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STARTING AND RUNNING YOUR LOCAL CHAPTER


 INTRODUCTIONS 

Local chapters, located within individual high schools and communities across the country, are the backbone of HSDA. On the local level, members work on campaigns, register voters, educate their community about the political process, hold fundraisers, and even run for office themselves in order to improve their communities and turn their states blue. 

There are two options for establishing an HSDA chapter–you can either form a school-based chapter, or a community-based chapter. This guide will include instructions on how to start either.

First and foremost, if you’re interested in starting a chapter, you must reach out to your state chair! You can find your state chair’s contact information by visiting this page. They’ll answer any specific questions you may have, and establishing a relationship with them is instrumental so that you can take advantage of statewide events and opportunities, and become a part of the student community.  Many states make group chats with their members, organize events (such as campaign headquarter tours), offer leadership positions to all of their members, and much more.

HOW TO START A CHAPTER

STEP 1: Getting Approval for Your Club to Start
· Understand the procedures to start a club. Many schools have different procedures for proposing and starting a club. Some may require you to submit a semester’s worth of meeting ideas, collect signatures to see if people are interested, or find an advisor willing to supervise your club. Ask your teachers, administrators, or someone who is familiar with the process of starting a club at your school what the steps are to start your club.
· Complete all necessary paperwork. After you understand what the process is, complete all the necessary forms and steps to get your club approved at your school.
· Get assistance if you’re having trouble. Club approval processes differ by school, so you may run into problems with your school administration. If you need assistance, don’t hesitate to reach out to your state chair (the information is here) or national leadership. A copy of the Equal Access Act (Section 4071) is located at the end of this guide. 
· Start a community chapter if you can’t start one at your school. If you’re unable to form a chapter at your school, you can also start a chapter in your community! You don’t need approval from your school to start a chapter in your community.

STEP 2: Finding an Advisor
· Look for an advisor at your school. Once you’ve submitted all the necessary paperwork to your school, you need an advisor to supervise your meetings. This advisor is usually a teacher, or any member of the faculty who supervises clubs and can allow you to use their classroom. Look for history teachers, literature teachers, or teachers that are advisors of liberal-leaning clubs in your schools (ex. Gender-Sexuality Alliance, Environmental Club, Politics Club, Women’s Rights Club, etc.) and approach them about becoming an advisor for your club. These are just suggestions, as any teacher/administrator can act as a club advisor as well.
· Look for an advisor from your community. If you’re starting a community-based chapter, your advisor can be any adult community member. Your advisor can be someone who volunteers at your local Democratic party, a College Democrat, an adult interested in politics, or simply any adult that wants to help you out! Preferably, you find someone with political knowledge or experience so you can ask them for help when you need to, but any adult is fine. 
· Sample Dialogue:

	Student: Hi Mr. Wilson! My name is John, and I saw that you advised the Environmental Club here at Wilcox High School.

Teacher: I do!

Student: I was wondering, would you be interested in being an advisor to my High School Democrats of America chapter? We’re involved in helping elect Democrats, connecting students to politics, and providing the student body with opportunities to get involved in the causes they care about.

Teacher: That sounds interesting! I think I’d be interested in advising your club!




STEP 3: Registering Your Chapter and Members with HSDA
· Register your chapter and members with HSDA. Once your club is approved, you must register your chapter and all future chapter members with HSDA. You can go to hsdems.org/register to register your members  with HSDA. You can visit this form to register your chapter with HSDA. This will help us collect data and allows us to contact you about events and opportunities going on at the national-level. In addition, you should start to think about how you want to structure your club’s leadership team. While some clubs have formal boards or committees, others have more informal officer teams that have less structure than a traditional board. Common HSDA club officer positions include: Chair or President, Vice-Chair or Vice President, Social Media Director, Secretary, and even Treasurer. There are lots of possibilities, and it is your job as club leader to find a system and an organizational structure that works for your chapter.

