invasion of Iraq. The NCDOS was born in the year strad-
dling these two events. In February 1990, representatives of the War Resisters
League, the National Lawyers Guild’s Military Law Task Force, the CCCO,
and the AFSC met to discuss a national strategy for counter-recruitment.
Participants decided that a joint campaign to address school militarism was
sorely needed, an approach that could improve the fund-raising climate for
counter-recruitment and create a coordinated means to harness organizing
activity across the United States.35

One of the goals of NCDOS was to focus attention on the impact of
military recruiting on low-income communities and people of color. While
activists hoped their campaign would generate more diversity in the peace
movement, in reality, most of those on the NCDOS steering committee rep-
resented organizations that were overwhelmingly white. According to Harold
Jordan, an African American who at the time was on the steering committee
while serving as head of the AFSC’s Youth and Militarism program, the cen-
tral plank of the NCDOS strategy might even preclude effective outreach to
communities of color. As Jordan noted at a July 1990 meeting, if the cam-
paign emphasized demilitarization, it would have trouble becoming a truly
“multicultural effort.” Better, in his view, to encourage demilitarization but to
allow flexibility in the way campaigns were framed so that culturally diverse
communities could respond to local needs. Organizers would thus need to
be sensitive in their outreach to low-income neighborhoods, where JROTC
might be seen not as an unwanted military intrusion in schools but as a
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vehicle for youth self-improvement; and where military enlistment might
offer career opportunities unavailable to many urban youth.36 The expan-
sion of JROTC into local schools starting in the early 1990s gave NCDOS
an issue that could be used to effectively mobilize these communities.

In 1992, Congress voted to lift the cap on the number of JROTC units
allowed nation-wide under federal law from 1,600 to 3,500. But this was not
school militarization by fiat; the Pentagon would have to convince hundreds
of local school boards that JROTC would be a good fit for their communi-
ties. While this created openings for opponents, educators’ generally positive
appraisal of school–military relations would ensure the JROTC debate would
be challenging. According to an earlier survey, 63 percent of high school guid-
ance counselors had nothing negative to say about their dealings with military
personnel; indeed, many were “lavish in their praise” for these men and
women in uniform.37 Another study found that high school principals held
favorable opinions of Army JROTC and viewed the program as an effective
means of instilling patriotism in students.38

News of the JROTC expansion was a primary topic among the activists
who gathered in Philadelphia for an October 1992 NCDOS meeting. Of 16
people whose field reports were recorded, six mentioned devoting time to
organizing against JROTC. Participants decided to lend support to local
groups working to oppose JROTC by sharing information in the quarterly
NCDOS Newsletter and by the distribution of a “Campaign Organizing
Packet.” Affiliates of NCDOS would also coordinate fund-raising cam-
paigns while regular meetings would connect local groups. The AFSC’s
Harold Jordan noted the salutary effects of a national campaign. “Without
NCDOS,” he said at the October meeting, “the 6 or 7 groups who worked
together on the JROTC legislation might never have contacted each other
around this issue.”39 Jordan’s own work on JROTC would soon have a major
impact on the movement.

In the fall of 1994, Jordan traveled to Seattle, where the military was tar-
geting Rainier Beach High School as the site of a new “JROTC academy.”
The Pentagon, in partnership with the US Department of Education, had
identified schools in high-poverty, urban areas as ideal sites for their new
military academies, which were essentially expanded versions of the regular
JROTC curriculum.40 The majority of students at Rainier Beach were African
American, and when Jordan met with school officials he argued that military
discipline was not the only educational program appropriate for these stu-
dents. At one Parent Teachers Student Association meeting, Jordan listened as
a military representative made the following race-based pitch: “Especially for
the black kids here, it’s either JROTC or the undertaker. Where do you want
your kids to go?” When he presented the AFSC’s view on JROTC, Jordan
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made a strategic decision to stress his family’s history of military service (both
parents and a sister served in the military and are now buried at Arlington
National Cemetery). Local organizing culminated with the high school prin-
cipal’s last-minute decision to cancel a community forum on the issue, citing
the intense controversy JROTC had aroused. By that time the Seattle super-
intendent of schools had stopped supporting the program.41 That Seattle still
does not have a JROTC unit in any of its high schools illustrates the legacy
of this campaign.

The Rainier Beach struggle ended in victory largely because of the diverse
coalition that community members organized. While Harold Jordan could
draw on his years of experience with cross-difference organizing, the mostly
white organizers with Washington Veterans for Peace tried to bridge the
divide by making racial disparities in JROTC a key theme in their campaign
to win over public opinion. For example, Vietnam veteran Mike Dedrick,
who was then the school outreach coordinator for the Seattle Draft and
Counseling Center, wrote critically of the proposed JROTC academy, calling
attention to the overrepresentation of minority students enrolled in Army
JROTC.42 Along with these traditional peace groups, the campaign had
participation from faith-based organizations, local activists affiliated with
the National Organization for Women and—most notably—teachers and
students at the majority-black Rainier Beach High School.

Youth organizing made a key difference in another anti-JROTC cam-
paign of the 1990s: in Bethlehem, a small city in conservative eastern
Pennsylvania. Starting in April 1993, the Lehigh-Pocono Committee of Con-
cern (LEPOCO) mobilized to force school board members to revisit an earlier
vote approving Navy JROTC at Liberty High School. The group’s phone calls
and outreach might have swayed some board members, and opposition from
the teachers’ union also helped. But it was the outspokenness of two young
Quaker students at the high school that was central to the success of this
effort. Mike and James Vargo spoke to their classmates and were instrumental
in organizing a petition drive that collected the signatures of nearly 200 Lib-
erty High students opposed to JROTC. “I think the students taking the lead
in that was really key,” Nancy Tate, long-time LEPOCO coordinator, told us.
When the school board took up the issue the next month, they voted 5–4 to
cancel JROTC.43 Assessing the campaign’s long-term impact, Tate concluded:
“They didn’t get the JROTC there and they haven’t really tried since.”

The busiest years for NCDOS (1991–1996) coincided with unprece-
dented levels of counter-recruitment organizing in the West, Midwest, and
rural South.44 By 1994, those endorsing the national organization included
groups in North and South Carolina, Virginia, Texas, and at least two cities in
Florida.45 Among the dozens of local struggles against JROTC that occurred
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during the 1990s were those in South Dakota, Colorado, and Montana. In a
conservative area like working-class Bethlehem, activists overcame isolation
by drawing on the expertise of NCDOS-affiliated organizers. In an inter-
view for The Objector, Nancy Tate “stressed the importance of knowing about
other struggles against JROTC and gathering various resources from national
and local groups.”46

Similar to anti-JROTC organizing, campaigns of the 1990s to curb mili-
tary recruiter access to schools were led and sustained by nationally connected
activists. In January 1991, school boards in Los Angeles, Oakland, and San
Francisco voted to stop supplying student information to military recruiters;
San Francisco officials also banned military representatives from recruiting on
school campuses.47 Later that year, Rochester, New York, garnered national
headlines by banning military recruiting in local schools.48 Coming in the
midst of widespread public displays of support for the US war against Iraq,
these efforts were notable. Before the Rochester policy was enacted, recruiters
in that city were routinely given “free reign for 45 minutes in study halls”
to show Army-produced videos.49 Inspired by these victories, activists work-
ing with the Northwest Military and Draft Counseling Center in Portland,
Oregon, tried for years to get a military recruiter ban approved by their school
board. They finally succeeded in 1995 after newly elected board members
backed the new rule based on opposition to the military’s policy of dis-
criminating against gays and lesbians. With a shift in rhetoric away from
anti-militarism, Portland activists not only followed the lead of organizers
in Rochester (whose years-long campaign paid off after adopting an anti-
discrimination message), they were also embracing a more holistic view of
militarism.50 Yet, when the No Child Left Behind Act went into effect in
2002, its provision mandating recruiter access to schools, while little-noticed
at the time, led to the abolition of recruiter bans in Rochester, Portland, and
other cities.

Assessing the Impact of Legislative Campaigns

The history of organizing against militarism in schools is marked by measur-
able progress tempered by stories of disappointment and loss. What tangible
changes have these campaigns accomplished? Overall, while the results were
often modest, they demonstrate the promise of the legislative approach to
counter-recruitment. Activism challenging military testing in schools has pro-
duced notable local victories. In some of the largest US urban school districts,
like New York and San Diego, grassroots activists educated officials on the
ASVAB and helped craft policies that neutralized one of the military’s most
reliable recruiting tools. In the 1970s, by securing the support of members of
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Congress and civil liberties groups, organizers gained credibility while attract-
ing increased backing for the issue of school militarism. Progress can also be
quantified. The number of students annually taking the ASVAB test nation-
wide has dropped by more than half since 1975 (from 1.6 million to around
650,000). In 2014, organizers in New Hampshire—once a state that imposed
a regime of mandatory ASVAB testing in all of its high schools—helped enact
legislation that protected the privacy of all students taking the military test.51

When it comes to resisting military training in schools, change is harder
to measure. Ultimately, activists failed to halt or even significantly slow the
expansion of JROTC programs in public schools. The number of mili-
tary training programs at US high schools has more than tripled since the
early 1970s, to nearly 3,500 today. New JROTC units in the northeast
and coastal urban areas, normally considered liberal strongholds, account for
much of that growth.52 Counter-recruitment groups did prevent dozens of
new JROTC units from being created, and organizers can take some credit for
the reduced use of mandatory JROTC participation. In 1972–1973, nearly
a quarter of all schools with Army JROTC units made participation manda-
tory for some students.53 Now, the compulsory aspect of JROTC has all but
disappeared in public schools, thanks in part to education campaigns that
questioned the value of what was actually being taught in those programs.
A sign of positive change can also be seen in Atlanta: the AFSC mounted
a successful 2009 campaign against a planned military academy, where par-
ticipation in Marine JROTC would have been mandatory for grades 9–12.
In assessing this effort, it is worth noting that compulsory JROTC programs
were in place in twenty-six Atlanta-area high schools in the early 1970s.54

Over time, mandatory JROTC was phased out, and the AFSC’s organizing
effort ensured it would not return.

Given the challenges of organizing for the expulsion of JROTC from a
single school or an entire school district, counter-recruiters have pursued
innovative methods. Activists in Chicago used public records requests to
identify JROTC instructors who lacked the credentials required by that city’s
school system to teach. This has disrupted JROTC and led to some instruc-
tors being reassigned or dropped from the payroll. San Diego organizers had
success targeting under-enrolled JROTC programs, and their efforts led to
the closure of the Marine Corps JROTC unit at Mission Bay High School.55

Others have sought the elimination of the most odious aspects of JROTC,
like the marksmanship training that involves setting up an on-campus firing
range using air rifles.

Federal legislation now prevents local schools from imposing a ban on
military recruiting. Nonetheless, since the 2003 US invasion of Iraq, orga-
nizers in many communities have successfully lobbied for more restrictive
recruiter access policies. For many activists who fought hard to gain equal



Using Legislation to Confront School Militarism ● 77

access, simply being able to have a presence in local schools often counts as
success. Indeed, even a small counter to the military in schools, one Army
report suggests, is enough to disrupt the Pentagon’s goal of having an “unob-
structed conduit” to youth.56 Activists have also used the school recruiting
issue to generate creative collaborations with organizations outside of the tra-
ditional peace movement. In the past decade alone, Rutgers Law School, the
New York Civil Liberties Union, and the American Public Health Associa-
tion (APHA) have produced reports that have been used by local organizers
pursuing policy change. In 2012, after years of lobbying by two Seattle-
area scholar-activists, Amy Hagopian and Kathy Barker, the APHA passed
a resolution at its national conference. The statement urged Congress to
repeal the section of the No Child Left Behind Act that mandates military
recruiter access to schools and student contact information, and to stand by
its commitment to abide by the Optional Protocol of the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child by restricting the military presence in
schools.57 Of note, the resolution backed up these claims with solid science,
observing that 17- and 18-year-olds are not yet cognitively equipped to make
the life-and-death decision of joining the armed services.58

Those pursuing policy change, 40 years of counter-recruitment organiz-
ing history suggests, can increase their political power if they partner with
community allies and form strategic partnerships with national groups. Orga-
nizers opposing the militarization of schools should therefore work more
collaboratively with parents, teachers, and other concerned citizens if they
hope to publicize the extent of school militarism and influence public offi-
cials. As one Maryland organizer told a 2009 national conference: “You can’t
build a movement out of just the radicals in this country. There just aren’t
enough of them.” Amy Hagopian, the Seattle activist who was the leading
force in getting the Parent-Teacher-Student Association (PTSA) of Garfield
High to pass a 2005 resolution opposing the presence of military recruiters in
schools, agrees. She suggests outreach to “regular old organizations” like the
PTSA is more important than “working in strictly left-wing peace organiza-
tions.” While the latter may be aware of this issue, they lack the impact that
organized parent-teacher groups can wield. Indeed, considering the revered
status of the military in American culture, networking with parents and teach-
ers should be a critical component of any form of counter-recruitment. The
legislative approach thus holds the promise of reaching beyond the “usual sus-
pects” of progressives to engaging more diverse constituencies and making a
larger impact.

These communities are more likely to be integrated into counter-recru-
itment efforts for another reason: policy-driven campaigns often highlight
the connections between race, poverty, and the military–educational com-
plex. Emphasizing the intersectionality of issues—such as race, class, and
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gender—being raised by counter-recruitment campaigns may therefore create
opportunities for activists to engage in cross-difference organizing. To take
one example, support of the 2010 Maryland ASVAB bill by the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) was critical to
the success of that campaign. The NAACP, which does not have a history of
support for student privacy campaigns, only became interested after organizer
Pat Elder demonstrated that ASVAB testing in the state was concentrated
in high-poverty, black-majority schools in places like inner-city Baltimore.
Elder told us the NAACP’s powerful testimony to the Maryland legislature
was essential in getting the bill passed. He also cited a “very strong racial
correlation in ASVAB testing” as significant in building support for the law.
As more activists use data to organize around counter-recruitment, they can
make more convincing arguments to broader constituencies for the regulation
of military testing (and other dimensions of militarism) in schools.

Military recruiters themselves view this approach as a potent form of
activism. In several reports since 2006, the Army War College and Marines
Corps University have analyzed the success of counter-recruitment and iden-
tified ways to limit its impact on military recruiting. The consensus from
these reports is that legislative campaigns effectively reduce the number of
schools conducting ASVAB testing, a serious problem for the military due
to the importance of this exam as a recruiting tool. One report suggested
schools no longer be given the privacy-protection option (Option 8) of
the military test.59 The Army marketing department also considers “Anti-
recruiting groups” to be a “threat” to recruiting efforts.60 Indeed, as long as
activists emphasize picketing, marching, and other symbolic gestures, power
will remain largely unchallenged. But when organizers effectively reach out
to constituencies like parents, students, and communities of color; when they
adopt a policy-driven approach that uses data to demonstrate the connections
between militarism and the limited choices faced by economically disadvan-
taged students; at that point the military recruiting apparatus views activists
as “adversaries” and “civilian organizational inhibitors.”61 Thus, despite their
limited resources, counter-recruitment organizers hold a relatively powerful
position. They can jeopardize the “fragile existence” of the all-volunteer mili-
tary by simply questioning the very basis for its survival: recruiting campaigns
that target youth in school settings.62

Potential Challenges

Those who pursue a legislative approach to counter-recruitment must over-
come formidable obstacles to capitalize on their potential. Organizing against
JROTC, for example, is especially challenging. As the case of San Francisco
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demonstrates, even when officials vote to eliminate funding for JROTC, pro-
military elements in the community can mobilize and elect a new school
board. In the 1970s, organizers and their allies were accustomed to using
anti-militarism to frame opposition to JROTC: military training programs
had no place in schools, they argued, and thus the battle over JROTC was a
struggle over how to define the nature of education. After a string of defeats
in the early 1980s (when JROTC units began to populate the schools of
New York City), some began to rethink their public messages.63 Indeed,
later in the decade, activists learned a powerful lesson with the victorious
campaign to prevent JROTC from coming to the schools of conservative
Lacey, Washington. That effort, emphasizing the impact of JROTC on school
finances, was successful after organizers with the Fellowship of Reconciliation
made a conscious effort to avoid anti-militarist rhetoric.64

Besides adopting a less contentious discourse, another factor has facilitated
the success of legislative campaigns: support from teachers and their unions.
The examples from Seattle and Bethlehem in the 1990s are two prominent
efforts. More recently, the Coalition for Alternatives to Militarism campaign
in the 2000s owes much of its success to the support it received from United
Teachers Los Angeles. But with public teachers unions increasingly under
attack, and with testing regimes that tie teachers’ pay to their students’ per-
formance on high-stakes tests, educators may be less likely to speak out on
controversial issues. Many people we interviewed said teachers often sup-
port counter-recruitment in private conversation, but are reluctant to publicly
resist JROTC and military recruitment in schools. In two cases, teachers told
us they faced on-the-job retribution for public activities related to opposing
JROTC.65 Broad public support for the military makes teacher activism on
this issue especially challenging.

