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When We Fight, We Win
A Public Education Advocacy ToolBox 
2021
A boxset that highlights the movement culture of the January 2019 United Teachers 
Los Angeles (UTLA) teachers strike, the February 2019 Oakland Education Association 
(OEA) teachers strike and the Red for Ed movement.
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INTROduction
Marshall Weber, Booklyn, Directing Curator

This catalog will serve to introduce the Booklyn box set 
concept as well as to provide extensive historical and 
recent context for the specific materials contained in  
the When We Fight, We Win box set.

The When We Fight, We Win: Public Advocacy 
Toolbox is a publication of Booklyn’s box set program. 
This program archives and disseminates the work 
of activists, artists and social justice groups who 
produce exceptional print-based work that is used to 
advocate, educate, organize and protest for social and 
environmental justice. Booklyn works to design, publish 
and distribute these box sets, placing them within 
institutions that will activate the materials within curricula, 
as public exhibitions, and as primary research resources 
for activists and organizers. 

The box sets are designed to be tactile and immersive 
pedagogical tools, documenting both creative practice 
and its integration into and amplification of direct 
democratic, grassroots, political action. The goal of this 
integrative practice is to produce accelerated social 
and environmental change to immediately rectify the 
catastrophic climate change produced by escalating 
global economic inequity and the attendant issues of 
corporate and state violence.

By framing political cultural production as both emo-
tionally evocative artworks and effective communication 
tools of social justice organizing Booklyn hopes to  
provide a much-needed activist model of education.  
A model where a classroom lesson plan is equivalent  
to a community action plan and where all cultural and  
pedagogical production is cooperative and public. 

Since July 2017 Booklyn has produced over 30 box  
set editions in collaboration with artists and organizations 
including Voces de la Frontera, Iraq Veterans Against 
the War, Poor People’s Campaign, FORCE: Upsetting 
Rape Culture, Interference Archive, JustSeeds Artist’s 
Cooperative, CultureStrike, Mariame Kaba, Nicolas 
Lampert, and Zoe Beloff. Box sets have raised 
significant funds to support the continued work of these 
organizations and artists. They have also increased 
their public profiles and highlighted their impact 
on and contributions to the greater cultural dialog. 
Booklyn’s role in introducing this work to academic, and 
cultural institutions helps to enrich and diversify public 
collections, increasing opportunities for ancillary public 

programming visits for these artists and organizations, 
while integrating the shared goals of academia and 
activism, the building of a just and well-informed 
democracy and a sustainable global environment.

A box set typically includes a variety of materials that 
fall into four categories: ephemera, documentation, 
texts, and media. This can include photographs, original 
artworks, posters, zines, flyers, banners, interviews 
(both scripted and on video). Each box set includes a 
monograph publication with descriptive information  
and a full inventory of works included.

Box sets are produced in editions ranging from  
5-20 depending on the complexity and availability of 
materials. Special pre-publication limited edition box 
sets that include rare or unique materials sometimes 
provide the necessary funds to produce materials. 
We are grateful to a number of institutions that have 
collected Booklyn box sets: The British Library, The 
Library of Congress, National Museum of Women in  
the Arts, New York Public Library, University of 
Connecticut, New York University, the University of 
California system, Yale University, Harvard University,  
and Bucknell College (which has an extensive collection  
of box sets and their predecessor print portfolios).

Booklyn is especially inspired by the accomplishments 
documented in the When We Fight, We Win box 
set since the contents clearly show the success of 
integrating art build practices with union organizing. 
In the materials of the box set and in the interviews 
in the accompanying catalog you will see and read 
again and again passionate testimony of how art build 
productions catalyzed crucial community support 
and created an effective, media literate, visual (and 
emotional) advocacy campaign. The lesson is clear, by 
inviting artist organizers to produce community-based 
art builds for the creation of protest materials the 
local community, media and political impact of strikes, 
marches, voter drives and political campaigning is 
exponentially magnified. San Francisco Bay Area artist 
organizer David Solnit states this quite eloquently, “I 
think like a murmuration of birds there is an emergent 
intelligence amongst organizers and artists recognizing 
that we need art and culture to win a better world 
for our communities and the planet. I think there is a 
growing ecosystem of arts and culture work within 
social movements.”
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Public schools are the heart of the community. They 
are also the epicenter of some of the most important 
labor struggles and social justice movements of our 
time. Teachers – K-12 public school teachers - have 
become the vanguard of the labor movement in the 
United States. Represented by the National Education 
Association (NEA) or the American Federation of 
Teachers (AFT), teachers have used the power of union 
organizing and the power of the strike to fight for the 
schools their students deserve. 

This labor organizing has a history and it has a culture. 
This boxset collects some of this culture – specifically 
the movement culture from the California teacher strikes 
in 2019 in Los Angeles and Oakland. These strikes were 
part of the Red for Ed movement – a movement not only 
for education justice, but for racial and social justice.