STEP 4: Planning Your Year/Semester
· Plan your meetings in advance. A key component of running a successful club is planning your meetings in advance. At the beginning of the year, or before you launch your club, plan the semester or the year going forward. Meetings should be held at least once every week or once every other week.
· Create an outline of what exactly you plan to do each meeting. Your outline doesn’t have to delve into a lot of detail, but should be a general idea of what you plan to do each meeting and which events you will attend or host.
· Plan at least a month in advance. You can make the plans at the beginning of each month, plan out a semester’s worth of meetings, or even a year’s worth of meetings. We recommend planning at least a month in advance (or a semester/year in advance), so that you’re not scrambling the day or week before the meetings to put something together. 
· Here’s an example of a semester’s worth of meetings in a chart. The document also includes a fill-in-the blank semester/monthly planner that you can download and fill it in yourself to plan your meetings effectively.
· Your plans are not rigid and can be changed during the year. We also understand that unexpected movements may come up throughout the year, and sometimes, you may want to center your meetings around these issues. Feel free to move around or change meetings as you want to–the plan that you’ve built isn’t rigid and doesn’t need to be followed exactly as it is; it should serve as a guide and as a way to ensure structure for your meetings.

STEP 5: Advertising Your Club
· Congratulations! You’re almost ready to have your first meeting. 
· Before your first meeting, however, you need to ensure that people will show up. Keep in mind though, that your club doesn’t need to have a large number of members to be successful; even 2-3 dedicated members in a chapter are more than enough. However, finding members is still important, and you should do your best to reach out to other students. Advertising your club is a great way of doing this. At least week before your first meeting, you should start advertising your club. There are multiple ways to go about this:
· Hang up posters around the hall–some schools allow you to put posters on bulletin boards around the school, and this is a great way to get people’s attention. Use a website like canva.com to design a poster, print it, and hang it up around the school.
· If you’re starting a community chapter, ask your principal if you can hang up posters around your school to advertise your club meetings. Libraries, coffee shops, and local businesses may also allow you to hang up posters, so be sure to see if you can hang up posters at their location. As always, be sure to get permission from the location before you hang up posters!
· Click here to see some examples of posters that clubs have designed.
· Go to classrooms and present to students. Some teachers allow you to present about your club to their students and answer questions, so be sure to take advantage of this opportunity. Build up the enthusiasm!
· Advertise on the announcements. If your school allows you to advertise on announcements that happen every morning, be sure to mention what HSDA is, where you are meeting, and when you meet. 
· (Ex. Interested in political activism? Passionate about making the world a better place? Then join High School Democrats of Anderson High School! We meet every Wednesday at lunch in Mrs. Smith’s room, room 21. We hope to see you there, and we’ll have free cookies!)
· Clubs fair–if your school has a clubs fair, where clubs can set up a trifold board and present about there club, advertise your club there! Include what HSDA is, reasons people should join, and general information about high school political activism or reasons why it’s important to get involved. Have a sign-up sheet where people can write their emails. This way, you can send an email to people interested in joining regarding when your first meeting is. You can also hand out flyers or business cards with your meeting information on it.
· Sometimes, it can also help to hand out freebies! You can hand out small candies along with flyers, or give people a candy every time they write their email down for your mailing list. This way, people might come for the candy and leave excited to join HSDA!
· Word-of-mouth–One of the best ways (if not the best way) to get people to join your club is by personally talking to them. If you know people or have friends that are interested in politics, want to meet politicians, support the Democratic party, or get involved in political campaigns, tell them to join your club and get involved!
· If you know anyone that’s passionate about a particular issue (ex. Climate change, preventing gun violence, higher wages), tell them to join too! Let them know that the only way to push legislative action on the issues they care about is by voting politicians that care about those issues into office, like Democratic candidates.
· There are multiple opportunities for all different types of people–if someone prefers to work behind the scenes instead of attending public events, they can help with social media for campaigns, write for The Progressive Teen (HSDA’s student-run newspaper), or help plan the logistics of the club. On the other hand, if they are outgoing and love to get involved more publicly, let them know that HSDA provides them the opportunity to attend marches, rallies, speak publicly, get involved in campaigns, and many more!
· Talk to anyone and everyone. You never know who might be interested, and you may get someone to join out of curiosity and they could end up becoming an experienced political activist. 
· Get your friends/acquaintances to commit to coming–one of the best ways to get people to come to your meeting is by talking to your friends! Even if they aren’t particularly interested in politics, you can get them to come to the meeting just to see what it’s like. They may end up joining the club after your first meeting!
· If you are talking to strangers or people you don’t know, have a business card or flyer that you can give to them so that they can remember when and where the meeting is.
· Finally, tell them what’s in it for them! Whenever you’re talking to people about joining your chapter, you should tell them what they can gain from joining your chapter. They get experience with political activism, meet new people, learn about political careers, and can use volunteer hours, internship opportunities, leadership positions, letters of recommendation, etc. on college applications! :)
	HSDA Member: Hi Todd! How are you today?