A key task for organizers, then, is to develop a clear and compelling
framework to present this issue to help generate more support from edu-
cators nationwide. One useful example may come from a shift in how
ASVAB campaigns have been organized. If in earlier decades some pub-
licly characterized the test as a means “whereby a recruiter gets a foot in
the high school door,” activists now generally adopt more inclusive messages
emphasizing student privacy and parental consent.66 The advantage to this
framing is that it promotes collaboration with civil liberties groups, parent–
teacher associations, and other community actors. However, some involved
in counter-recruitment claim this change in message is a missed opportunity
to engage educators and the public in a dialogue around a more pertinent
question: Does a military test have any place in schools?

Those pursuing policy change must also recognize that public officials
or recruiters will often try to “game the system” and reverse policy gains.
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An example of this occurred when activists—allied with the National Lawyers
Guild and other partners—pushed the California state legislature to pass an
ASVAB Option 8 law in 2008, only to see the measure vetoed by Gover-
nor Arnold Schwarzenegger. At the local level, a more common scenario is
for recruiters to try to circumvent a school district policy on recruiter access.
How a “recruiting visit” is defined is thus crucial. If a school has a policy
that limits school visits to twice-a-year at a table outside the cafeteria, mili-
tary recruiters can still gain more frequent access by getting invited to make
classroom presentations about military career opportunities, volunteering to
coach sports, and through substitute teaching. In San Diego, recruiters have
in the past given presentations to faculty about military career opportunities,
and school administrators have claimed this does not count as a recruiting
visit. Janine Schwab, formerly of the national AFSC, placed such activities
within a broader context, telling us:

one of the big achievements of the counter-recruitment movement is to get all
these recruiter access rules in place. Right? So New York, Oakland have policies
stating . . . “this is what recruiters can and cannot do,” but what does that really
mean when this teacher has always been friends with the recruiter and they are
bringing them in to do classroom presentations? So . . . all these school districts
really aren’t following their own rules.

Those pursuing local-level policy change must therefore ensure that recruiter
access policies are free of loopholes and cover the gamut of recruiting
activities, and then develop mechanisms to monitor compliance with these
hard-won policies. Whether they are seeking to regulate recruiter access,
ASVAB testing, or on-campus military training, activists also need to extend
the range of their policy campaigns. For Rick Jahnkow, one way groups can
“elevate their strategic thinking is to not just focus on what is happening
locally but see that they are part of something broader that they can con-
nect to.” Once enough counter-recruiters do that, the potential to change
institutions (and not just people) will be strengthened.



CHAPTER 4

Preventing Future Wars

For Ana Grady Flores, a third-generation activist who grew up in a rad-
ical, Catholic Worker household, the decision to become politically
involved was made in her early teens. While many of her peers were still

playing Pokémon, she remembers her moment of clarity: “I wasn’t going to be
like an ordinary teenager.” Ana’s political coming-of-age coincided with the
run-up to the 2003 US invasion of Iraq. In an interview for Rosalie Riegle’s
book, Doing Time for Peace, Ana said in 2002 she began organizing her high
school classmates against the looming war. “The young people have to be the
ones to say no. We can’t vote yet, so we have no voice.” Finding a way to make
an impact became an all-consuming passion, and led to her decision the fol-
lowing year to join others in “occupying” a Marine recruiting station in her
hometown of Ithaca, New York. Splattered with red paint, Ana and a dozen
friends from school pinned the names and pictures of dead Iraqi children on
their clothes before entering the center. Some shouted, “We’re here to recruit
you to the peace movement!” before lying down en masse in the lobby. This
symbolic “die-in” continued until police arrived to haul away the protesters.1

While Ana was willing to put her body on the line, few people have the
courage to face arrest and deal with the consequences. For others, the sym-
bolic picket line or demonstration offers an appealing and more accessible
mode of political action. During the Iraq War, picketing in front of military
recruiting stations was a popular form of protest. Beginning in 2007, Seattle
activists held semi-weekly demonstrations outside several military recruiting
centers. One in particular, a combined Army-Navy recruiting station at 23rd
and Jackson, was located in close proximity to a historically African American
high school. Some protesters aimed their anger at the way recruiters targeted
the Black community. In November of that year, youth from Seattle-area high
schools and colleges marched—without a permit—to the recruiting station.
Faced with a police barricade, they shouted slogans like, “Hey recruiters, we’re
no fools! Get your lies out of our schools!”
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The recruiting center was the scene of repeated protest in subsequent
years. While the Seattle chapter of the American Friends Service Commit-
tee (AFSC) initially organized these actions, they received support from a
broad cross section of the community. Kathy Barker, an activist who at the
time had children in the Seattle schools, went to more than a dozen of
these demonstrations during the Iraq War. Framing her reasons for protest-
ing military recruitment in moral terms, Kathy told us she wanted to do
something to counteract the “stunningly militaristic US society” that permit-
ted “recruiters in the schools all day long.” Allowing the military to recruit
schoolchildren, she said, “goes to the heart of who we are as Americans, as
human beings.”

Kathy usually heard about upcoming actions from an e-mail sent by
her neighborhood peace group. Protesters included members of Veterans for
Peace, Sound Non-violent Opponents of War (a city-wide peace group), and
Youth Against War and Racism (a regional network of student activists). The
local contingent of the Raging Grannies also participated, and entertained fel-
low protesters by wearing costumes and performing anti-war skits. As Kathy
told us years later, a regular presence at 23rd and Jackson inevitably led to
interesting encounters with recruiters. “I once walked past and one of the
Army recruiters I recognized from high schools was coming out of the recruit-
ing station. It was summer, so I shouted, ‘Must be tough with school closed,
huh?’ And he smiled and said, ‘No, I just hang around at the playgrounds’.”
As the Iraq War began winding down and the Army’s budget shrank, the
recruiting station was one of many to shut its doors for good. Activists who
attended various protests justifiably take some credit for the closure.

Such activities illustrate the approach to counter-recruitment we label an
anti-war organizing strategy. Military recruiting stations are symbolic sites of
resistance to US foreign policy, and some may reasonably choose to make
those locations a forum for speaking out against war and militarism. But this
aspect of counter-recruitment goes beyond mere symbolism, and can extend
into activists’ school outreach work. Military recruiters have annual quotas to
fill. If counter-recruiters can make it harder to attract new soldiers—by con-
vincing students not to enlist—they believe they can undermine US attempts
to intervene with military force around the globe.

This type of activism carries a certain appeal, since it may appear more
effective than participation in traditional anti-war tactics like rallies and
marches. If done effectively and at a large enough scale, some have claimed,
counter-recruitment has more potential to end war. In an article from 2006,
San Diego organizer Rick Jahnkow suggested policy makers can easily ignore
“antiwar demonstrations and other symbolic forms of protest,” but they “can-
not ignore the fact that without enough soldiers, it is impossible to sustain a
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large, long-term occupation in a country like Iraq.”2 These sentiments were
echoed in a 2007 handbook on counter-recruitment: “a hundred thousand
marching one day every six months is not as effective as one thousand people
talking to students every day.”3

While it has become less compelling since the end of the Iraq War,
this goal is a widely cited motivation for engaging in counter-recruitment.
Between 2004 and 2009, the counter-recruitment movement experienced
tremendous growth. By 2005, organizer trainings in the Midwest, hardly a
breeding ground of anti-militarist sentiment, were able to attract more than
60 interested people.4 As Janine Schwab, formerly of the AFSC, told us in an
interview, this was “a time where . . . it was sexy to do counter-recruitment.
Suddenly it became something that not just old Vietnam veterans did in
schools.” Much of the new energy consisted of young activists like Ana, who
marched in 2002 and 2003 in the hopes of preventing the invasion of Iraq.
Disillusioned by the perceived failure of traditional anti-war efforts, they
saw in counter-recruitment a way of fighting war from their front door—
at recruiting stations and in local schools where military recruitment was
rampant and largely unregulated. For one parent-activist in Washington,
leafleting outside of schools and lobbying the school board to restrict recruiter
access to schools was a way to respond on a local level to concerns about
the Iraq War. Counter-recruitment, he later told us, was simply “where
the rubber meets the road . . . in terms of anti-war activism and commu-
nity awareness about war.” Other activists in Berkeley, California, spoke of
counter-recruitment, with its emphasis on direct contact and conversations
with students, as a more effective way to promote change and social justice
than protesting in the streets or signing a petition. These counter-recruiters,
with ample experience pressuring public officials to bring an end to the Iraq
War, suggested face-to-face lobbying in schools was a better use of their time.
It also promised more tangible rewards. As one group member told us, “the
hope is to save lives” by convincing students not to enlist.

As discussed earlier, counter-recruitment can be seen as a multidimensional
strategy, where different methods or orientations to activism coexist. While
many of those we interviewed described themselves as philosophically anti-
war, they are also careful to maintain a more neutral tone in their dealings
with students and teachers. We can thus distinguish between merely holding
anti-war views and embracing an anti-war approach to counter-recruitment.
Community trust and support is critical for activists who wish to gain con-
tinued access to schools, especially those organizing a legislative campaign.
Given the pro-military orientation of American culture, many organizers rec-
ognize the need to use anti-war or anti-military rhetoric strategically in order
to preserve their community standing.
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Our interviews also suggest those involved in counter-recruitment alter
their goals and tactics in response to US foreign policy. They may have been
motivated by anti-war sentiment when US soldiers were pouring into Iraq.
But the end of that war changed the way many identified their goals. One
person, organizing in a highly conservative state, told us:

When the war was going on, success felt like if a teacher called me or a parent
called me . . . and said, “I’ve got this kid who wants to go in [to the mili-
tary] . . . Can you talk to him?” And I would be able to get somebody to talk to
them and we would change their mind.

In the absence of a hot war, these benchmarks have modified. This activist
now focuses on trying to lead students away from “materialistic” visions of
an American Dream that may influence their decision to enlist in the first
place. This shift in the “framing” of different activities is an example of how
the counter-recruitment movement responds to the larger political context.
It illustrates what social movement theorists describe as political opportunity
structure, which suggests, “activists’ prospects for advancing particular claims,
mobilizing supporters, and affecting influence are context-dependent.”5

Visible protest, often at military recruiting stations, is but one aspect of
the anti-war approach to counter-recruitment. Another consists of incorpo-
rating anti-war analysis into traditional activities like tabling and classroom
presentations. Many of those using this method became involved in counter-
recruitment in response to the Iraq War. They saw counter-recruitment not
as a long-term strategy, but rather as an effort to take away one of the “pillars
of war”: the supply of troops sent to battle.6 One activist from Austin aptly
described this to us by depicting counter-recruiters as the “rebels in the hills,”
launching guerrilla-style attacks on high school recruiting practices. A short
historical summary demonstrates how levels of counter-recruitment activism,
particularly the most visible forms of recruiting station protests, tend to rise
and fall in response to US foreign policy.

From Vietnam to Iraq: Recruiting Stations as Targets

For more than 40 years, military recruiting stations have been targeted to
express opposition to a particular US war. Often, activists carried out actions
designed to draw maximum media exposure. At times, certain activities—
pickets, marches—sought to provoke a strong response from state security
forces. The best-known examples date to protests against the US War in
Indochina, before the advent of “counter-recruitment.” According to one esti-
mate, during the fall of 1967 “nearly a quarter of all” colleges and universities
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were the site of protests against some form of war-related recruiting.7

By November of that year, the widening unrest spurred Selective Service
Director Lewis Hershey to propose immediately drafting any college student
who “physically interfered” with military recruiting on campuses.8

This period was followed by a sharp decline in direct action against mil-
itary recruiting. Few such actions are mentioned again in the activist press
until the mid-1980s. The catalyst for a new wave of protests was US for-
eign policy and military involvement in Central America. Tens of thousands
of Americans pledged to perform civil disobedience if US forces intervened
in Nicaragua against the socialist Sandinista government. Activists lay across
railroad tracks to slow the shipment of munitions to US-backed authoritarian
regimes south of the border, while protests also occurred at military recruiting
stations. In Connecticut, to symbolize the kind of “disruption” US military
actions have “in the lives of Central Americans,” women members of Spin-
sters Opposed to Nuclear Genocide entered a New Haven recruiting station
in February 1985 and engaged in civil disobedience.9 In February 1986, a
men’s affinity group of the Pledge of Resistance carried out simultaneous
actions in San Francisco. Protesters entered the Bush Street and Market Street
military recruiting stations, leading to the arrest of more than a dozen people.
Outside, supporters distributed flyers calling the centers an “important link”
to “US intimidation and intervention in Central America.”10

While the looming US invasion of Iraq in January 1991 led to mass protest
in New York, Washington, and other cities, it also inspired others to focus on
key sites of militarism. Activists again targeted recruiting stations, viewing
them as the most visible reminders of a war machine run amok. In Iowa
City, a group of 25 protesters submitted to arrest after lying on the floor of an
Army recruiting station; demonstrators in Hawaii scrawled “No blood for oil”
on the window of another.11 Recruiters admitted these protests were driving
away prospective enlistees. As an Army recruiter from Chicago later recalled,
“things were very slow” for almost six weeks in 1991 after a congresswoman
protested in front of his station.12

As anxiety over the war in Iraq led to concerns about an impending
military draft, hundreds of people across the country (many who had little
experience with activism) became involved in counter-recruitment. As one
activist told us, “People were expecting the Gulf War to be long and
not short—they were expecting another Vietnam.” As a result, counter-
recruitment organizing increased. An organizer in San Diego described the
“largest business meetings, we had the most veterans involved doing presen-
tations, we were doing more in schools than we are today because we had
a larger local pool of volunteers.” In Portland, Oregon, the Gulf War was
responsible for doubling the number of classroom presentations made by
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a local counter-recruitment group. In Camden, Maine, Veterans for Peace
reported a similar increase in activity, as phone calls spiked from parents
worried about a new military draft.

Many of those with a long history of counter-recruitment activity trace
their involvement to the 1991 Gulf War. Following the return of US forces
from Iraq, public and elite opinion—previously divided over the question of
US military involvement—united in support of the armed forces. Indeed,
opinion polls showed public confidence in the military was at its high-
est level in two decades.13 Tens of thousands of cheering spectators fêted
troops with ticker tape parades in New York and other major US cities.14

Amidst this climate of widespread support for the military, the Pentagon had
a relatively easy time asking Congress to once again double the number of
JROTC units in public schools. Bob Henschen of Houston, a former con-
scientious objector and draft resister, was teaching high school at the time
and became upset by the way “warfare had been glamorized and made to
look antiseptic and high-tech” by mainstream media. In response to the reg-
ular presence of military recruiters at his school and the creation of JROTC
units throughout the Houston school system, he decided to act. Decades later,
Henschen and the group he founded in 1991 (the Committee for Youth &
Non-Military Opportunities) still maintain a regular presence in more than
a dozen Houston high schools and provide students with information about
alternatives to military service.

The 2003 US invasion of Iraq triggered the most sustained and visible
wave of protests at military recruiting stations since the Vietnam War. Direct
actions included “die-ins,” stenciling peace signs on recruiting station win-
dows, roving pickets, as well as activities that resulted in property damage.15

The demographics of participants also varied: from the gray-haired Raging
Grannies who were arrested for protests in multiple US cities, to the youth-
led Pittsburgh Organizing Group (POG).16 Activists in the latter adopted
multiple approaches to counter-recruitment, balancing outreach to schools
with regular pickets at recruiting stations. Between 2006 and 2007, POG
activists carried out more than 30 pickets—leading to multiple arrests—at
their city’s “recruiting hub station.”17 In other cities, organizers believed their
actions led to the permanent closing of recruiting stations; at least one site
in downtown Chicago closed shortly after being exposed to a coordinated
series of pickets. Activists also take credit for the closing of the Army Experi-
ence Center (AEC), a $12-million, 14,500 square foot “educational facility”
located at a shopping mall in suburban Philadelphia. Open to visitors as
young as 14 years old, the AEC was a veritable arcade of militarism, consist-
ing of a battery of America’s Army video game stations, live-action weapons
simulators, and plainclothes Army recruiters. The center was only open for
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two years when it was shut down in the face of negative media reports that
focused on the weekly presence of protesters in the parking lot outside the
mall. Lacking systematic documentation, it is difficult to determine the exact
reason for the closings of these recruiting facilities; and it should be noted
they coincided with a shrinking of the Army’s recruiting budget. Nonethe-
less, the direct action organizing by scores of activists likely contributed to
their closure.