The Red for Ed movement is part of a trajectory of 
labor organizing. The Chicago Teachers Union (CTU) 
lit a fire across the country with their historic strike in 

2012. The reverberation of the CTU strike would echo 
across the country five years later with teacher strikes 
in predominantly red states: West Virginia (2018), 
Oklahoma (2018), Arizona (2018) and Kentucky (2019). 
In 2019 teachers went on strike in Los Angeles, Oakland, 
Denver, St. Paul, Chicago, and other cities across the 
country. Over the span of ten months teachers in two-
out-of-three largest school districts in the country (Los 
Angeles and Chicago) would be out on the picket lines. 

Teachers organized to protect their students and 
their communities. Decades of cuts, the expansion 
of unregulated charter schools, and systemic racism 
had left schools with large class sizes and resource-
starved schools. K-12 public schools without nurses, 
counselors, and librarians. Teachers fought back. They 
won new contracts that increased teacher pay and 
benefits, reduced class sizes and the reinstatement of 
the positions that had been cut. They also won, in certain 
cases, regulations on charter schools. 

When We Fight, We Win 
Nicolas Lampert

This boxset visualizes these demands for it gathers 
the art and movement culture from two historic strikes 
in California. The January 2019 Los Angeles teachers 
strike was led by United Teachers Los Angeles (UTLA) 
when teachers took on the billionaires and won. It 
also highlights the Oakland teachers strike led by the 
Oakland Education Association (OEA) that followed a 
month later in February 2019. Both strikes inspired other 
teachers in 2019 to organize and take collective action 
in school districts across Maryland, Virginia, and Indiana, 
as well as in cities like Little Rock, Arkansas and Chicago, 
among others. The ripple effect from the California 
strikes will be felt for years, if not decades. 

All of these organizing efforts used the power of art 
in their tactics. This is significant. When one thinks 
of strikes and picket lines one might envision striking 
workers holding mass produced text-based signs from 
the union with the slogan ON STRIKE. These types of 
signs were in the marches in 2018 and 2019, but so were 
many other types of movement culture unique to each 
strike: hand-painted banners, screenprinted picket signs, 
24-foot wide parachute banners – the types of art and 
creativity that has been seen in the immigrant rights 
movement, the climate justice movement, and other mass 
movements for justice. 

The Red for Ed movement – working with local and 
national artists who have long histories with other 
movements - harnessed the power of art builds where 
upwards of 1,000 people would come together to paint 
the banners and screen print the picket signs and patches 
that would later be seen in the marches. The teacher 
strikes gained the power and solidarity of renowned 
activist artists in the community: artists like Ernesto 
Yerena Montejano, Nisha K. Sethi, Favianna Rodriguez, 
Judy Baca, Melanie Cervantes, Jesus Barazza, Erin Yoshi, 
Micah Bazant, and David Solnit (to name a few). 

The artwork these artists designed was put to use and 
became the iconic images of the movement. Their 
images were the graphics for the picket signs, the 
front-of-the-march banners, and the massive parachute 
banners that were photographed and filmed by drones 
and television news cameras during the marches – some 
which exceeded 40,000 people. These images visualized 
the demands of the movement in short slogans and 
powerful imagery. 

UTLA took the images designed for the art build a step 
further and amplified them across the city. Ernesto 
Yerena Montejano’s portrait of Roxana Dueñas – a Los 
Angeles high school teacher in Boyle Heights – became 
the face of the strike. UTLA organized a paid media 
campaign with Ernesto’s image on billboards, bus stops, 
and a full-page insert that wrapped the front page of 
the Los Angeles Times. The powerful portrait of Roxana 
Dueñas included the text “Stand with LA Teachers.” This 
image and slogan was impossible to deny and hard to 
form a counter argument against. Who doesn’t support 

teachers? How could the powers-that-be successfully 
demonize a movement whose central image was that of 
a smiling 34-year old public school teacher? It was little 
surprise that polls in Los Angeles showed that over 80% 
of the public supported the strike. 

This boxset includes artifacts of this movement 
culture, but it also includes another key form of art 
and communication that was shared via social media: 
photography. The boxset features photographs from 
union photographer Joe Brusky (Milwaukee Teachers 
Education Association) who was ever present 
photographing the pre-strike organizing (the art builds) 
and then the marches and picket lines in Los Angeles and 
Oakland. His photos flooded UTLA and OEA social media 
pages and helped visually tell the story of the strikes. 

The boxset also includes interviews with union leaders 
and organizers at UTLA, OEA, and the NEA, plus some 
of the artists who organized the art builds and created 
designs for the struggle. The boxset is more than just 
a visual archive of the UTLA and the OEA teachers 
strikes, the #RedforED movement, and the cultural 
organizing by artists, designers, and photographers. It 
is a teaching tool. It teaches labor history and how to 
fight back during an era of neoliberal policies that have 
exacerbated economic and racial inequalities. 