Interested Student: I’m good, how about you?

HSDA Member: I’m good too, thanks! I just wanted to let you know that I’m starting a new club on campus called the Northside High School Democrats. Would you be interested in joining?

Interested Student: Gee, I don’t know. I’m pretty busy already.

HSDA Member: Well, you should still come to our first meeting and check it out! We’ll be providing you with internship opportunities, the ability to get involved in campaigns and get volunteer hours, meet new people and learn about political careers. Plus, if there’s any issue you’re particularly passionate about–such as climate change action, common- sense gun laws, women’s rights, you’ll have the opportunity to help elect candidates that care about those issues, and work on the causes you care about! What do you say? Can we count on you to come to our first meeting?

Interested Student: That sounds pretty cool! I’ll be there.

HSDA Member: Awesome! We can’t wait to see you there! Here’s a flyer with our contact information and information on when and where the club meets. *Hand interested student the flyer*




· Social media accounts–Create social media accounts on various websites–Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, and FaceBook are all great for visibility. Check out our digital engagement guide for more information on this.
· Be sure to follow request your friends and post about your meeting, so people know when and where they can find your meeting.
· Hand out flyers–Walking around the school, and handing out flyers is also a good option. You can create a flyer on a website like canva.com, and it should include information about what your club is, contact information for club leadership, and when and where you are meeting.
· Check out these designs for some inspiration.
· Reach out to people who have ever participated in marches/protests/rallies in your area and tell them about HSDA–if they’re already politically involved, there’s a high chance they’ll be interested in joining your chapter.
· Finally, and most importantly, if resources permit–have food at your first meeting and ADVERTISE THAT YOU HAVE FOOD!
· Bringing free food (especially pizza) to your first meeting is a great way to get people to come. They’ll come for the food, and after they stay and listen to your presentation about your club, they may be interested in joining. Be sure to run the meeting first and give out food during or after the meeting, so that people have an incentive to stay and listen to what you say as they wait for the food.





STEP 6: Holding Your First Meeting
· Your first meeting is by far the most important, as you will be giving your members and the rest of your school a first impression of your Local Chapter. The first meeting should be very upbeat, positive, organized, and most of all, fun. It is important that everyone feels included and welcome, and that they each find some importance in being involved. Below are some basic tips and suggestions for your first meeting. 
· Your first meeting is an introduction to your HSDA chapter! As such, it should include a basic overview of everything that your club does and will be doing.
· Before the meeting, create a slideshow presentation with all the necessary information. You can use this during your meeting to look professional and keep your audience engaged. Along with a slideshow, it’s helpful to have a printable agenda/schedule that people can take, which is especially useful when it comes to listing upcoming events or adding links that people might want to use that won't be up on the slideshow for that long. 
· Check out this slideshow for inspiration. 
· After you’ve created the slideshow and prepped what you need for your first meeting, you’re ready to get started.
· Here’s some tips for your first meeting:
· Before the meeting starts, come up with a plan as to how you’re going to run the meeting. The meeting should include an introduction to HSDA, what your club does/will do throughout the year, and an explanation as to why they should join!
· Here’s a sample meeting planner with an example of a meeting plan that you can download and fill in yourself.