At the peak of the Iraq War, these actions were often used to energize youth
and students. In November 2005, a coalition calling itself Youth Against
War and Racism, with chapters in several states, organized a one-day student
walkout. Thousands of high school and college students across the country
responded to this call, and left their classes to “protest the war in Iraq at the
nearest military recruitment center.”18 By 2006, such actions were a common,
and seemingly effective, response to the war. “Recruiters have been forced to
leave schools early,” one report noted, “visits have been cancelled, and sit-ins
have been organized, with the end goal being to shut recruitment down.”19

Recruiting station pickets were reported widely in the mainstream press,
and often drew the ire of conservatives. There were so many of these protests
by 2008 that one commentator could write an article decrying “The Left’s
Escalating War on Military Recruiters.”20 This illuminates what one activist
describes as the “balancing act” of gaining media coverage for counter-
recruiters. Marco Giugni, a scholar of social movements, has noted the
“fundamental role of the media for movement mobilization and outcomes.”21

Yet, many activists adopt a cautious approach to media work, fearing that if
local counter-recruitment actions receive too much attention in the press,
then conservatives and pro-military supporters might respond and under-
mine their efforts. Despite its media prominence, there are risks with the
anti-war approach to counter-recruitment; and this method fails to convey
the full flavor of counter-recruitment. The possibility of attracting a nega-
tive response led one Texas counter-recruiter to the conclusion that “it’s really
more effective to spread awareness at the grassroots level” than to cultivate
press coverage.

Indeed, because the military is one of the most revered institutions in
American culture, public debate on issues of war and peace is often emo-
tional and disputed. Counter-recruitment groups must often frame their
public message in non-threatening, inclusive language, in part to diminish
the prospect of negative press coverage. As movement veteran Rick Jahnkow
suggests, “You also have to be creative about the language you use. You have
to speak a language that is understandable to the people you’re addressing
and not speak the language of other places, like Berkeley, when you’re in
Phoenix.” From this perspective, some counter-recruitment activists seek to
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avoid linking their campaigns to strong anti-war rhetoric that may be per-
ceived as unpatriotic. If they fail to carefully calibrate how they present their
message, their efforts may actually undermine vital community support.

It also follows that some direct action tactics (like recruiting station
protests) that may be viewed as anti-military might provoke a backlash.
In 2006, the activist group Code Pink went to Austin to protest military
recruiting at the University of Texas. A march from campus to the nearest
recruiting station drew dozens of howling counter-protesters who, according
to a news report, held “pro-war signs containing messages such as ‘Recruiters
keep the military voluntary’ in the demonstrators’ faces.”22 Marching on a
recruiting office with pickets might have been an effective way of getting
publicity, but one long-time organizer suggested to us that such action “made
my job harder.” When this activist, an Iraq combat veteran, went to set up
an information table at an Austin high school shortly after the Code Pink
episode, he discovered an Army recruiter was also doing student outreach,
directly next to his counter-recruitment display. A school administrator with
whom he had previously enjoyed a good working relationship now appeared
nervous, asking him, “You’re not going to handcuff yourself to the recruiters’
table, are you?” As this suggests, the threat of alienating community allies
through direct action is real.

Many of those interviewed for this book cited a need to avoid taking an
overtly anti-war position, especially in visible forms of counter-recruitment.
Instead, they often emphasize the issue of unregulated military access to stu-
dents, and the broader culture of US militarism in their activism. As a result,
some have criticized the counter-recruitment movement for not adopting
a more vocal stand against war.23 These critiques, however, minimize the
coalition building and community organizing that might be jeopardized by
strident anti-war messages.

If media exposure may produce negative consequences, the ability to
generate press coverage is also an advantage of the anti-war approach to
counter-recruitment. Thus, some activists claim the most effective way to
combat militarism’s impact on youth may be through increasing the visi-
bility of this issue. Indeed, for a movement accustomed to working in the
shadows, publicity can be beneficial. “ . . . We were very successful through-
out the war in raising these issues and putting recruiters and the military on
the defensive,” recalled one organizer who supervised counter-recruitment
for a national organization during the Iraq War. Especially effective were
protests that sought to call attention to recruitment fraud. “There were simply
things they [the recruiters] couldn’t do anymore because people had brought
to light all the abuses and the problems.” After recruitment fraud in the
Army received widespread media coverage, and through counter-recruiters’
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spadework in the schools, the Army shut down recruitment for a day of
ethics training in 2005. Similarly, the highly visible series of protests against
the AEC in 2008–2009 may have led to its closure in 2010. While it was
originally intended as a two-year pilot project, there have been no known
attempts to revive the center (either in Philadelphia or in any other location).
The Army may have been reluctant to repeat this experiment after having
television reporters broadcast images of 14-year-olds manning simulated. 50
caliber weapons.

When the Bombs Stop Falling

The various protests and direct actions described earlier came from a deep
well of anger over the Iraq War. Disillusionment with the failure to prevent
war in 2003 led to a greater strategic awareness on the part of some tra-
ditional anti-war activists, many of whom decided to regroup and channel
their energy into counter-recruitment.24 Between 2004 and 2007, organizing
proliferated nationwide. Postings to the Yahoo! counter-recruitment listserv
tripled between 2004 and 2006, while the number of subscribers doubled
to more than 500.25 The amount of literature that was requested and dis-
tributed to local groups by the AFSC also increased. In the pre–Iraq War
years, according to one former staff member, the AFSC distributed approx-
imately 1,500 copies a year of a particular counter-recruitment brochure.
In 2005, they were mailing 15,000 copies to activist groups in a single
month.

This dynamic of hot wars producing a surge in activism must count as one
of the strengths of the anti-war approach. Noting the connection between
war and interest in the resources offered by counter-recruiters, one inter-
viewee told us, “Every time we commit to aggression people are horrified.
Parents of children start looking around for alternatives and that’s when
the phone calls start.” This suggests the organizational strength and vital-
ity of counter-recruitment may depend on US military involvement overseas.
As noted, many scholars find the development and success of social move-
ments often hinges on such external factors. Thus, a number of influences
may determine whether organizers have sufficient political opportunities to
mobilize and press for change in a given context. One of the central variables
of this concept is that of “elite division,”26 which was on full display in the
January 1991 congressional resolution authorizing use of force against Iraq—
one of the closest votes on military action in US history. Elites in this case
(members of Congress, academics, media pundits) were divided on the ques-
tion of whether to commit US forces to Iraq,27 which emboldened activists
nationwide to mobilize against US military intervention.
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More than 10 years later, the 2002 congressional vote to use military force
against Iraq was not nearly as close as in the first Gulf War.28 Elite division
this time, though evident, did not emerge strongly until years later. When
it did, in terms of numbers—new activists and organizations, the amount of
literature distributed to schools—the Iraq War had an enormous impact on
counter-recruitment. The concept of political opportunity structure can also
help explain this phenomenon. The number of local groups affiliated with the
National Network Opposing the Militarization of Youth (NNOMY) reached
a peak in 2009, while those attending local and national counter-recruitment
events increased significantly from 2004 to 2009. As US casualties mounted
and political division over the war spread, counter-recruitment activism
intensified. While political opportunity structures may explain how counter-
recruiters can benefit from US military actions, the strength and vitality of
counter-recruitment does not necessarily depend on a hot war. As we describe,
one of the movement’s most vibrant periods coincided with times of relative
peace.

Toward a More Peaceful Nation

Our research suggests that measuring the impact of an anti-war focus within
counter-recruitment is difficult. As with much activism, establishing criteria
to gauge success is elusive. To assess activities like tabling and classroom pre-
sentations, organizers often rely on student anecdotes. These typically come
from youth who had an exchange with activists or who heard a veteran talk
about the realities of war. “Success,” in the words of one counter-recruiter in
a large California school district, “in a very personal way, was to hear stu-
dents say, ‘Oh because of your presentation, now I’m not going to join the
military.’” But these subjective reports are infrequent and often difficult to
quantify. Susan Van Haitsma, active in the counter-recruitment group SOY
in Austin, Texas, told us although it is hard to gauge this work, she finds it
useful to emphasize the intangible impact of her group’s regular presence in
education settings. Since “schools tend to follow the status quo,” she sug-
gests it is beneficial for students to see there are “people who are challenging
the status quo in some way.” Thus, “even if they don’t stop at our table but
they see our banner or they talk to other kids [about us], maybe . . . a seed
is planted there. I just have to hang my hopes on that.” A veteran who saw
combat in Iraq acknowledged that individually he could not convince many
students to forego enlistment. Still, he saw himself as part of a greater whole:
“Do I think we will win a 50% majority? No, but I think . . . if I personally
measure success . . . I can win one, two, three, four, five people and I can have
success.”
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Seeking more reliable methods of evaluating their effectiveness, some
groups have analyzed military enlistment data. For example, one counter-
recruitment organization was active in a county that once qualified as a
top area for recruiters. Every year, group members tabled in dozens of high
schools and sought to monitor the impact of their work. When one activist
began to check military enlistment figures for this region, she discovered they
had declined every year for nine years until the 2007–2009 recession. While
this is notable, it also illustrates a weakness of these efforts: activists have lim-
ited influence over the larger pressures that essentially force some youth to
enlist in the military. When hard economic times come, a recruiter’s job is
much easier. According to a 2009 Army marketing analysis, the fact that “the
economy is contracting and jobs are scarce” would have a positive impact on
military recruiting.29 As discussed, other forms of counter-recruitment may
be more effective in confronting the “poverty draft.”

Another dilemma of trying to reduce enlistment is that when military
recruiters fail to “fill enough boots,” they may simply change the rules of the
game. An example is found in the Army’s enlistment standards, which have
proved to be unusually elastic in recent years. In 2005, the Army missed
its recruiting goal significantly, making it the worst year for recruitment
since 1979 (a time when the all-volunteer force, then just six years-old, was
still experiencing growing pains).30 During the Iraq War, military officials
occasionally confirmed the connection between their recruiting difficulties
and counter-recruitment campaigns. In 2006, the Army’s Austin (Texas)
Recruiting Company failed to reach their enlistment objective; one year
later, the company commander told the Austin American-Statesman, “it has
become increasingly difficult to recruit in Austin schools because of a strong
‘counter-recruitment’ movement.”31

With the war in Iraq raging, and counter-recruitment increasingly effec-
tive, the Army needed to increase the number of people signing up. With
the stroke of a pen they expanded the pool of potential recruits. In 2006, the
US Army Recruiting Command raised the maximum age of enlistment from
38 years to 42. The Army also began the controversial practice of issuing so-
called “moral waivers” that could be used to enlist people with misdemeanor
and felony convictions. These rule changes helped bolster the Army’s ranks at
a time when it was desperate for manpower. By 2007, around 30 percent of
new Army recruits were entering the service with moral waivers.32 The lesson
here: a fight with the Pentagon may not be fair, nor is it one that activists are
likely to win if they rely on enlistment trends to assess their impact.

Understanding the vast reach of the military’s recruiting apparatus can
also illustrate this imbalance. In 2007, when enlistment rates were still low,
the Army began partnering with communications firm Weber Shandwick
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Worldwide to improve the Army brand. They soon developed Army Com-
munity Advisory Boards in dozens of major US markets. This consisted of
cultivating the support of educators, clergy, business leaders, and others; edu-
cating them on the benefits of Army service; and then asking them to help
“build an environment that is more favorable to Army recruiting messages.”33

Facilitating the Army’s access to high schools was seen as one of the pri-
mary responsibilities of these boards. In many cases, this meant attempting
to reduce the local counter-recruitment presence in schools. For example, in
2007, Dallas/Fort Worth Community Advisory Board members were told
to locate and remove counter-recruitment flyers from high school guidance
counselor offices. Although they were not mentioned by name, the only orga-
nization posting these flyers in Fort Worth schools at the time was the group
Diane and Yvette were involved with, Peaceful Vocations.34

Linking counter-recruitment to a particular war also means that orga-
nizing energy will likely wane when that conflict ends. This phenomenon
occurred in the last years of the Iraq War, as groups became less active and
it was harder for organizers to raise money or attract volunteers. As Michael
Heaney and Fabio Rojas showed in their study of the US anti-war move-
ment, anti-war activism has diminished since the election of President Barack
Obama. Indeed, having a Democrat in the nation’s highest office effectively
demobilized the peace movement.35 This trend has been evident for counter-
recruitment as well. One organizer suggests only half of the 150 groups listed
on the national counter-recruitment directory are still active. The administra-
tor of the Yahoo! counter-recruitment listserv recently lamented that messages
and subscriptions have trailed off as activists direct their energy to other
political issues.

That ‘70s Movement

The years immediately following the end of the Vietnam War were marked
by vigorous public debate over the proper role of the military in public
schools. Abundant political opportunities meant counter-recruiters had an
easier time raising money, organizing, and pressing policy makers to more
closely regulate the military’s role in schools. While this era represents a
unique political context, it also demonstrates that direct US military involve-
ment in an unpopular war is not necessary for counter-recruitment to thrive.
The mid- to late 1970s were a time of significant growth for such activism,
which received strong support from two key constituencies: churches (and
other religious organizations) and educators. Indeed, one of the first attempts
at forming a national network for counter-recruiting came largely from peo-
ple of faith. In 1973, representatives of the United Church of Christ, United
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Presbyterian Church-USA, Episcopal Peace Fellowship, along with Quaker
groups in Philadelphia and Baltimore, came together under the banner of
the Inter-Faith Committee on Draft and Military Information (IFCDMI).
For two years, they worked under the aegis of the Central Committee for
Conscientious Objectors and focused on outreach to professional educators
and school guidance counselors. In an attempt to exert national influence
on the education community, they staffed a counter-recruitment booth at
the annual conventions of the American Personnel and Guidance Association
(AGPA).36 On the local level, IFCDMI organizers convened workshops on
military issues for guidance counselors in the Philadelphia area.

By the fall of 1975, a new, free-standing counter-recruitment network was
emerging that would prove to be more influential and durable. The Task
Force on Recruitment and Militarism (TFORM) was similar to IFCDMI in
that religiously affiliated groups were key actors, especially what are known as
the historic peace churches (Quakers and Mennonites). Attending TFORM’s
meetings throughout the 1970s were representatives affiliated with the
Mennonite Central Committee, National Interreligious Service Board for
Conscientious Objectors, along with Quaker groups and more mainline
denominations like the United Church of Christ. While TFORM continued
the work of educating guidance counselors, from the 1970s through the late
1980s the group also played a major role in producing and distributing litera-
ture and audiovisual resources vital to local counter-recruitment organizing.37

The steady growth of JROTC into the 1970s, and the fact that local
communities and parents were often not consulted before the introduction
of a new JROTC unit in schools, helps account for the rise of counter-
recruitment. Several groups formed with the explicit purpose of opposing
the introduction of JROTC in their school. Members of the clergy and reli-
gious organizations were often at the forefront of these campaigns. In Tempe,
Arizona, a rabbi and a Church of the Brethren pastor led a local coalition
of concerned citizens; the most vocal critic of a planned Air Force JROTC
program in Norwalk, Connecticut, was a local Methodist pastor.38 Churches
also organized to oppose the growth of JROTC. In a close 1978 vote, the
Pennsylvania Council of Churches adopted an anti-JROTC resolution; and
in 1977, Herman Will, an executive in one of the largest Protestant denom-
inations, the United Methodist Church, urged a peace assembly to “be on
guard” against “the spread of militarism” through JROTC.39 Clergy support
for counter-recruitment continued throughout the 1980s. Activists working
with the progressive network of Clergy and Laity Concerned (CALC) were at
the forefront of counter-recruitment organizing in this period.40

During the 1970s, educators were also closely involved in the JROTC
issue. In 1972, Betty Rademaker, a French teacher in Salem, Oregon, rallied
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her teachers’ union and other community members to reject a proposed
JROTC unit. She later wrote a 30-page analysis of her involvement in
that campaign, subsequently shortened and nationally distributed by the
CCCO as a guide on building community opposition to high school mili-
tary training.41 In 1976, educator Dr. Steven Selder (then at the University
of Pennsylvania)—along with five other prominent professors of education—
signed a letter outlining their objections to school militarism that was sent to
thousands of high school guidance counselors nationwide. The mass mail-
ing, sponsored by the CCCO, generated 1,500 responses from US guidance
counselors, “most of whom wanted more information on alternatives” to the
military.42

In contrast, decades later, a prominent organizer could claim that finding
an “actual classroom teacher” who was active in counter-recruitment was like
trying to find a “needle in a haystack.” There are numerous factors that dis-
courage contemporary teachers’ activism, but chief among them are the fear
of reprisal from school administrators.43 One activist employed as a school
speech-language pathologist told us she was disciplined for telling students
how to keep their private information from the military. In another instance,
a long-time substitute teacher in the Boston school system was cut off from
receiving future assignments after he spoke out against JROTC.44 Educators
also face structural constraints that impede their ability to form alliances
with counter-recruitment activists. The punishing workload of the average
American teacher often prevents them from taking on social change work.
As many scholars have noted, the current obsession with high-stakes testing
to measure teachers’ performance and keep schools “accountable” has muted
educators’ activism.45 For Henry Giroux, the underlying assumption is that
the “behavior of teachers needs to be controlled and made consistent and pre-
dictable across different schools and student populations.”46 This suggests less
tolerance for advocacy by teachers in general, let alone on issues that challenge
the role of the military in US society. The high attrition rate in the profession
(nearly half of all new instructors quit within five years) also makes it difficult
to get teachers involved in counter-recruitment campaigns; organizers who
spend years cultivating positive relationships with individual educators must
start over when those allies leave the profession or move to a new school.