#Red for Ed circa 2019

In January of 2019 over 30,000 teachers, staff, and 
members of the United Teachers Los Angeles (UTLA) 
union, went on strike for the first time in thirty years. 
the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) is 
the nation’s second-largest school system with over 
70,000 students. UTLA demanded more resources for 
their classrooms, nurses, counselors, and librarians in 
every school, smaller class sizes, higher wages, and a 
cap on charter schools. Los Angeles teacher Marianne 
O’Brien summed up the fight as one that was ultimately 
against the uncontrolled expansion of charter schools 
– schools that are publicly funded, but privately run. 
“Superintendent Austin Beutner is pushing to privatize 
schools,” noted O’Brien, “Our students would be 
disproportionately hurt by that and not have access to a 
quality education, if all the funding for public school  
is pulled into charter schools.” UTLA had good reason  
to be critical of Los Angeles school superintendent 
Austin Beutner - a former investment banker with ties  
to the charter school movement. LAUSD has more 
charter schools than any other school district in the 
nation, and charter advocates and operators control the 
city school board. 

Beutner represents how money and corporate interests 
have distorted the mission of public schools. The charter 
school industry and its supporters have dumped huge 
sums of money into elections in California in a bid to 
expand its presence in public school districts throughout 
the state. In 2018, a record $50 million was spent in 

The “Fund Our Public Schools The Heart Of Our Community” lead banner makes its way down Broadway Street on the first day of the OEA Strike. 

The march stretched for several city blocks (1/21/19). Photo by Joe Brusky.
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the race for state superintendent of public instruction 
with over $30 million being spent on the pro-charter 
candidate. In 2017, the Los Angeles school board race 
became the most expensive school board race in U.S. 
history with $15 million spent on the candidates with 
close to $10 million of it coming from the charter side. 
These high stakes elections and conditions have led to 
teachers having to take on corporations, the billionaire 
class, and Wall Street. The teachers won because they 
organized, they re-made their union into a fighting union. 

The week-long UTLA strike (January 14th to the 22nd) 
captured national attention and resulted in a historic 
victory for public education. The agreement included 
a 6% pay raise for teachers and smaller class sizes - a 
reduction in class size by four students per class for 
grades four through twelve over the course of three 
years and the removal of a provision that had previously 
allowed larger class sizes during times of economic 
hardship. The agreement provided the steps for hiring 
a full-time nurse and librarian for every middle and high 
school in the district. It also included the establishment 
of thirty community schools around the district - 
modeled after similar programs in Austin, Texas that aim 
to provide students with social services and learning 
experiences in the arts. Other gains included assigning 
a lawyer to help students and families with immigration-
related concerns, ending random searches, and creating 
green spaces at the schools. 

The deal did not include a binding agreements on charter 
schools, but it did include a non-binding resolution 
calling on the state to establish a cap on charter schools. 
Nine months later, in early October 2019, California 
Governor Gavin Newson signed a law that reformed the 
state’s charter school system. The first draft of the bill – 
supported by the teacher unions – would have crippled 
the charter school system, but the revised bill that was 
signed was meant to appease both sides. Public school 
districts were given more authority to choose which 
charter schools are approved – allowing districts to deny 
charter school applications if the district is struggling 
financially, as determined by the county superintendent 
of schools. Charter schools will now also have to operate 
within the boundaries of their authorizing districts 
and charter school teachers will have to meet new 
credentialing requirements. The new law allows charter 
school applicants to appeal districts’ decisions to the 
county boards of education and, in some cases, the state 
board of education. The struggle continues. 

The Oakland teachers strike in February 2019 mirrored 
many of the same calls as their counterparts in Los 
Angeles. The Oakland Education Association (OEA) 
called for smaller class sizes and more resources for 
their students in a district with 36,000 students and 
87 schools. Keith Brown, President of OEA, noted “Our 
students do not have adequate support – one nurse for 
every 750 students, one counselor for every 600 kids. 

OUSD [Oakland Unified School District] schools are 
not failing. OUSD is failing our schools. OUSD is failing 
Oakland students.” 

OEA also demanded better pay for teachers and staff in 
a city where tech money and gentrification have made 
it difficult for the vast majority of teachers to live in 
the city in which they work. A starting teaching salary 
of $46,500 forces many teachers to live paycheck to 
paycheck. Many Oakland teachers need a second or third 
job or have to live an hour away from their work due to 
the cost of living in a rapidly gentrifying city. One-in-five 
teachers leave the district annually, compared to just 
over one-in-ten statewide. 