· Start the meeting on time. This lets your members know that you are serious about the club, and expect to be productive and efficient in our search for your goals.
· Collect contact information from your members. This is to get your new members’ contact information, and to be able to contact them about future meetings. We have provided in the Appendix of this manual a sample collection sheet, which you can print out and pass around during the meeting to collect contact info. Chapter leaders should try to find whatever contact info is the most effective for each person and not just focus on emails and phone numbers. While one person may check email regularly, not everyone does. It's helpful to find the best way (snapchat, Instagram DM, FB Messenger, text, email, call, etc.) to contact somebody.
· Welcome your membership and guests. Don’t forget that your members need to feel appreciated and wanted!
· Introductions. After you have announced yourself and one thing about you, have each student in the room to do the same. Ask anyone in the room to share their experiences (positive or negative) with politics. 
· Explanation. Your members need to find reason to join! Make sure to explain both what our organization is, but also why they should be a part of it!
· Plans. Make sure to give your group a rough summary of what you will be doing throughout the year; national conferences, national conventions, helping with campaigns, going on trips, etc.
· Nominations. Explain what nominations are for and when you will be voting. Be sure to explain election procedures and the job descriptions of the various offices.
· Tell everyone when the next meeting is. Remember that you will need to be able to inform your members about the next meeting i.e. the date, location, etc. You will also likely need to use the contact information you collected.
· Tell them where to follow you on social media, how to sign up for an email list, etc.
· Thank everyone for coming! They took time out of their day to come to your club, and it’s important to acknowledge that.
· Hand out food! If you advertise that you will bring food to the meeting, pass it during the meeting or as people are leaving–this will give them an incentive to stay until the end of the meeting to get food, or will allow them to stay and watch your presentation as they are waiting.

STEP 7: Finding, Increasing, and Retaining Members
· Teenagers have a notoriously small attention span so it is often harder to start and keep their activism going especially in red states. The best way to retain them is to make being a Democrat about the ideas and policies we all care about and less about being part of the structure that their parents decried for years throughout their childhood and this recent election.
· So many students in red states across the country are Democrats but they identify as independents because the word Democrat is considered a slur in their family.
· Frame it as supporting an issue like “A better education system that rewards students and attracts better teachers.”
· Highlight the opportunities for growth within the organization, and make sure members are aware of ways they can take on new responsibilities, whether that’s on the local, state, or national level. Even asking somebody to do a relatively simple task can make them feel valued. Staying connected to the parent state and national organizations and emphasizing the larger community is also a great way to provide resources to members such as internships and events to attend that can help with retaining membership. 

STEP 8: Meetings During the Rest of the Year
· Congratulations! You’ve completed your first meeting. Throughout the rest of the school year (and possibly even during the summer), you will need to hold at least 2-4 meetings per month.
· Along with planning out your schedule by the month or semester, it’s important to flesh out how long your meeting will be and what exactly you will do during the meeting. This can be done the week before or a few days before the meeting:
· Download and use our sample meeting planner to plan the rest of your meetings easily.
· As you plan, be sure to create or find all the materials you’ll need during the meeting. So if you need a slideshow presentation, create that beforehand. If you need access to a projector, ask your teacher if you can use a projector that’s in their classroom. If you need to print things out, do that before the meeting too, so that you’re prepared and can ensure that everything runs smoothly.

· Tips and suggestions for your meetings. At the beginning of the meeting, go over the agenda for the day. At the end of the meeting, thank everyone for coming, and remind them when the next meeting is and if there’s anything they have to do–ex. Fill out a survey, sign-up to volunteer for a campaign, etc.