What Role for Anti-war Activists?

Several lessons can be gleaned from the various forms of anti-war activities
described earlier. First, those involved in counter-recruitment may be more
effective by addressing school militarism, rather than trying to end a partic-
ular war. As one Seattle activist succinctly told us, “Wars can come and go
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but the issue of whether the military should go in and recruit kids is some-
thing that transcends the issue of a particular war altogether.” To maintain
movement energy, counter-recruitment groups should consider a focus on
long-term strategies to demilitarize schools. As the Iraq War showed, when
activists concentrate on stopping US involvement in specific military con-
flicts their efforts wane as those objectives are reached. “Unless the anti-war
movement comes to recognize the full dynamics of US militarism,” Iain Boal
and his colleagues suggest, “then massive mobilizations at the approach of
full-dress military campaigns must inevitably be followed by demoralization
and bewilderment.”47 Instead, by focusing on counter-recruitment as part of a
long-range strategy to address war and militarism, anti-war activists can avoid
repeating past mistakes. In this regard, it may be useful for others to join one
organizer in thinking of counter-recruitment as “a proactive peace movement
that is capable of preventing war instead of only reacting when it becomes
inevitable.”48

Based on the success of early accomplishments, organizers must also
rebuild their alliances with educators and religious leaders in order to
maximize their potential impact. The professional status of teachers lends
important credibility to counter-recruitment campaigns, while the moral
authority of clergy makes it harder to dismiss activists as remnants of the
anti-military far left. And, as shown by much contemporary organizing, the
loss of these valuable allies has isolated the counter-recruitment movement,
undermining its influence. Rebuilding alliances with educators could begin
at the individual level by inviting teachers to share relevant literature with
their students or allowing veterans to speak in their class. It could also extend
to work with teachers unions, which have a history of taking political stands
and have proven to be critical allies in counter-recruitment campaigns in Los
Angeles (2000s), Salem, Oregon (1970s), and elsewhere.

We noted significant historical precedent for the involvement of clergy in
counter-recruiting. While Quakers and other historic peace churches (e.g.,
Mennonites) have long been devoted to social justice campaigning, this is
becoming increasingly common among mainline Protestant congregations.
Activists could lead their own congregations to support counter-recruitment,
though outreach to larger regional church organizations should not be
ignored. For example, the United Church of Christ (UCC), which boasts
a membership of nearly one million in North America, has shown itself to
be particularly open to taking stands against war and militarism. In 2007,
two national officers of the UCC were arrested outside the White House
while trying to deliver a “Pastoral Letter on the Iraq War”; regional bod-
ies of the UCC have also organized to express concern over the plight
of Iraqi refugees.49 However, outreach to clergy will have to take account
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of the fact that wealthy donors often pressure their religious leaders to
avoid overt political stands, especially on hotly debated issues of US foreign
policy.50

Finally, activists must realize counter-recruitment is multidimensional,
and incorporate a variety of methods into their efforts. There is no rea-
son the consumer advocacy and youth mentoring approaches (described in
Chapters 2 and 3) cannot work in tandem with an anti-war focus. The
counter-recruitment movement has grown during times of war. A hybrid,
multidimensional approach can demonstrate how to support a long-range
strategy while simultaneously drawing on the energy and moral outrage
of anti-war-oriented activists. As Christian Smith observed in his study of
the Central America peace movement of the 1980s, social movements “are
deeply rooted in the normative and moral nature of human persons.” “They
emerge,” he suggested, “when people’s sense of what is right and just are so
seriously violated that they feel compelled not only to express criticism, but
to mobilize for collective action to force an end to the violation.”51 Indeed,
one effect of aggressive US military actions has been that morally outraged
individuals join the ranks of counter-recruitment groups. Thus, organizers
should find ways to incorporate the moral discourse of anti-war work and to
keep morally motivated activists involved, even after the bombs stop falling.

Within counter-recruiting organizations, there is also a need to find a bal-
ance between the moral discourse embedded in the anti-war approach and
other organizing approaches.52 According to Janine Schwab, organizers who
insist on a more neutral point of view may alienate some military veterans.
“What the counter-recruitment movement failed to do . . . was to match peo-
ple’s emotions,” she noted. Tension inevitably resulted when activists advised
military veterans to steer clear of strong language about war.

You can’t talk to vets and say they need to give everyone their choice and [mili-
tary service] is just like a career choice when they’ve seen torture. They’ve seen
children die. So suddenly, you had this disconnect between the moral aspect
of war . . . and the notion of counter-recruitment as simply giving information
and sort of making information available.

Recognizing the multidimensional nature of counter-recruitment can address
this dilemma and open up the movement to more activists with moral moti-
vations. An added benefit of this approach is that it would allow organizers
to form connections with groups and communities most directly impacted
by war and militarism. As even some critics of counter-recruitment are forced
to admit, a “systemic analysis” of the poverty draft is the movement’s “most
promising aspect,” for the way it “raises fundamental questions of justice.”53
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But there is little room for this analysis when moral condemnation becomes
too central a platform in activists’ campaigns. Stressing a moral discourse
around war and military service leaves unquestioned the dilemma facing eco-
nomically disadvantaged groups that often have few alternatives to a stable
income and job security through military enlistment.54



CHAPTER 5

Why Counter-Recruitment?

On a series of chilly evenings in November 2014, Barbara Harris, the
counter-recruitment coordinator for the New York City chapters
of Code Pink and Granny Peace Brigade, braved the cold to share

a sidewalk with other group members, mostly women in their 50s and 60s.
At one high school in Staten Island, she was also joined by what she described
as “apprentice activists”: students from the school’s sociology class. “It was
their first time doing a street action,” Barbara later recalled, “and they were
effective in making a difference by adding their voice to the conversation.”

It was “parent-teacher conference” night at the school, and Barbara and
her friends were there to provide information to parents about non-military
options for their children and to pass out flyers like Questions to Ask and
Points to Consider Before You Enlist. While the venue did not encourage
much interaction with parents, many of whom were in a rush to get
inside, there were some highlights. “I met with a mother,” Barbara later
recalled, “who was thankful for that flyer and noted that the questions
posed and answers provided were very pertinent.” She told Barbara, “Few
kids know what enlistment really means. I want to show this to a few boys
I know.”

Like many activists, Barbara Harris initially came to counter-recruitment
out of anger over the Iraq War. A retired New York City public school teacher
currently involved with a number of organizations, Barbara has more than
50 years’ experience in progressive activism. In the past she campaigned to
end the war in Vietnam, stop nuclear disarmament, and to shut down Indian
Point (a nuclear power plant 38 miles north of New York City). Through
her involvement with nuclear energy issues, she came into the orbit of Code
Pink. Recently retired and with more free time on her hands, Barbara’s par-
ticipation deepened as the Bush administration made moves to invade Iraq.
During her anti-war activism in 2004 and 2005, she experienced a turning
point.
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I just had a realization that the lies the government told us about getting into
the war were the same lies that recruiters were telling kids to get them to enlist.
And I stepped back and said, this is really important because the wars will
continue forever as long as they keep getting these kids in.

Soon after, Barbara assumed a leadership role in counter-recruitment for
Code Pink. She has since coordinated efforts against JROTC in New York
City, and is currently leading a legislative campaign to regulate military-
related testing in every public school in New York State.

Although Barbara is not certain how or why it happened, we can speculate
on the origins of her interest in counter-recruitment: given her professional
background as a teacher, she sees her role as educational. As she shared with
us, Barbara does counter-recruitment “because many of the teens are still in
the dark about the military. You know, we talk about what they’re told [by
military recruiters], what the truth might be, and what they should know.”
Echoing many of the remarks made by other activists in our study, Barbara
said she wants to protect youth, who, in her opinion, hold a number of
misconceptions about military service. “Many don’t still understand post-
traumatic stress disorder. They think women are treated fine in the military.
They think the military is like the Peace Corps and when we sit and talk a lit-
tle bit, they get another picture.” Hence, her work provides vital information
to broaden students’ understanding of the realities of life in the military.

Knowing the New York City schools as well as she does, Barbara is also
motivated by a desire to interrupt the “poverty draft” and help make parents
in low-income neighborhoods aware of how military recruiters prey on their
children:

We go to underserved neighborhoods, so the parents are often immi-
grants . . . and all they want for their kid is to finish high school and get an
education . . . They don’t want the military. And many of them, if the military’s
around the school, they are very concerned because they came from countries
where the military is frightening, or they’ve been injured, or they suffered.
So our presence is very important.

There is another factor compelling Barbara to walk the pavement on cold
November nights, and it points beyond the issue of schools to the broader
militarization of society. For Barbara, since the military “permeates society,”
counter-recruitment helps youth understand and demystify “the message of
the military whether it’s in movies, video games, parades, JROTC,” or in var-
ious public “honoring ceremonies”1 of newly enlisted New York City youth.
Thus, Barbara’s holistic vision of counter-recruitment has led her at times
to organize against manifestations of militarism both in schools and within
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US culture. In 2012, for example, she organized five consecutive nights of
picketing outside the NBC headquarters building in Manhattan to protest the
television network’s plans to air a new reality TV show glorifying the military.
She has also joined demonstrations against “war toys” at Target and other
major retailers. With her involvement in many campaigns, we were keen
to know what kept Barbara going when the military–educational–industrial
complex is such a formidable foe. Quite simply, she related, it is the response
from parents.

The feedback I receive from them is just incredibly heartwarming because
[when] I speak to a parent and I see how I’ve helped them in some way, I feel so
rewarded. It’s just moving and sometimes it brings you to tears because parents
feel pretty helpless and hopeless when a recruiter calls their kid when they’re
still in high school.

Barbara’s story demonstrates the variety of motivations that turn ordinary
citizens into activists and sustain their involvement with counter-recruitment
through good times and bad. Thus far, our discussion of the counter-
recruitment movement has addressed issues of militarism, US foreign policy,
and macro-level social problems such as lack of access to non-military career
training or a college education. Yet, as sociologist Christian Smith points out,
“social movements do not consist simply of abstract structures and contexts,
of impersonal forces and events. Social movements are, at bottom, real, flesh-
and-blood human beings acting together to confront and disrupt. They are
the collective expressions of specific people, of concrete men and women
struggling together for a cause.”2 In this chapter, we turn to the counter-
recruiters themselves. Who are they? Why did they choose to focus on this
form of activism? What drives them to stay involved?

To address these questions, we give a general description of the typical
counter-recruiter before we assess their personal motivations. For our evi-
dence, we rely chiefly on the data gathered during our interviews with more
than 70 activists across the United States, as well as relevant secondary source
material. As noted, given the underrepresentation of youth in our study, this
is an area where further research is needed to better understand this portion
of the movement. Nevertheless, we believe we present an accurate picture of
those involved in the counter-recruitment movement.

The Individual Activists

Who are counter-recruiters? They are mostly on the left of the political spec-
trum and often hold a healthy skepticism of the military’s role in US society.
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Although few of our interviewees described themselves as “anti-military,” and
some held philosophical beliefs that could be described as pacifist, many
were careful to suggest the military serves a legitimate purpose in society
and is an honorable vocation. Indeed, around a third of the activists in
one study of the counter-recruitment movement were themselves military
veterans.3 As in Barbara’s case, many of those we met were experienced
as political activists by the time they became counter-recruiters. For older
activists, the common link was usually past involvement either in anti–
Vietnam War activities, Central America solidarity struggles of the 1980s, or
anti-nuclear energy/weapons work. It is worth exploring counter-recruiters’
activist autobiographies because (as one social movement scholar noted),
“prior experience . . . appears to have both radicalized participants and famil-
iarized them with the ‘script’ used to play the ‘social activist’ role.”4 Moreover,
given the strong interpersonal skills needed for counter-recruitment, it is not
surprising that many of the most active and effective organizers of the 1980s
were those with prior experience as draft counselors during the Vietnam War.

The younger activists we interviewed also had a significant amount of
experience that preceded involvement with counter-recruitment. Federico
Rossi, who studied the motivations of youth activists in three international
advocacy organizations, suggests, “Prior participation in informal mobiliza-
tion and activist networks . . . are crucial factors that promote the gradual
involvement of young people in different movements.”5 Bree Bailey, a
Fort Worth counter-recruiter in her early twenties, had a history of labor
organizing prior to joining Peaceful Vocations. She recalls:

I organized the Starbucks up here with my friends. We actually went public
and formed an affiliate of the International Workers of the World and did a
march on our boss and the whole thing . . . That was just my first taste of really
understanding all of the injustice in the world. I guess I had always just been
in a bubble, so that sort of was what introduced me to this scene and then
through that we met [Peaceful Vocations coordinator] Diane Wood.

In Chapter 3, we noted that younger counter-recruiters like Nancy Cruz and
Davíd Morales had experience agitating for immigrants’ rights before involve-
ment in the anti-JROTC campaign at their San Diego high school. While
still in high school, Cruz was also involved with university student groups
working on immigration issues. Both were connected to counter-recruitment
organizing through an informal student activist network: their high school’s
chapter of MEChA (Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán).

The occupational backgrounds of counter-recruiters in our study reveal
that many are either currently or formerly employed in the helping
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professions of education or social work. For some activists, their occupa-
tions facilitated entry into counter-recruitment. Tami Minnich, who joined
Sustainable Options for Youth in Austin after retiring from her job as a school
social worker, affirms, “All of my social work has been working with students
in the schools. So, it did prepare me to be able to communicate with stu-
dents in an open-ended way.” Matthew Friesen’s analysis, based on a sample
of 19 counter-recruiters, found that 53 percent were educators.6 As we exam-
ine the motivations of activists, an individual’s age, occupational background,
and other variables also emerge as key influences on their decision to become
involved in counter-recruitment.7

Expecting Success

As noted, some participants framed their incentive to engage in counter-
recruitment in specific terms. Since many chose to discuss why they pursue
a particular form of activism, we draw provisional conclusions. For instance,
those pursuing the legislative approach to counter-recruitment discussed their
motivation by talking about how they viewed these campaigns as winnable.
Maurice Pinard, in his review of more than four decades’ worth of academic
research on the motivations of social movement activists, found that in addi-
tion to the usual array of internal motives and external incentives for social
action, individuals decide whether to become involved based on the perceived
likelihood their actions will bear fruit. This is what psychologists who study
motivation call “expectancy of success.”8

Activists in our study were not tilting at windmills. Rather, they had in
mind modest—but achievable—goals like the adoption of school district or
state-level policies regulating the military presence in high schools. Kevin
Haake, head of the Lincoln, Nebraska-based group, Alternatives to the Mil-
itary, described his commitment to fighting for the passage of legislation
regulating the use of military testing (ASVAB) in Nebraska public schools.

I’d like to think that what we’re doing is actually making a difference. It’s hard
to tell sometimes but we’re keeping at it and will continue to keep at it. I mean,
ideally what I would like to see eventually are some kind of . . . statewide results
[so] that we could point to something concrete . . . to say, “Hey, we had an effect
on this . . . ” And that’s kind of what I liked about the ASVAB issue. It seemed
that if anything was doable, ASVAB should be doable.

Pat Elder, the Maryland organizer who successfully campaigned for a 2010
state law limiting ASVAB testing cited the “need to concentrate on something
that is proven to work” (like ASVAB campaigns). Barbara Harris, who is also
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the Director of the New York State Coalition to Protect Student Privacy, is
currently lobbying for legislation to protect the privacy of all New York high
school students taking the ASVAB.9 She recently enlisted the support of a key
state Senator on what she views as a winnable issue.

Campaigns to rein in JROTC are generally viewed by counter-recruitment
activists as the most difficult type of legislative fight. Pat Elder, who has mostly
avoided this issue while focusing on ASVAB testing, summarizes the chal-
lenges: “JROTC has fervent advocates, fervent support deep in the roots of
the community. And I learned that right away: You really need to put your
dukes up to fight on JROTC.” Still, those who choose to challenge JROTC
in schools find encouragement in the fact there are weaknesses that have been
successfully exploited. Even with JROTC, then, there is some “expectancy of
success” that motivates activists. As Brian Galaviz, a teacher-activist who cut
his teeth organizing against the rise of JROTC in Chicago, puts it:

I believe that the JROTC struggles are ones that can be won by [school]
employees on small scales and I think if we could coordinate those type
of things, we could put a ding into at least one portion of the recruiting
machine . . . JROTC is a winnable fight.

According to Galaviz, as long as one avoids the more difficult path of a
traditional lobbying campaign and focuses on the perceived weaknesses of
JROTC (e.g., low enrollment and credentialing of JROTC instructors), such
campaigns are winnable. As occurred in San Diego, JROTC activism has been
successful by reducing enrollment at a given JROTC program until it falls
below the federally mandated minimum. Similarly, in Chicago, activists with
AFSC have used open records laws to determine that many JROTC instruc-
tors lack a four-year college degree—a credential required of all instructors
in the city’s public schools. The “expectancy of success” in such examples is
far higher than a typical legislative campaign, since winning, according to
Galaviz, depends largely on access to information, and demanding answers
and accountability from school administrations. These arguments, he adds,
are also “easier now since everywhere there are budget shortfalls” and school
administrators are seeking to cut back on under-enrolled programs.

Appealing to Those Affected by Power

While legislative advocacy can yield tangible results, many of those engaged
in consumer advocacy (Chapter 1) cite other factors as motivation for their
counter-recruitment activism. In an interview, one activist—a combat veteran
who served in Iraq with the Oregon National Guard—noted that working
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with students gave him a sense of “personal satisfaction.” Believing “there is
no other voice for alternatives to military service,” he feels he has an impor-
tant role to play in the lives of youth. Another Iraq War veteran who has
done extensive outreach in the schools of Austin, Texas, cited the qualitative
distinction between counter-recruitment and other forms of advocacy (such
as writing letters to Congress).

There’s a difference between talking to politicians and generals and talking
to kids in high school. With the first group you end up wanting to bang your
head against the wall, whereas in high schools the impact is so significant. They
listen. High school kids are in a listening environment.

Will Schnack, who is active with Fort Worth’s Peaceful Vocations as well as the
local anarchist community, echoed this sentiment. Counter-recruitment, he
suggests, is the “difference between appealing to those in power and appealing
to those affected by power.”

As noted by Schnack, the consumer advocacy approach illustrates how
counter-recruiters must often be aware of the socioeconomic and racial
dimensions of military recruitment. If activists do not grasp how poverty
and un(der)employment might influence a young person’s decision to enlist,
they will not appeal to “those affected by power.” Not surprisingly, some
describe their initial attraction to counter-recruitment as a desire to inter-
rupt the “poverty draft” that targets economically disadvantaged students and
youth of color for recruitment. One of these activists is Ulis Williams, who
knows first-hand about the challenges of racism and poverty. As an African
American born to a family of Mississippi sharecroppers during the days of Jim
Crow, Williams had to overcome tremendous odds to become a gold medal-
ist in track and field at the 1964 Olympics. In 2005, after a long career in
higher education, he became involved with counter-recruitment through the
L.A.-based Coalition for Alternatives to Militarism in Schools. In an inter-
view, he and his wife, Sandra, noted how the military presence was heaviest
in those Los Angeles schools with the largest concentration of poor students
of color. “Military recruiters,” he told us, “are preying on the poor, on the
have-nots.” His decision to focus on counter-recruitment, then, was moti-
vated by a desire to help the city’s socially excluded youth: “We wanted to do
something concrete that would reach communities of color.”

“They’re Just Selling Something”

While students from poor communities may deserve special attention because
of the way they are targeted by recruiters, many counter-recruiters are
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motivated by a desire to extend this protection to all youth. To those who
might object, “Protection from what?,” an answer has been provided by
Seattle residents Amy Hagopian and Kathy Barker, parent-activists who led
the Garfield High School parent–teacher association’s campaign against mil-
itary recruiting. Hagopian and Barker are also scholars who have studied the
health risks of military service.10 In their 2011 article in the American Journal
of Public Health, they found “military service is associated with dispropor-
tionately poor health” for those aged 17 through 24 years. Because of these
health risks, and the way teenagers’ still-developing brains lead them to make
impulsive decisions (e.g., enlisting in the armed forces), they propose that
schools limit access to military recruiters.

While not all counter-recruiters are readers of the American Journal of
Public Health, many still frame their motivation in a similar way: as an
attempt to protect a vulnerable population from the clever sales techniques
used by military recruiters. Jeff Napolitano, AFSC coordinator for Western
Massachusetts, views military recruitment in schools as “exploitative” and a
“form of child abuse.” For teacher Luis Villanueva, who was active in San
Diego’s Project YANO before moving to Los Angeles, counter-recruitment
offered an antidote to the military marketing onslaught that youth are
exposed to. “The kids are being bombarded by recruiters in the inner city
schools. They’re too young to realize what it’s all about so counter-recruitment
is showing them, educating them.” He added, for emphasis: “It’s education.
That’s what it is.” Troy Sanders, a counter-recruiter in the Fort Worth area,
told us the reason he engages in counter-recruitment is because he objects to
how recruiters are “focusing on children,” enticing youth with free Army- or
Navy-branded merchandise.

You have a bunch of adults going after kids that don’t really have the capacity
to make those kinds of decisions. They [recruiters] have got shiny pamphlets
and headbands and ball caps . . . They’re just selling something and it’s just not
a good thing to see.

As in the case of Kurt and Ann Katay of Edmonds, Washington (described
in Chapter 3), some were originally drawn to counter-recruitment after
recruiters aggressively courted their own children. Similarly, for another
activist in Texas, seeing their child targeted by the military “made it really
clear how aggressive the recruiters were” and demonstrated the importance of
counter-recruitment.

My son medically could not serve in the military if he wanted to. He had a
hemorrhage in his brain somewhere near birth so I wasn’t afraid that he would
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join up but certainly the phone calls at home that he repeatedly got made me
very aware of the aggressiveness of the recruiters. I guess that was the height at
the Iraq War and they were needing soldiers.

For some activists who are teachers or work in schools in some capacity,
the decision to become active came as a result of seeing how their students or
their schools were being affected by militarization. This was, for example, the
case with Luis Villanueva, who taught in San Diego high schools. Villanueva
was already sensitive to the issue of militarization, having grown up in Mexico
during the 1960s under authoritarian rule. But when his school was restruc-
tured to make way for a JROTC unit, some of his colleagues lost their jobs,
and college preparatory programs were cut, Villanueva became radicalized.
Similarly, Suzie Abajian’s formative years were spent in Syria, and a portion of
her high school education “took place in a highly militarized schooling system
where I took part in drill and ceremony exercises on a daily basis and wore
military fatigues to school.” As she later recounted in an article coauthored
with Maricela Guzman:

My personal experiences as a young student in the Middle East as well as my
experiences as an educator within a militarized urban school in Los Angeles
shaped my interest in counter-recruitment. As a teacher, it pained me to see
my students aggressively recruited into the United States military to fight and
risk their lives in what I believed to be unjust wars against communities of
people that I closely identified with as a Middle Easterner.11

Amy Wagner, the coordinator of the Youth Activists-Youth Allies (YA-YA)
Network in New York, was a self-described “red diaper” baby and involved
with activism since she was a child. But she traces her awareness of and
involvement in counter-recruitment to the time she was working as a school
social worker in the 1980s. In an interview, she shared the following story that
illustrates not only how the protection of youth figures into activists’ motiva-
tions, but also how chance encounters sometimes spark lasting relationships
within the movement.

One of the young men that I worked with had enlisted in the Navy, on the
delayed entry program (DEP). This was a kid who I was seeing as his social
worker, and it would have been a really, really bad thing for this kid to go [into
the Navy]. This is a kid with some fairly serious issues; if he got called on in
class, he would turn beet red and run out of the room. And he had a very
domineering father, who wanted him to “man up,” and he thought, “I’ll go in
the military, into the Navy, and that will make a man of me.” And it would have
been a very, very bad thing. And so he decided he wanted to withdraw from
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the DEP, and in order to help him do that, I stumbled upon Harold Jordan
at AFSC, and he walked us through the process. And then, Harold roped me
in. [Laughs.] And the next thing I knew I was on the Youth & Militarism
committee at AFSC and served on that for, I don’t know, close to 20 years.

Protecting Traditional Educational Values

Several of those in our study, especially former educators like Amy and Suzie,
trace their involvement in counter-recruitment to a desire to protect tra-
ditional educational values. Setting aside critiques of contemporary public
education, there is general consensus that the dominant K-12 educational
philosophy in the United States supports values such as free and open discus-
sion, critical thinking, and a learning environment that encourages nonvio-
lent solutions to conflict and discourages forms of discrimination. Such values
clash with an obedience-based military training program. Thus, Nancy Cruz,
reflecting on her high school activism, opposed JROTC because it “instills
bad values in youth” by promoting “the notion that violence is okay.”

John Dewey, the godfather of progressive education, raised concerns about
military values conflicting with educational values as early as the 1920s.
According to historian Charles Howlett, “If there was one consistent policy
that Dewey adhered to throughout his entire life, it was his opposition to any
form of military training in an academic environment.”12 Dewey was a sup-
porter of the Committee on Militarism in Education, a group of prominent
educators, clergy, and pacifists that sought “the elimination of all compul-
sory military training in colleges and universities and all military training,
compulsory or elective, in high schools.”13 In the introduction to one of the
Committee’s most popular pamphlets, Dewey condemned military training
in colleges and high schools as part of a “well-organized movement to milita-
rize the tone and temper of our national life . . . ”14 While the anti-militarist
legacy of progressive education is largely forgotten by today’s education pol-
icy makers, it is kept alive by counter-recruiters committed to protecting
traditional educational values against the rising tide of school militarism.

Many of those who view counter-recruitment in these terms are educators
and have personally seen the effect of militarism in their schools. Michelle
Cohen has taught in the Los Angeles Unified School District for more than
a decade. As the coordinator of Project Great Futures, the outreach arm of
L.A.-based Coalition for Alternatives to Militarism in Schools (CAMS), she
organizes classroom presentations and tables at career fairs. She told us she
got involved with counter-recruitment after her “consciousness was raised”
by seeing her students aggressively courted by military recruiters. “Some of
the recruiters would take students out for burgers,” and even escorted them
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back to their classrooms after lunch. Or consider Brian Galaviz, a teacher
in the Chicago Public Schools (CPS). “I started doing [counter-recruitment]
because I was a teacher at Senn High School, when . . . CPS decided that they
were going to put in Rickover Naval Academy.” Since 2005, Senn High has
shared space with Rickover, one of seven such “public military academies” in
Chicago where students are required to participate in JROTC.

For 11 years, Gregory Sotir was a language arts teacher in a middle school
serving some of the most challenged students in Los Angeles. He became
active with CAMS after a branch of the California Cadet Corps was estab-
lished at his school.15 Students with disciplinary problems were encouraged
to join the club, which met after school and engaged in military rituals like
marching around the playground with fake guns. Although technically not a
part of the JROTC program (which is legally restricted to students in grades
9–12), the Cadet Corps is organized and funded by the California National
Guard, and Sotir saw the program as “basically training kids to go to the
[military] but at the middle school level.” But beyond its insidious effect as a
military marketing tool, the potential dangers of the Cadet Corps left him so
disturbed that he decided to raise questions about the program’s value with
his school’s administration. “I said, ‘This is wrong . . . This is a gang area we
are teaching in. We should not have these kids [becoming] familiar with,
playing with, these guns in a structured way’.” With CAMS, Sotir found a
way to counter this culture of school militarism, including advocating for pol-
icy change at the district level and designing curriculum that could be used
by teachers to address issues of war and peace. For these educators, counter-
recruitment was a fitting response to a school environment they saw being
undermined by creeping militarism.

Fighting Militarism from One’s Front Porch

Counter-recruitment activists often have personal motivations that guide
their work. But it turns out that larger social forces are also a powerful
incentive for many of those in our study. They know the military depends
on enlisting teenagers for its survival. They see the military–industrial com-
plex also has tentacles extending into education, entertainment, and assorted
other areas of mainstream society. With Henry Giroux, they would affirm
that a “public pedagogy” in support of violence and military solutions to
conflict undergirds much of popular culture in the United States.16 They
understand the cycle of endless war begins in the socialization process,
in schools where youth become so accustomed to seeing military person-
nel as teachers and mentors that the real purpose of the military becomes
obscured.17
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Many progressive activists thus understand the concept of the “military
industrial complex.” But there appears to be a gap between action and analy-
sis, as it is perhaps assumed these phenomena are too complex, too enormous,
and too resistant to change to be worth their time and energy. Luis Villanueva,
formerly of Project YANO in San Diego, addressed this theme.

In theory we can sit around the table and say, “You know, this is bad.” And we
can process and analyze the whole system, but it stops there. The big challenge
is to go from sitting at the table to get involved in some kind of action, which
is what really changes things.

While most counter-recruiters limit themselves to trying to solve part
of the bigger problem of militarism (military access to schools), they are
attracted to this form of activism because they see it as a local solution
to national (or global) problems. Cynthia Cockburn, in her recent study
of anti-militarism, described a strategy practiced by European activists that
“emphasizes place and community,” and identified groups that avoid mass
marches at the centers of power, choosing instead “to concentrate their efforts
on their own patch.”18 This same idea resonated with some of those we inter-
viewed. Gregory Sotir, who worked with CAMS in Los Angeles for many
years, concedes the need for counter-recruiters to “plug into a national sys-
tem” of fellow activists in order to gain experience and develop their strategies.
However, he also affirms that activists need to focus their organizing on their
own communities.

I think schools primarily are local. The kids in the neighborhood go to that
school. The parents that have kids in that neighborhood send their kids to
that school. So, I really think it should be approached from that kind of local
grassroots way.

This local emphasis, an expression of “front porch politics,” can also feel
like a more comfortable form of activism for some individuals.19 For example,
one AFSC-affiliated activist in Berkeley told us of being overwhelmed by the
literature for social causes that arrive daily in her mailbox. With counter-
recruitment, “I have found something I feel I can actually do.”

Some activists articulated their interest in counter-recruitment in terms
of an anti-militarism based on moral or religious principles. As discussed
in Chapter 4, the counter-recruitment movement has historically drawn on
the energy of those motivated by a moral discourse about war. They are
angry about US policies in Iraq, or Vietnam, or Central America, and see
counter-recruitment as a more effective outlet for their energies than march-
ing in the streets or sending letters to elected officials. A number of people
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we interviewed revealed they are just as motivated by their moral compass.
But instead of leading them to oppose a particular war, they point their
indignation at the militarization of schools and society—the bigger processes
that support a culture adapted to endless war. “If you’re anti-war and anti-
military,” Barbara Harris told us, “you have to focus on the kids,” because
that’s where the cycle begins and where it can be disrupted. Tim Franzen,
an AFSC organizer in Atlanta, was one of many who spoke of his interest in
counter-recruitment in terms of right and wrong.

The military–industrial complex is the largest system of violence and oppres-
sion in the whole world and young people are being fooled into joining it for
the wrong reasons every day. It is extremely important to do whatever we can
to provide alternatives so young people aren’t faced with the terrible option of
joining a system of violence and oppression or feeling like they have no other
options. This is totally unacceptable . . .

Of note, while a number of activists describe their opposition to school
militarism in moral terms, relatively few are motivated by their religious
principles. One of the most active counter-recruiters from a faith-based back-
ground was Sam Smith, a youth minister who worked until his death in
late 2014, with Fellowship of Reconciliation in the Chicago area. Framing
counter-recruitment work as a form of “peace evangelism” and counter-
recruiters as “peace missionaries,” for years his major form of outreach
was weeklong sojourns at large Christian music festivals in the Midwest.
At these events, Smith (often joined by undergraduate peace studies stu-
dents he mentored at DePaul University) distributed information on war
and military service to the largely youthful crowd of concertgoers. Asked
about his impact, Sam revealed that on numerous occasions he heard
responses like, “You mean I can be a good Christian but don’t have to
go to war?” Unfortunately, Smith told us, he felt isolated in the US reli-
gious landscape. “The faith arena is a desert” for anti-militarist organizing,
he complained, partly because “Christianity has become a nationalistic reli-
gion.” Despite having a “great heritage” of peace work in this particular faith,
Smith claimed, “no one’s working in churches now” who has an interest in
counter-recruitment.