· Meeting Ideas. Below are some ideas for club meetings. You don’t have to do these exact activities, but you can use them as inspiration or as a starting point to get your club going.
· Discussion: Host a discussion on an issue that is important to you–it can range from climate change, to gun control, to reducing student debt, affordable housing, and many more. Come up with discussion questions before the meeting, and have your members discuss the issue, what Democrats could do about the issue, and come up with solutions to the issue.
· Lecture/Seminar: Have a lecture or seminar about a certain topic. This can range from a basic lesson on American government and civics, to campaign strategy, certain issues, or about the Democratic party. Make the lesson visual, and include a slideshow or presentation to keep your audience engaged, and try your best to make the lesson interactive–if people feel like they’re participating and contributing, they’ll be more interested in what you have to say. If you are presenting a lecture or seminar, make sure that it doesn’t feel too much like a class, and that the topic you choose is something that is interesting to everyone. It helps to ask your members if there’s anything they’d like to learn about, or topics that they’re interested in that you can present on!
· Getting to Know Each Other Event: Having a meeting dedicated to getting to know each other at the beginning of the year is a good idea. You can do icebreaker activities, and ask members questions about who they are, and why they are interested in Democratic politics or politics in general.
· Poster-making session for an upcoming rally/protest: If you’re going to an event like the Women’s March or the March for Science, you can make posters during a meeting to carry during the march or protest! Be sure to bring all the supplies you need to make the posters, such as poster paper, markers, scissors, or anything else that you might need.
· Planning an Event: If you’re going to host an event or participate in an event (such as hosting a voter registration drive, or meeting up to phonebank), you can spend time during the meeting planning the details of your event or figuring out logistics for your activity. Check out our “Events” Guide to see more about how to plan activities outside of school.
· Writing Letters to a Senator/Representative/Politician: During your meeting, you can spend time writing letters to a public official–this can be a letter thanking them for support of a policy, asking them to support a particular policy, or letting them know about your concerns.
· Mini-Phonebanking/Making Calls to a public official: Calling your elected officials is one of the most important ways to make your voice heard, especially when you’re trying to bring attention to a particular issue! You can call congressional offices directly or through the switchboard. If you do not have the direct number, you can reach US representatives by calling 202-225-3121, and US senators by calling 202-224-3121. Ask the operator to connect you to the individual office.
· A fun meeting: Have a potluck, watch a movie, host a little party to celebrate something, etc. This can be done occasionally throughout the year, as a way to get to know each other, or to celebrate after a victory or a large event. You can play a movie or documentary related to politics or movements in America, bring food, or ask everyone to bring food for a potluck and have a mini-party! This is a great way of getting your club to bond with each other, and a great way to have fun together!
· Guest Speaker: Have a guest speaker come to your club meeting and speak about a particular topic or the work they do. For example, you can ask a campaign strategist to speak about their work in elections, a local elected official to speak about running for office, a local Democratic party official to speak about their work, or a college Democrat to speak about political activism in college. Email your guest speaker at least 2 weeks before the meeting so that they can clear up their schedule and confirm that they can make it on a particular day. Make sure that when you email them, you are professional, polite, and your email is grammatically correct. When you send an email to a guest speaker, remember that you are representing your high school’s HSDA chapter and you want to seem professional and organized. Here’s an example of an email to a guest speaker.
	To: guestspeaker@email.com
Subject: Invitation to Speak to Mendez High School Democrats

Dear Ms. Brown,

My name is Samantha Davis, and I’m a student at Mendez High School and the President of the Mendez High School Democrats, a student group on campus dedicated to increasing youth involvement in the Democratic party and progressive politics. I would like to cordially invite you to speak at our club meeting on Wednesday, January 16th, from 1:00 PM to 1:30 PM. 

As you work as the Community Outreach Director of the Fort Pierce Country Democrats, we are very interested in learning about how young people can get involved and what to do to help our local Democratic parties and elected officials.

Please let me know if you can speak at our meeting, or if another day is more convenient for you.