But it was not always so. The heritage Smith described goes beyond the
historic peace churches (Mennonites, Brethren, Quakers), which were lead-
ers in the early days of the counter-recruitment movement. Volumes have
been written about the pacifist and anti-war traditions of both Catholic
and Protestant churches. In just the twentieth century, the aforemen-
tioned Committee on Militarism in Education earned the support of some
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of the era’s most prominent religious leaders, including Rabbi Stephen Wise
(president of the World Jewish Congress) and Pittsburgh’s Episcopal Bishop
Francis McConnell.20 Moving to the 1970s, religious motivations were cited
by those opposing the spread of JROTC in high schools. They saw JROTC
as “incompatible” with “the teachings of Christianity”21 and preventing the
spread of military training in schools as “one of the real goals of the Christian
peacemaker.”22 Though today’s faith-based peace organizing does not resem-
ble the 1970s, Sam Smith was confident he and others could spread a message
through the fissures, the small openings that do exist. “Almost every church
has ‘peace people’ in it,” he told us shortly before his death. “It’s a matter of
encouraging them to form working groups, to be more vocal, and so on. Too
many are atomized and afraid to speak out in church.” Smith thus viewed
his work as “planting a seed” of local activism. “Counter-recruitment is a
great vehicle to get people to think through militarism and war’s impact on
families. It makes people stop and think.”

“ . . . Because People Just Aren’t Paying Attention”

For some participants in our study, the proper and necessary response
to school militarism is to engage in political education through counter-
recruitment. This recalls the critical consciousness goal, described in Chapter 2.
Arlene Inouye, founder of CAMS in Los Angeles, finds militarism is “such a
part of our society that counter-recruitment is . . . breaking through, showing
another reality or another way.” Given the stakes involved, she is com-
pelled to organize. “If it’s not done, we’re going to continue to destroy
not only ourselves but our planet. That’s what the culture of militarization
leads to.”

For some, the very rootedness of militarism in US society dares them to
challenge it directly. Erica Meiners, a professor at Northeastern Illinois Uni-
versity, has participated in campaigns against the military presence in Chicago
schools. She finds, “the militarism stuff is one of the toughest issues to
unpack . . . The nexus between patriotism, masculinity, militarism and iden-
tity is just so tightly packed that it’s really hard sometimes” to reach people,
especially those who have family members in the armed forces. Meiners’ goal
is to pierce what Catherine Lutz calls the “mental armor” that prevents many
Americans from posing critical questions about their military.23 “There’s so
much wrapped up there that . . . I feel like my work . . . is often to make space
for other people to have those conversations.” Motivated by a desire to edu-
cate the public about these issues, Meiners and her fellow activists facilitate
community-wide forums, such as screenings of the short documentary Yo Soy
el Army.24 As she told us,
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Political education is really important because people just aren’t paying
attention. I think there’s a way in which militarism is naturalized in our
everyday lives and our communities and that it happens in our schools as just
sort of the course. Right? So I think trying to denaturalize that and trying to
raise questions about power, policy, and war. I think it’s really important.

Although we encountered a few “lone wolf” activists during our research,
counter-recruitment is fundamentally about being with others. 25 One must,
first, have an extroverted personality to visit schools and approach youth
to discuss the military. Amy Hagopian of Seattle finds the best counter-
recruitment organizing comes out of strong social bonds. “I’d have to
say . . . it’s really important to have a partner in this work. Being a lone ranger
is just not at all sustainable and it takes the fun out of it.” The desire to
engage in activism with others, to find a sense of community, was articulated
by numerous activists. Troy Sanders, from Fort Worth, identified the bond-
ing that occurs in counter-recruitment organizing. “It’s different. There’s a
warmer feeling” due to the interaction with students and the possibility real
change may result. The consumer advocacy approach lends itself particularly
well to a group environment, given the many tasks involved: creating fly-
ers, staying current with the minutiae of military enlistment, making contact
with school officials and arranging visits, and talking directly with students.
According to one Berkeley-based activist, “This is a way I can give of myself
and at the same time I’m out there with other people.” This social aspect was
quite pronounced within her group, the AFSC-affiliated Full Picture. Dur-
ing our 90-minute conversation, group members—all women, most of them
retired educators—bantered and joked about their experiences in this work,
illustrating the friendships forged by years of activism.

Other activists discussed interesting social interactions they have with
military personnel. Hart Viges, an Iraq War veteran from Austin, makes
a point of striking up conversations with military recruiters when he sees
them in schools; at times, he even gives them a complimentary copy of War
Is A Racket, the pacifist screed written in 1935 by retired Marine General
Smedley Butler. For Kathy Barker, who serves as a “military monitor” for
her Seattle school district, “One reason I like counter-recruiting is you’re sit-
ting side-by-side with a military recruiter for an hour. We have had some
very good talks. And in conversation I find out that a lot of these guys
joined [the military] to change the world.” Ironically, the motivations of mil-
itary recruiters and their adversaries can be seen to coincide. After all, many
of those in our study are radicals. Many want to “change the world,” and
view counter-recruitment as one small part of that much larger effort. For
Pablo Paredes, the Bay Area organizer, “real long-term counter-recruitment is



114 ● Demilitarizing Public Schools

countering how our young people are pulled into war, taken out of their com-
munities and traumatized.” But this perspective must also be accompanied by
a sense of humility, and by the recognition that one movement, one person
cannot do it all. As another activist noted, “You pick a bit, you become an
expert in it, and you don’t let go.”



Conclusion

Just north of Chicago, in suburbs with names like Arlington Heights,
Rolling Meadows, and Mount Prospect, a half-dozen people demonstrate
how all the facets of counter-recruitment interrelate. Since 2004, activists
with Northwest Suburban Peace & Education Project (NWSubPEP) have

been visiting schools in the 12,000-student Township High School District
214. As a group, NWSubPEP is large enough so that members can visit each
of the district’s six high schools at least once a month. Military recruiters also
visit these schools on a monthly basis. Although schools in this district are not
as heavily impacted by the military as some in Chicago, students still suffer
from inadequate guidance services and a poor understanding of what military
service involves. In a group interview, Libby Frank, one of the NWSubPEP
volunteers, recalled a memorable exchange with a student. “I had a kid, a
young woman who said she wanted to join the Army because it would enforce
making her exercise every day.” Linda, another group member, said their work
is important because “these kids generally do not know that they’re being
asked by recruiters to make an eight year commitment.” Almost all of the
NWSubPEP activists are parents who until recently had children in District
214 high schools. They bring to their activism a sensitivity and awareness
of what youth experience at this stage in their lives. Describing their work
as “pre-enlistment counseling,” their role (as another activist, Pat, put it) is
to serve as “adults who are listening” to high school students; not to push
against the idea of joining the military, but to be a sounding board for youth
struggling to define their future.

With tabling occurring at six schools a month, and activists visiting the
same school multiple times in a given year, it is easy for students to ignore
these volunteers. As one NWSubPEP member stated, “We try to come up
with stuff that’s a little bit more interactive because otherwise you’re just a
table there that the kids are going to walk past.” Similar to other counter-
recruitment groups across the United States, arts-based activities are effective
at keeping students engaged. For example, students help produce an antimil-
itarist zine called Give Peace a Chance. Students contribute essays, poetry,
and collages that go into each issue. NWSubPEP members then add their
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own content before printing copies and distributing them—free—to stu-
dents and other peace organizations in the Chicago area. As Jon, the only
male in the group, notes, “The reason for the zine is a lot of the existing
counter-recruitment literature out there is really kind of dry and not all that
interesting to students.” The publications, he added, are an effort to put “that
kind of [counter-recruitment] perspective into a format that’s a little bit more
welcoming, exciting to students.”

Echoing what we heard from many other activists, Jon, Libby, and their
colleagues report that success in the consumer advocacy aspect of their work is
hard to measure and necessarily subjective. “It tends to be anecdotal,” Linda,
noted. “Which is no way to do research, as you know. But that’s what we’ve
got.” The group has compensated by also campaigning for policy change in
District 214. This has allowed members to record progress that is (in Libby’s
words) “clearer” and more “measurable.” Even before they had a monthly
presence in schools, in the 2003–2004 school year NWSubPEP succeeded
in pressuring District 214 to include an opt-out form in the annual course
registration process for all students. This made it easier for a student, or their
parents, to opt out of the federal law that mandates schools send students’
contact information to military recruiters. Of note, youth (including the son
of a couple who are active in the group) did much of the initial research that
helped get the policy passed. As a result of this regulation, fewer students in
the district are now contacted directly by the military.

NWSubPEP has also used data provided by the school district to demon-
strate that since 2005, the number of District 214 students that have “opted
out” has more than tripled (from 1,301 students in 2005 to 5,718 in 2014).
Subsequent advocacy, in the 2010–2011 school year, made District 214 one
of the only school districts in the country to allow students to opt out of the
database run by the Pentagon’s Joint Advertising, Market Research & Stud-
ies (JAMRS) program. In both of NWSubPEP’s policy-oriented campaigns,
activists were surprised at how quickly school officials agreed to these changes.
One group member said the initial opt-out campaign’s success left her feeling
“stunned,” because “we had this whole strategy of what we were going to do
when they said no.”

That the District 214 school board understood the issues raised and
responded promptly may be due to NWSubPEP’s persistent focus on polit-
ical education. The group’s community outreach programs are usually well
attended. At the time of our visit in the summer of 2012, NWSubPEP was
planning to show a documentary on military sexual trauma. The group also
makes a priority of seeking out other non-profit organizations in the area
to co-sponsor such events. We asked members if they thought this kind of
community outreach was an effective form of political education. “We’re not
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looking for a thousand people at a movie showing,” one activist told us. “The
fact that people attend in what is perceived to be a fairly conservative com-
munity shows us that first of all it might not be as conservative as people
perceive it to be. And secondly, there’s an audience for what we’re saying.”
Another member agreed, noting the incremental progress necessary to effect
policy change. “I think getting 40 to 50 people to come to those events is
extremely successful.”

The example of NWSubPEP shows how the different approaches to
counter-recruitment connect at the level of an individual group. These
activists have plenty to show for their multidimensional efforts over the
years, and recognize the local impact of their advocacy. However, more
than one member of the group expressed doubts about the efficacy of
counter-recruitment on the national level. One simply said, “It’s not coor-
dinated enough to be effective.” Another group member noted how this
lack of national coordination may create a sense of isolation among counter-
recruitment activists. “You just kind of feel like you’re out there and you forget
that there’s other people doing the same type of thing, that our volunteers are
facing the same kind of challenges.” While local impacts are easier to eval-
uate, assessing the status of national counter-recruitment organizing is also
appropriate. What has this work achieved? What challenges lie ahead?

Contemporary Counter-Recruitment Organizing

Counter-recruiters understand, as Paula Villanueva-Hoffman in Los Angeles
said, that organizing levels “ebb and flow” depending on the “political
situation.” In Chapter 4, we suggested “hot wars” generate more counter-
recruitment organizing activity (as measured by new participants and greater
opportunities for funding). With the US military role in Iraq and Afghanistan
greatly reduced, volunteers for counter-recruitment seem harder to find.
A number of activists we interviewed cited the reality of getting older, and
some expressed their desire for a change in leadership. “If only I could find
someone to take over . . . ,” one wistfully told us. This situation has forced
cutbacks in the amount of work some local groups undertake, and has ended
counter-recruitment organizing in smaller, more rural communities. As a
whole, movement activity has fallen from the peak years of the Iraq War
in parallel with the diminished use of US combat troops abroad. According
to Rick Jahnkow, about half of the groups listed in the online organizational
directory of NNOMY are currently functioning. Still, if approximately 75
groups are active today, that number far exceeds the organizations affiliated
with the National Campaign to Demilitarize Our Schools (NCDOS) in the
1990s (approximately 60) and suggests a vitality within counter-recruitment.
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While those are encouraging numbers, they do not tell the whole story.
In our interviews, activists shared frustrations about fund-raising. The eco-
nomic downturn has challenged most non-profits to raise money; yet, many
people told us potential donors did not understand the issues involved in
counter-recruitment or failed to see value in their work opposing militarism
in schools. As noted, the AFSC’s decision to dismantle national counter-
recruitment fieldwork (its Youth and Militarism division) has made it more
difficult to undertake this work at the community level. Local groups that
often lack adequate funding and time to do research now must assem-
ble and distribute updated literature, a task formerly done by the AFSC
national office. Despite these difficulties, some AFSC chapters like the one
in Western Massachusetts continue to raise money, pay staff, monitor mil-
itary recruiting practices, and visit local schools to discuss alternatives to
the military. As demonstrated throughout this book, local grassroots groups
such as NWSubPEP and Sustainable Options for Youth show it is possi-
ble to accomplish much with a volunteer staff and on a shoestring budget.
Although the last national counter-recruitment conference was in 2009,
NNOMY today remains a steady presence. Carol Van Houten, in Eugene,
described NNOMY as “an incredibly valuable resource.” One of NNOMY’s
few paid staff members designs the website, ensures that it is updated with
news and information, and recruits volunteers to create original content. The
result is a national information clearinghouse that helps orient activists new
to the movement and provides organizing updates from across the country.
For many, the support from NNOMY, along with the Yahoo! e-mail list, has
enabled them to connect to other activists to share information and learn
about local strategies of resistance to school militarism.

Hardly unique to counter-recruitment, these struggles may in fact be
reflective of the larger status of peace activism in the United States. Absent
a war to oppose, the “peace movement” has struggled to recruit and retain
volunteers; been challenged by lack of consistent funding; and has achieved
a limited political impact. With much progressive activism diffused into
numerous other issues, efforts to oppose forms of American militarism may
seem impractical to some; or that the concerns involved have limited rele-
vance in the lives of others. In this context, and given the nature of counter-
recruitment activism, its varied accomplishments are, in fact, exceptional.

What Has the Movement Achieved?

Since 2010, when we began researching this topic, we have become aware of
new collaborations between the military and public education. These include
recently established military-style charter schools in Florida, Oregon, and
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Illinois, as well as an Air Force-sponsored Lego robotics competition for
Ohio middle school students. With the number of military outreach pro-
grams increasing, the achievements in the field of counter-recruitment may
appear to be like putting a finger in a leaking dike. But we prefer to view
counter-recruitment another way. Given the enormous power and resources
the Pentagon has invested to market the military to children; and the combi-
nation of legislation, patriotism, and fear that create the conditions in which
school militarism can thrive with little or no regulation; to record any progress
against these forces is remarkable. “How do you stop militarism?” asked Noah
Mrowczynski, a veteran in the Portland area. “How is a grassroots organiza-
tion going to fight a $700 million recruiting budget? You know? I mean, it’s
just mind-boggling.” Given this challenge, and the way that organizing cam-
paigns are localized and dependent on the political context, activists caution
that there can be no uniform measure of success. Thus, for some groups, it
may mean handing out more literature or having more student contacts at
high schools than the year before. For others, increasing the number of stu-
dents whose private information is kept out of the hands of recruiters is a
notable triumph. At the end of our interview, Rick Jahnkow told us what
success means for him:

It’s small things. Once in a while, a group can achieve something bigger, and
that is great but it doesn’t define success for groups in some other small town
somewhere where there’s no way they can do that.

One way of measuring the impact of counter-recruitment as a national move-
ment, then, is to assess how campaigns that have achieved “something bigger”
can have a significant influence on local school districts in other communities.

Early in 2009, a colonel from the Army’s 6th Recruiting Brigade expressed
hope that someday an Army unit would sponsor every primary and secondary
school in Los Angeles.1 Similar sponsorship programs exist throughout the
United States, where soldiers volunteer as tutors and “lunch buddies” to chil-
dren in elementary and middle schools. To date, however, there is a reason
the Army has failed in its goal of infiltrating every public school in Los
Angeles. Thanks to campaigns initiated by Arlene Inouye and supporters
within the Coalition for Alternatives to Militarism (CAMS), a series of policy
changes occurred that had a transformative impact. The Los Angeles Unified
School District (LAUSD) made it easier for parents and students to opt-out
of federal mandates on rendering student information to the Pentagon; the
school board—pressured by CAMS— passed a policy regulating the military
recruiter presence in LAUSD; and more Los Angeles schools began to closely
monitor the behavior of military recruiters. To educate other organizers on
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how to successfully push for similar policy change, CAMS activists have
shared community organizing resources on the group’s website; these include
downloadable materials on topics such as “Working With Union Reps at the
School,” and “People Skills: How to Frame the Issues.”

In Oakland, as well, military recruiters previously enjoyed a permissive
atmosphere in which to market their wares. But the successful campaign by
BAY-Peace Youth Action Team members raised awareness around the issue of
school militarism, built a coalition with other non-profit advocacy groups in
the Bay Area, and eventually led to a school board resolution in 2010. Pablo
Paredes, who helped organize that campaign, explained the transformative
impact of this resolution.

At the start of the year in every OUSD [high school], they have to play a video
explaining what JAMRS and opt-out [are]. That’s like, “We believe it’s our
duty to inform you about your rights around privacy in the military.” That’s
huge. That’s a culture shift. Now you have every administrator in every school
listening to this 15-minute video about this issue every year. That’s powerful,
right?