Sincerely,
Samantha Davis





STEP 9: Events and Activities
· There are multiple different events and activities you can host and participate in! Check out our “Events and Activities” Guide for more on how to do this.
· Getting involved in events and activities is a great way to get your members interested in politics and learn more about government. You can attend your state Democratic convention, attend/host a phonebank for a candidate, volunteer at or host a voter registration drive, canvass for a candidate or cause, volunteer at a local organization that works on progressive issues, and so much more. Check out our “Getting Involved” Guide, which explains how to get involved with politics, campaigns, issues, organizations, and your local Democratic party.

STEP 10: Staying Active on Social Media
· Last but not least, you need to make sure that your club continues to have a presence and that people know about the work you’re doing! Consistently post on social media, and feature members that are doing good work. If you’ve attended a protest, phonebanked, canvassed, went to your state Convention, take pictures and post them on social media! Check out our “Digital Engagement” Guide for more.

FINAL THOUGHTS
Starting an HSDA chapter can be hard work, but it’s also very rewarding and we have many support systems along the way! If you need help with any of these processes, or if your school administration is hindering any of them, feel free to contact your state chair or the National Executive Board and we’ll connect you with the appropriate person.

DOCUMENTS/RESOURCES
**All of these documents are VIEW ONLY on Google Drive. To make a copy of your own to use, click File > Make a Copy to make your own copy that you can edit yourself. A copy of the Equal Access Act is located on the next page of this guide.
Monthly Planner/Calendar
Meeting Planner
Poster/Flyer Design Examples
First Meeting Slideshow Example









Equal Access Act
EDUCATION CHAPTER 52 – EDUCATION FOR ECONOMIC SECURITY SUBCHAPTER VIII – EQUAL ACCESS
20 U.S. CODE § 4071 - DENIAL OF EQUAL ACCESS PROHIBITED

(a) Restriction of limited open forum on basis of religious, political, philosophical, or other speech content prohibited
It shall be unlawful for any public secondary school which receives Federal financial assistance and which has a limited open forum to deny equal access or a fair opportunity to, or discriminate against, any students who wish to conduct a meeting within that limited open forum on the basis of the religious, political, philosophical, or other content of the speech at such meetings.
					
(b) “Limited open forum” defined
A public secondary school has a limited open forum whenever such school grants an offering to or opportunity for one or more noncurriculum related student groups to meet on school premises during noninstructional time.
					
(c) Fair opportunity criteria
Schools shall be deemed to offer a fair opportunity to students who wish to conduct a meeting within its limited open forum if such school uniformly provides that—
(1) the meeting is voluntary and student-initiated;
(2) there is no sponsorship of the meeting by the school, the government, or its agents or employees; (3) employees or agents of the school or government are present at religious meetings only in a nonparticipatory capacity;
(4) the meeting does not materially and substantially interfere with the orderly conduct of educational activities within the school; and
(5) nonschool persons may not direct, conduct, control, or regularly attend activities of student groups.
					
(d) Construction of subchapter with respect to certain rights
Nothing in this subchapter shall be construed to authorize the United States or any State or political subdivision thereof—
(1) to influence the form or content of any prayer or other religious activity;
(2) to require any person to participate in prayer or other religious activity;
(3) to expend public funds beyond the incidental cost of providing the space for student-initiated meetings; (4) to compel any school agent or employee to attend a school meeting if the content of the speech at the meeting is contrary to the beliefs of the agent or employee;
(5) to sanction meetings that are otherwise unlawful;
(6) to limit the rights of groups of students which are not of a specified numerical size; or
(7) to abridge the constitutional rights of any person.
					
(e) Federal financial assistance to schools unaffected
Notwithstanding the availability of any other remedy under the Constitution or the laws of the United States, nothing in this subchapter shall be construed to authorize the United States to deny or withhold Federal financial assistance to any school.
					
(f) Authority of schools with respect to order, discipline, well-being, and attendance concerns
Nothing in this subchapter shall be construed to limit the authority of the school, its agents or employees, to maintain order and discipline on school premises, to protect the well-being of students and faculty, and to assure that attendance of students at meetings is voluntary.
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