In New York City, the largest school district in the country, militarism used
to be so normalized that 13 percent of high school students reported seeing
military recruiters in their schools on a weekly basis, while 35 percent said
military personnel moved freely within their schools.2 Following a year-long
campaign by the Youth Activists-Youth Allies (YA-YA) Network, however,
this all changed. Now, in order to be in compliance with a 2009 regulation
handed down by the chancellor of the New York City public schools, military
recruiters no longer enjoy unfettered access to school property. Moreover,
each of the more than 400 high schools across New York’s five boroughs must
designate someone from the staff to serve as a “military monitor.”

Measuring the impact of the national counter-recruitment movement is
largely a matter of cataloging these achievements. As Barbara Harris, profiled
in Chapter 5, sums up the national movement, “It’s a lot of little pockets”
and “a lot of little pockets make a big bag, a big bundle.” Although local cam-
paigns take place in different communities with different needs and in sharply
divergent contexts, they conceivably all have a national impact. Of note, at
the time these campaigns were ongoing, the principal actors in these struggles
(Pablo Paredes and Susan Quinlan in Oakland, Amy Wagner in New York,
Arlene Inouye in Los Angeles) were active in the National Network Oppos-
ing the Militarization of Youth (NNOMY). They wrote articles for Draft
NOtices. They traveled to the 2009 NNOMY conference in Chicago, where
they led workshops and facilitated discussions about campaign strategy. The
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ability to influence other local organizing efforts is therefore a notable impact
of these different counter-recruitment efforts. Thus, in 2011, one year after
BAY-Peace secured an innovative policy allowing students to remove their
names from the Pentagon’s Joint Advertising, Market Research & Studies
(JAMRS) database, NWSubPEP activists pursued a similar strategy in Illinois
District 214. “We were definitely inspired by people in the counter recruit-
ment community at large,” Libby Frank recalled. “We would not have known
about the JAMRS if it hadn’t been for [BAY-Peace].”

The effect of counter-recruitment can also be seen on the personal level,
where we noticed similar transformations. According to Loretta Pyles of the
University of Albany, one of the “chief elements” of any social movement is
a “change in consciousness” among movement participants. This can occur
“when people come to believe that social systems are unjust and are losing
legitimacy.”3 Uruguayan writer Raúl Zibechi has affirmed that participating
in a social movement necessarily entails conversion, a process that involves
“negating or moving beyond” one’s former identity and place in the world.4

Personal change due to involvement with counter-recruitment is perhaps
most apparent among younger activists. Nancy Cruz and Davíd Morales,
who as students said “no” to their principal’s plan to replace a college prepara-
tory curriculum with military training at Mission Bay High School, spoke of
counter-recruitment as a process of “self-discovery” and “self-development.”
“Simply protesting in the streets,” Nancy suggested, “doesn’t do this”; while
Davíd finds “counter-recruitment is an avenue of self-discovery, a way to
get from theory to practice.” We recall that Davíd also went from being a
struggling student to college graduate (and now Fulbright scholar), a trans-
formation he attributes to his involvement with the anti-JROTC campaign.
Similarly, after participating in the AFSC-sponsored Social Justice Spring
Break, Chicago high school students proceeded to weave activist interests
into their academic work; others became involved with “peace clubs” at their
high schools. Assessing the full impact of counter-recruitment, therefore, also
means waiting to see how activists’ identities solidify and take shape in the
future.

Message Framing

The struggles and successes of the counter-recruitment movement suggest
several implications. For example, the way activists frame their issues is crit-
ical to the outcome of organizing campaigns. Historian Stewart Burns finds
“mainstream Americans have shown they can accept radical ideas that are
articulated in ways that make sense in the context of their own lives, espe-
cially if such ideas draw upon familiar American themes.”5 Student privacy,
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which taps into the strong civil libertarian tradition in American culture, has
been successfully employed to frame recent opt-out and ASVAB campaign-
ing. In the case of New York, Maryland, and at least ten other states, framing
ASVAB-related advocacy as a concern for student privacy has allowed organiz-
ers to secure the endorsement of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU),
a 500,000-member organization with deep pockets and strong ties to state
and national legislators. Alliances with the ACLU transformed opposition to
military testing into a mainstream concern, recasting these legislative cam-
paigns from an issue of school militarism to one of parental consent and
student rights. Stressing these more inclusive messages, counter-recruiters
should continue to cultivate the support of parents and educators, as well
as civil libertarians. But while activists have so far directed most outreach at
left-leaning civil libertarians, they have apparently overlooked those on the
right. Many counter-recruitment groups might reject the idea of working
with their ideological opponents. Yet if activists fine-tune their message, they
could reach many “conservatives,” who with their instinctive suspicion of gov-
ernment overreach would likely object to an unregulated military presence in
schools.6 Tapping into a broader base of parents and community members,
therefore, would likely strengthen the potential impact of local organizing
efforts.

If a broader message offers more potential for success, an anti-war (or
ideological) framing of counter-recruitment campaigns has been less effec-
tive. During the 1990s, multi-year campaigns to ban military recruiters from
high schools in Rochester and Portland only succeeded when ideological
frames were replaced by arguments in support of equal rights for gays and
lesbians (who at that time were not allowed to openly serve in the armed
forces). As noted in Chapter 3, in even the most liberal precincts of American
society such as San Francisco, support of the military is strong enough to
prevent ideologically oriented campaigns from succeeding. Conversely, edu-
cational equity framing may be effectively used to discourage enrollment in
JROTC. In San Diego, for example, student activists in the Education Not
Arms Coalition made an argument that resonated with working-class stu-
dents and their parents: by eliminating college preparatory programs to make
room in the school’s budget for JROTC, the school administration was essen-
tially denying some students a chance to go to college and move up the social
ladder.

While the framing of issues matters in counter-recruitment organizing,
the question of who delivers the message is just as important. Which high-
lights another implication of our research: counter-recruiters need to enlist
more youth, parents, and veterans as volunteers. Youth seem to react more
positively to their message, activists told us, when presented by someone
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close to the same age as them. Jeff Napolitano, coordinator of the Western
Massachusetts chapter of AFSC, said the college interns he brings into schools
get far more student interactions than he does; high school students, his expe-
rience suggests, are more apt to engage with younger organizers. An equally
important consideration is to recruit youth of color as activists. Many
counter-recruiters recognize that this needs to be a priority, since African
American and Latina/o youth are typically the population most heavily tar-
geted by military recruiters. Pablo Paredes proposed one promising route.
Groups with minimal resources can set aside funds to hire a student intern
or provide a practicum that allows students to earn college credit.7 Small
steps like this could ensure participation of youth (and youth of color) in
counter-recruitment campaigns while also contributing to building the next
generation of social justice activists. Further, research by Federico Rossi shows
youth activists are motivated most by “expectancy of success.”8 Thus, adult
organizers may see more results from asking youth to help in a policy-oriented
campaign if they stress that such campaigns are in fact winnable.

Counter-recruitment organizations may also appear more credible when
their ranks include parents of children currently enrolled in high school.
As one activist from suburban Chicago noted, having group members with
children in high schools is a strategic advantage in organizing campaigns.
Moreover, in Seattle, when parents used the power of mainstream organi-
zations like their school’s PTA, they were more effective generating media
coverage, raising awareness, and pressing for change. As suggested, activists
may be more successful attracting parents to their cause if they stress the
theme of protecting children (and student privacy) in their public messages.
The 2012 resolution on military recruiting in schools by the American Public
Health Association, with its evidence-based call to protect a vulnerable pop-
ulation from sophisticated military salesmen, provides an effective template
for reaching more parents.

In addition, military veterans need to get more involved in counter-
recruitment. When talking about military service and the realities of war,
veterans have the advantage of enjoying “automatic credibility” (in the words
of the Army War College report on counter-recruitment)9 with any audi-
ence. Sandra Williams, an activist with CAMS in Los Angeles, told us that
she sometimes has to contend with skepticism from students: “They ask, ‘Are
you a vet?’ And when I say ‘no’ they’re like, ‘Well, you don’t know what
you’re talking about’.” Reports of similar treatment were repeated by many of
the non-veteran activists in our study. Fortunately, peace-oriented veterans’
organizations like Vietnam Veterans Against the War (VVAW), Iraq Veterans
Against the War, and Veterans for Peace have thousands of members and a
long history of involvement in counter-recruitment. And, as in the case of
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the VVAW’s 1984 Madison, Wisconsin campaign, some of their efforts have
had a transformative impact on local schools. However, many activists lament
that their attempts to recruit veterans have been stymied by lack of follow-
up on the part of veterans’ organizations; and they have difficulty gaining
the participation of younger veterans from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Building stronger ties to these and other community groups can widen the
base of resistance to school militarism. In sum, by coalescing with other con-
stituencies and organizations to form a broader and more unified movement,
counter-recruiters will more effectively force policy makers to take a stand on
these issues.

Future Challenges

“What we’re working towards is becoming irrelevant. You realize that, right?”
We asked NWSubPEP members what their future organizing might entail.
In response, Pat told us, in a half-joking way, “we’re trying to work ourselves
out of a job here” by restricting recruiters to school counseling offices. But
she and other activists quickly noted they will never find themselves made
redundant. Even if District 214 were to pass such restrictive policies, Libby
pointed out, “then maybe we could concentrate on other things like get-
ting student peace groups going and stuff like that.” Libby has a point:
there will always be work for counter-recruiters. In what follows, we offer
a brief summary of key challenges that will undoubtedly add to their future
workload.

Most activists we interviewed understand that militarism in high schools
is just one piece of a larger cultural phenomenon supporting violence, war,
and unquestioning reverence for the military. While a few counter-recruiters
(Barbara Harris being one example) do engage in activities to combat other
manifestations of militarism (e.g., protesting the sale of “war toys”), more
should be done on this front. However, given the limited resources of most
grassroots counter-recruitment organizations, it will be a challenge to find
the time for this broader work. An important aspect of militarism that is
often overlooked is the military’s extensive outreach programs targeting fifth-
through eighth-grade students. According to Rick Jahnkow, “We need more
people, more organization to re-focus attention on education so that we can
cover the entire spectrum, K-12.”

There are reasons for targeting what the Army euphemistically calls “pre-
prospects,” children between the ages of 10 and 14.10 Those who study
youth’s “propensity to enlist” consistently find that by age 16 or 17, young
people have made up their minds on the question of whether they will
choose military service.11 Thus, the Air Force’s new “Recruiter After Next
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Initiative” stresses the need to assist “future recruiters” by reaching out today
to “a younger generation that’s not yet ready to join.”12 “Pre-prospecting” by
the military usually takes innocuous forms that can make it harder to cri-
tique than traditional recruiting programs in high schools. With the so-called
STEM fields (science, technology, engineering, and math) currently in vogue
in American education, numerous military-sponsored STEM programs are
facilitating military recruiters’ access to young children. One example is a
program called STARBASE, which receives around $20 million of Pentagon
funding each year to bring children (mostly fifth-graders) onto military instal-
lations for a weeklong session of “hands-on” science instruction. Military
personnel talk to youth about STEM careers in the military, while an eval-
uation form asks children at the end of the week if their experiences in
STARBASE have helped them view the military more favorably. The pro-
gram reached more than 60,000 students in 2011. The case of STARBASE
highlights the need for an expanded focus within counter-recruitment on
political education. In our research, we found evidence that suggests many
educators and politicians remain ignorant of the military’s deep involvement
in schools. When Barbara Harris managed to speak directly to New York
State’s Commissioner of Education, she was surprised to learn he was not
aware of the privacy concerns surrounding ASVAB testing. According to
a recent report of the Western Massachusetts AFSC, when former Con-
gressman John Olver once asked about the work AFSC does in Western
Massachusetts, he was informed that AFSC staff regularly visited schools
“to talk to students about alternatives to military service.” “Why would
you want to talk about that?,” the 11-term congressman replied. Staff then
had to explain that military personnel are allowed to visit high schools
regularly. “Congressman Olver didn’t realize that when he voted in favor
of No Child Left Behind in 2001,” the report notes, “he voted to allow
nearly unfettered access by the military to the children of all of the pub-
lic high schools in his district (and the country).” Because elected officials
must be familiar with many policy issues, they may lack knowledge of or
interest in school militarism. An expanded emphasis on political education
can thus make more visible the military’s hidden influence in American
schools.

As many of our interviewees also noted, counter-recruitment is not effec-
tively performed on an individual level. Tackling the challenges ahead means
individual groups cannot afford to stay isolated, but must better coordinate
with other activists in their regions. We were surprised to learn that in sev-
eral states, counter-recruitment organizations, whose members complained
of being isolated and of feeling cut off from the national movement, showed
little interest in connecting to other groups active in a neighboring city or
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county. Organizing regional meetings—in person or “remotely”—to share
experiences and strategies would not only reduce feelings of isolation, but it
could also facilitate large-scale policy campaigns targeting the presence of the
military in schools at the regional or state level.13

From our research, it is clear that activists have had success forming com-
munity coalitions to counter the military presence in public schools. We saw
this in Oakland in 2009–2010, in Seattle with the struggle to prevent the
militarization of Rainier Beach High School, and in other examples. How-
ever, we also find too often there is a lack of strategic thinking among
counter-recruitment groups. Overall, the effect is that the task of organizing
coalition partners in the community becomes more re-active than pro-active.
Instead of strategically targeting key coalition partners like the local teachers
union, many counter-recruiters tend to approach only those with whom they
have pre-existing relationships or natural affinities. Thus, when we asked our
interviewees about coalition-building, we frequently heard about their work
with progressive faith-based organizations: peace churches like the Unitarians
and Quakers. While activists have had success securing endorsements from
organizations like the NAACP, too often these partnerships were ad hoc rather
than consistently maintained over time. A challenge for counter-recruiters,
then, is to forge lasting bonds with these groups and others, to move beyond
their comfort zones, and become more competent at cross-difference orga-
nizing. As Bernice Reagon, musician and veteran of the US civil rights
movement, observed: “Coalition work is not work done in your home . . . You
shouldn’t look for comfort.”14

One promising step in this direction is The Call to Save Civilian
Education.15 The brainchild of the NNOMY steering committee, The Call
was launched in September 2014 with the purpose of reaching out to groups
not already involved in youth and militarism work. At the time of writing,
it had approximately 70 endorsements from organizations like the National
Lawyers Guild and prominent scholars and educators. With such broad-based
coalitions in place, employing issue frames that demonstrate how the issue of
school militarism intersects with racism, social class, and poverty, counter-
recruiters can build on their success. A key theme in this book is that school
militarization has reached scandalous levels in the United States, and urgent
action is needed to reverse this harmful trend. Those profiled in this book
demonstrate a path of resistance that others can follow. They also offer a clear-
eyed analysis of an issue that has gone virtually unnoticed by most school
stakeholders across the country—parents, teachers, and policy makers. This
critical perspective, as summarized by Tim Franzen of Atlanta AFSC, should
serve as a reminder of what is at stake:



Conclusion ● 127

I think that child soldiering is wrong in Nigeria, and it’s wrong in the United
States too. When we have military recruiters that are sitting at a desk speaking
with 14-year-olds in our school, that’s child soldiering and it’s happening in our
own back yards . . . These kids are being filled with lies by folks that basically
are taught the same failed techniques as used car salesmen. That’s unacceptable.



 

Erratum to:  Counter-Recruitment and the Campaign to 
Demilitarize Public Schools 

Scott Harding and Seth Kershner 

“The copyright holder of this book was incorrect. The correct copyright holder 
is © Scott Harding and Seth Kershner.” 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
The online version of the updated book can be found under 
DOI 10.1057/9781137493279 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

S. Harding and S. Kershner, Counter-Recruitment and the Campaign to Demilitarize Public Schools, 
DOI: 10.1057/9781137493279_8, 

© Scott Harding and Seth Kershner,  2016                                                                                                E1 

      



Appendix A: Sample Lesson Plans
for Classroom Teachers

As we have pointed out at various times throughout the book, the ubiquity
of militarism in American schools normalizes and at the same time shields
it from critique. If it is difficult for adults to think through these issues, to
unpack the ways militarism intersects with race, power, and class, it is even
harder for youth. After all, they are going through a time in their lives when
it can be awkward to stand out from their peers, to question the reigning
shibboleths of American society. Especially for young males raised on violent
video games like America’s Army and Halo, war and conflict can seem as cool
as the soldiers they see saving the day in blockbuster films like Transformers.
For teachers, then, it is not so much a question of how to help students
pierce their own “mental armor,” but simply to get them to notice that it
exists.

For teachers interested in the themes that we discuss in this book, here are
two lessons that can be adapted to fit a high school level class in social studies,
English, or another relevant subject. (Short descriptions and links to other
helpful teaching resources appear in Appendix B.) Both lessons originally
appeared in Camouflaged, a 185-page curriculum developed by the New York
Collective of Radical Educators (NYCoRE) and published in 2011. With
permission of NYCoRE, they are reprinted here with minor edits for clarity
and concision.

According to its website, NYCoRE is a “group of current and former pub-
lic school educators and their allies committed to fighting for social justice
in our school system and society at large.” There are a variety of ways to
get involved, including monthly membership meetings, annual conferences,
and ongoing projects concerning topics such as racial justice and curriculum
development. For more information, we encourage you to visit http://www.
nycore.org/.

The complete version of Camouflaged is available to purchase at a very
affordable price from the online retailer Lulu (http://www.lulu.com).
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Lesson Plan 1: Perceptions of Life in the US Military: Help Wanted

Overview

In this lesson, students begin to notice the messages the military provides
about what it would be like to be a soldier. In later lessons, students will be
provided with alternative voices to help them critically analyze these messages.

Objectives

● Students will identify their perception of life in the US military and
critique the sources of information that have informed their perception.

● Students will develop use of descriptive language.
● Students will employ skills of critical analysis of visual images.

Materials

● Recruitment posters, magazine ads, movie posters, photocopies of
toy and video game advertisements or boxes. To obtain US military
recruitment materials, contact your local recruitment centers or call
1.800.USA.ARMY or 1.800.USA.NAVY and request materials.

● Worksheet 1: Describing an Image
● Worksheet 2: Describing an Image Homework Sheet

Warm Up

Write five words that come to mind when you picture a soldier in the
US Army. Or write a description of what someone in the US Army does.

Activity

1. Share Warm Up responses.

a. Teacher creates a web with “Soldier” in the middle, connecting the
students’ descriptions to the center word.

2. Discuss where these images come from.

a. Prompt students by asking them what images they have seen
from television, print advertisements, commercials, toys, movies, or
stories from family and friends.

b. You can add the sources of the images to the web, connecting the
sources to the descriptions.
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3. Break students into groups of four or five students.
4. Pass out folders with images of soldiers.
5. Students use Worksheet 1 to describe each image in their folders.
6. After completing image descriptions, have some volunteers share their

work.

Homework/Assessment

Looking for military messages in your own life.
Have students look through magazines, TV, online, or other media sources

they use on a regular basis. Use Worksheet 2 to describe and analyze their
images. Collect these images to use in Lesson #7.

Lesson 1 Extension Activities

1. Analyzing the portrayal of the military in popular films: Watch a pop-
ular military film such as Pearl Harbor, Black Hawk Down, or Saving
Private Ryan and ask students to examine the depiction of soldiers’ jobs.

Some possible movie discussion questions are the following:

● What are the duties of the soldiers in the films?
● Make a list of adjectives of what makes a “good soldier” according to the

film.
● What is life like for the military characters?
● Does this film make you want to be a soldier?

Lesson Plan 1: Worksheet 1: Describing an Image

Name___________________

1. What media is being used? Circle one:
Television Magazine/Newspaper Ad Toy/Toy Ad Movie Poster

2. Who is this picture of?
3. Is there an enemy shown? If so, who is it?
4. How old is the person in the US military?
5. Where is the person?
6. What is the person doing? What jobs or activities is the person

performing?
7. What qualities does the person need in order accomplish his/her tasks?

(List at least three)
8. Is there a slogan or written message? If so, what is it? If not, make one

up that you think would fit the image.
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Lesson Plan 1: Worksheet 2: Describing an Image Homework

Name___________________

1. What media is being used? Circle one:
Television Magazine/Newspaper Ad Toy/Toy Ad Movie Poster

2. What is the source of your image?
3. Who is this a picture of?
4. Where is the person?
5. What is the person doing? What jobs or activities is the person

performing?
6. What message is the military trying to send with this image?

Lesson Plan 2: Military Recruitment Strategies: How They Get You

Overview

In this lesson, students will develop skills to critically analyze military
recruitment strategies they may encounter.

Objectives

● Students will identify and analyze strategies and tactics used to recruit
youth to join the military.

● Students will develop note-taking skills.

Materials

● Worksheet 3: Military Recruitment Strategies
● Recruiter Role Play Profile Sheets A–D
● All That He Can Be, by Bree Picower16

Warm Up

Students write any personal experiences they have had with recruiters and/or
recruitment material.

Activity

1. Have students share their personal experiences with recruiters and
recruitment materials.
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2. Discuss in whole group format:

● What do we notice about our experiences with recruiters and
recruitment materials?

● Describe the ways in which they try to convince people to join the
military.

3. Pass out Worksheet 3: Military Recruitment Strategies. From student
responses, write a list of recruiting strategies on the board. Students
should be taking notes on Worksheet 3.

4. Military Recruiter Role Play

a. Ask for five volunteers. Each volunteer receives a Recruiter Role Play
Profile sheet to become familiar with their character.
Characters:

Two Recruiters—Recruiter Role Play Profile A
Three youth—Recruiter Role Play Profiles B–D
Youth # 1—curious, wants to know more
Youth # 2—resistant
Youth # 3—immigrant status

The three volunteers who will play Youths 1–3 gather to prepare
(outside room, in corner . . . )

b. Meanwhile, the two volunteers playing recruiters read Recruiter
Role Play Profile A out loud with the rest of the class. Using
Worksheet 3: Military Recruitment Strategies, the class continues
to add to the two lists using strategies found in the Recruiter Role
Play Profile A sheet.

c. Act out Military Recruiter Role Play. As the five volunteers act out
their play, students should be looking for the use of military recruit-
ment strategies and reasons why youth may join. They should check
off those that they have already identified and add new items to their
worksheets.

5. Role-Play Reflection

● Volunteers describe playing their roles.
● Audience members share strategies they added to Worksheet 3:
Military Recruitment Strategies.
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Homework

Have students read the fictional story All That He Can Be. Home-
work questions are at the end of the story. Distribute another copy of
Worksheet 3: Military Recruitment Strategies so students can identify additional
strategies.

Lesson Plan 2: Worksheet 3: Military Recruitment Strategies

Name___________________
Use this worksheet to generate lists of “Military Recruitment Strategies”

and “Reasons Youth May Join the Military.” You will need these lists as you
watch the role play later in class and read the homework story (Table A1).

Table A1

Military Recruitment Strategies Reasons Youth Join the Military

Lesson Plan 2: Recruiter Role-Play—Profile A

Military Recruiter

You are a military recruiter for the US Army. Each month you have a quota
that you must meet for signing up new recruits to join the army. Your job
security and performance reviews are dependent upon your ability to meet
your quotas. If you exceed your quota, you receive rewards and bonuses. Your
main targets are high school students who are unsure about attending col-
lege or can be persuaded to put off college in order to join the military.
Students from families that are financially burdened are especially easy to
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recruit because you can often convince them to join the military in order to
pay for college in the future.

In directing you on how to deal with schools and families, The Army’s
School Recruiting Program Handbook states that “you must convince them that
you have their students’ best interests in mind.” You are told by the Army to
“attend as many school activities as possible” and to look out for, inform and
“know your student influencers, students who stand out as leaders among
their peers” because “they can and will provide you with referrals who will
enlist.”

Sometimes young people will have concerns about the risks of joining the
military, especially in these times of the “war on terror.” You must down-
play the risks of war. Encourage students to think that they can focus on
“noncombat” roles in the Army. There are many noncombat roles such as
computer programmer, vehicle and aircraft repair, systems engineer, systems
analyst, administrative positions, chef, data entry, and communications spe-
cialist. You should lead students to believe that they will be able to be placed
in these jobs.

Remember, you are a sales person; your job depends on your ability to sell
the military. Think of things to tell young people that will glorify the military
experience. Don’t focus so much on the hard work, long hours, and relatively
low pay; these aspects of the job only discourage young recruits. Instead,
focus on the new experiences that soldiers have, the travel opportunities, the
job skills they can develop, the respect that comes with the uniform, the pay-
check that comes in every other week, and the education grants that they can
receive, potentially totaling $50,000. Be sure to “encourage college-capable
individuals to defer their college until they have served in the army.”

Finally, be sure that you remember that anything you promise is not bind-
ing. You can tell the recruits anything you think they want to hear. The only
way that what you say is binding is if you put it in writing. Verbal commit-
ments mean nothing, but make sure you don’t tell the recruits that. As soon
as they sign the recruitment papers they are bound to the statements included
in the form.

Use the knowledge you gained from the homework worksheet in which
you analyzed military messages to persuade your recruits.

Recruitment Strategies

To recruit Youth #1: You should stress the status you gain for serving your
country. Also, highlight the possibilities of noncombat rules.

To recruit Youth #2: Highlight college funding, getting a regular paycheck;
taking care of yourself and your family. Convince them that the Iraq war was
about freedom and democracy for Americans and Iraqis.
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To recruit Youth #3: Highlight citizenship; the right to vote; the benefit
of being a US citizen; and giving back to the country that has taken them in.

Lesson Plan 2: Recruiter Role-Play—Profile B

Youth #1

You are a high school senior who is unsure about your plans for next year.
You’ve heard that the military might be a good place to go for a young person
who needs to find purpose and direction in his or her life. A few graduates
from last year that you know joined the Army and Marines, and as far you
know they have enjoyed it. At least they’ve looked good when they’ve come
back to visit in their uniforms. Everyone gives them so much attention in the
uniforms, and you wouldn’t mind gaining some of that status. Plus, you can
always go to college after you serve and they’ll help pay. That is, of course, if
you don’t get killed in combat somewhere by some “terrorists.”

On the other hand, you don’t necessarily believe in what the US mili-
tary does around the world. You also don’t feel like dying for your country,
especially at such a young age. Sometimes you think that the United States
should just mind its own business. It seems like the United States is just
interested in oil and other economic things, and not really the freedom and
safety of other people around the world. You aren’t sure that you want to be
part of that system and help the military carry out the government’s selfish
missions.

Furthermore, you had a cousin who joined the military and died in an
operation in Iraq trying to secure peace and freedom for the Iraqis. He said
that many Iraqis didn’t see the US military presence as peaceful or liberating.
This has made you and the rest of your family wary of joining the military.
Nevertheless, you are curious about the military and you’d like to find out
more from a military recruiter in order to make your decision.

Lesson Plan 2: Recruiter Role-Play—Profile C

Youth #2

You are a high school senior, and you’ve always been against war and violence.
Whenever you see news reports about wars around the world, your stomach
turns and you can’t imagine why people need to resort to such measures in
order to solve problems. You’ve noticed military recruiters in your school hall-
ways and many of your friends have been talking to them. Some have already
signed commitments and are bragging about going to the Army and being
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able to kill some terrorists. You don’t support international terrorism, but
you don’t think that US policies toward other nations are right.

One thing that has been weighing on your mind lately is your older
brother who is in jail. You don’t want to end up like him and fall into the
wrong crowd after high school. Your brother was smart, but your family
couldn’t afford to pay for his college tuition. He started college, but ended
up dropping out for financial reasons. He did what he could to get money
by hustling, but it caught up with him. Your family is in no better economic
shape, and you’re worried about paying for college. You certainly don’t want
to end up taking the road that your brother did.

You’ve told your friends that they’ve made mistakes by signing up for the
Army, but they just laugh at you and call you scared. Some have told you
about all the great benefits that you get from military service. The most entic-
ing is the paycheck and the money the government will give you for college.
You must admit that these two things don’t sound so bad. You’ve told a cou-
ple of friends that you’ll talk to a recruiter just to prove to them that you can’t
be swayed in your resistance to the military and in your refusal to join in any
type of warlike actions.

Lesson Plan 2: Recruiter Role-Play—Profile D

Youth #3

You are a high school senior who is an immigrant from the Dominican
Republic who is unsure about your opportunities after high school. You
legally immigrated to the United States from the Dominican Republic with
your parents and younger sister when you were in middle school. You’ve had
solid grades in school even though having to learn in English has made your
educational experience in the United States difficult. Your immigrant status
has made you feel unsure about whether or not you will be able to pay for
college or access other opportunities after high school is over. Your family has
been trying to save money and find ways to get your older brother and sister,
who had to stay in the Dominican Republic, into the United States to be with
the rest of the family.

While walking through the cafeteria you’ve noticed the military recruiters
and you’re interested in the opportunity the military gives you to become a
citizen. Some of your friends who are also immigrant students have been talk-
ing about joining the military very seriously over the last month or so. Your
friends told you that the recruiters promised that they could become citi-
zens right after starting active duty during this time of war. The recruiters
also told your friends that with citizenship a person would be able to
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serve the country that has given immigrants so much. Further, by becom-
ing a citizen, the recruiters said that you would be able to have access to more
scholarships and jobs after your military service. Finally, by becoming a citi-
zen your family members would also receive benefits and be able to apply for
visas for other family members.

Still you have a number of doubts about joining the military. A teacher you
respect told you that the military itself does not grant you citizenship, that
they can only submit your application for evaluation through immigration
services. Also, although you have benefited from living in the United States,
you do not support the US military presence in the Middle East. You also
had a friend in a similar immigration situation who graduated from your
school last year, enlisted in the military, but was denied his application for
citizenship when he declared that he did not want to participate in a war
because he thought it was wrong and unjust. You also had another friend
who died while fighting in Iraq and had not been able to apply for citizenship
when he wanted to. His parents, who did not speak English very well, did
not realize that they could apply for his citizenship after he died, so they are
only recently learning that they might still be able to benefit from their son’s
tremendous sacrifice.



Appendix B: Additional Resources

This following provides references to several organizations, websites, and
reading materials. It includes brief descriptions of key coalitions and networks
currently involved with counter-recruitment. A brief list of helpful resources
and recommended readings for teachers is also offered.

Organizations

American Friends Service Committee (AFSC)

One of the most well-known peace and justice organizations in the United
States, AFSC has approximately 40 chapters in the United States: http://afsc.
org.

Iraq Veterans Against the War (IVAW)

Founded in 2004, IVAW currently has members active in 48 states. The orga-
nization supports “truth in recruiting” efforts, and an IVAW speakers bureau
helps activists organize events and speaking engagements at schools: http://
ivaw.org.

National Coalition to Protect Student Privacy

Through its chapters across the United States, the Coalition has actively lob-
bied for state- and school district-level policy change around the Armed
Services Vocational Aptitude Battery. Specifically, the group advocates for
states to impose an “Option 8 mandate” for all schools administering the
ASVAB test: http://studentprivacy.org.

National Network Opposing the Militarization of Youth (NNOMY)

As an information clearinghouse, NNOMY provides easy access to reliable
reports, articles, and data on a host of issues related to school militarism.
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Also available to download is a counter-recruitment “starter kit” that includes
leaflets most commonly used by activists: http://nnomy.org.

Project on Youth & Non-Military Opportunities (Project YANO)

On Project YANO’s website, visitors can download a helpful activists’ guide
to gaining “equal access” to schools. There are also free downloads of select
articles from the Draft NOtices newsletter: http://projectyano.org.

Veterans for Peace (VFP)

Counter-recruitment is one of the most popular activities undertaken by VFP,
which boasts more than 100 chapters and thousands of members across the
United States: http://veteransforpeace.org.

War Resisters League (WRL)

Founded in 1917, there are currently dozens of WRL chapters in the United
States. Many are engaged in counter-recruitment, including groups in Texas,
Washington state, New York, and Connecticut: http://wrl.org.

Teaching Resources

Teaching About the Wars (Milwaukee: Rethinking Schools, 2013)

A 140-page resource guide published by the company best known for its
excellent quarterly magazine, Rethinking Schools. The guide contains a chapter
on teaching ideas on the topic of military recruiting. Especially useful is the
contribution by Bill Bigelow, a social studies teacher and curriculum edi-
tor at Rethinking Schools, which describes a lesson where students critically
analyze the military enlistment contract. Available to purchase from: http://
rethinkingschools.org.

Teaching for Social Justice? Voices from the Front Lines, by Connie
E. North (Paradigm, 2009)

North, a leading scholar-practitioner in the field of social justice edu-
cation, brings the reader into the classrooms of four K-12 teach-
ers to show how education can achieve what she calls “social justice
literacy.”
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I’d Rather Teach Peace, by Colman McCarthy (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 2008)

In this widely read book, McCarthy—a former reporter for the Washington
Post—describes his innovative approach to teaching peace studies in public
schools.

Choosing the Military as a Career: A Group Counseling Program that
Addresses Issues Not Presented by Recruiters, by Paul J. Ciborowski.
School Counselor 41, No. 4 (March 1, 1994): 305–309

While dated, this article remains one of the few on the topic of mil-
itary recruiting ever published in professional school counselor journals.
It describes how group counseling can help students make informed decisions
about military enlistment.

World Peace and Other 4th-Grade Achievements, by John Hunter
(Boston: Eamon Dolan/Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013)

In this book, John Hunter, a public school teacher and TED speaker, explores
the impact that his World Peace Game has had on students.
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