Oakland schools are also dealing with the negative 
impacts of charter school expansion. Much like Los 
Angeles, Oakland school board elections are flooded 
with money from pro-charter billionaires. In 2018,  
Michael Bloomberg donated $120,000 to an 
independent expenditure committee connected with GO 
Public Schools - a nonprofit organization that advocates 
on behalf of charter school expansion which spent more 
than $150,000 on a single 2018 Oakland school board 
race. In Oakland twenty-four schools were slated to be 
closed down and none of the schools on the closure list 
were charter schools. 

Journalist Leighton Akio Woodhouse notes that the 
proliferation of charter schools in Oakland costs the 
school district $57.3 million per year. “Charter schools 
directly compete with traditional public schools; they 
fill their classrooms by drawing students away from 
district-run schools. In California, schools are funded on 
a per-pupil basis. That means that when a student leaves 
a school, her apportionment of funding goes with her, 
costing the school district money.” 

We know the Oakland narrative because we have seen 
the same scenario play out across the country for 
decades: charter schools are designed to defund public 
schools. They are part of the larger neoliberal playbook 
to privatize as much of the public sphere as possible. 
Defund public institutions until they are broken beyond 
repair and then replace those institutions with private, 
for-profit models, albeit ones paid for by public dollars. 

The seven-day OEA strike resulted in a 11% pay raise, 
gains in class size reductions, the hiring of more support 
staff, and a five-month moratorium on school closures. 
The agreement fell short of expectations for some union 
members (with 58% of the members voting in favor of 
the agreement), yet the strike won significant demands 
and was a step forward. Oakland teachers had far less 
time to prepare for an action of this scale (six months) 
compared to their counterparts in Los Angeles who had 
been building momentum towards a strike for upwards 
of three-to-four years. 

In both cases - Los Angeles and Oakland - the strikes 
demonstrated that the teacher’s unions have become 
the vanguard of the labor movement. Their actions 
created new partnerships and allies for years to come, 
including with local and national artists who stood in 
solidarity with the teachers and their call for education 
and racial justice. People’s lives were forever transformed 
by their involvement in these historic struggles. One 
Oakland teacher told me the story of being on the picket 
line with her fellow teachers and standing outside the 
school holding a picket sign as cars drove by honking 
in support. Inside the school building were many of her 
students. They had come to school because they needed 
a place to be when their parents were at work. They 
didn’t have classes or a substitute teacher. 

Just one parent to keep an eye on them. The students 
decided to come outside the school one morning and 
sing songs to their teachers who were on the picket line. 
The teacher who related this story to me told me that 
when her students started singing she looked up and 
down the picket line and there was not a single dry eye. 
The teachers all wept. Tears of love for their students 
and their jobs. Tears of hope during the terror of the 
Trump presidency. Tears of joy when you see solidarity in 
action – solidarity between teachers, students, parents, 
and the community. This is the most important lesson 
that the teachers have taught us: Solidarity works and 
when we fight, we win. 

Striking UTLA teachers raise their fists in the air during a Day #5 “Let the Sunshine In” rally outside L.A. City Hall (1/18/19). Photo by Joe Brusky.
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The UTLA Community Art Build took place from 
December 7-9, 2018 at SPARC (Social and Public Art 
Resource Center) at 685 Venice Blvd in Venice, California. 

The art build started on a Friday night from  
5:00pm-10pm. The Saturday and Sunday hours were 
10:00am –10:00pm. Between 700-1,000 people 
participated in the art build over the course of  
three days. 

During the art build over 1,600 picket signs were 
silkscreened, 1000 posters were screen printed, 1000 
patches were silk screened, 30-plus banners were 
painted and 7 parachute banners (24’ wide) were 
painted. In addition, thousands of offset posters that 
had been printed by UTLA were distributed to UTLA 
members and the community. 

The art build involved 3-4 months of pre-planning and 
preparation. Nate Gunderson was the NEA art build 
organizer who secured the funding and brought UTLA 
on board with the idea. Los Angeles-based muralist  
Erin Yoshi was the local art build organizer who reached 
out to Los Angeles artists for many of the key designs. 
Erin also had the connections with SPARC who became 
the host of the art build. She also brought in Self Help 
Graphics. Artist Dewey Tafoya, at Self Help Graphics, 
exposed the silk screens and printed images throughout 
the weekend, along with the Milwaukee team. 

Six members of the Milwaukee team (the Art Build 
Workers) traveled to Los Angeles for the art build to 
work as co-organizers with Nate Gunderson and  
Erin Yoshi. The Art Build Workers shared their process 
for art builds, contributed designs, and helped paint  
and print images. Nicolas Lampert and Paul Kjelland 
screen printed with Dewey Tafoya. Kim Cosier, Claudio 
Martinez, and Josie Osborne helped paint banners and 
parachute banners as well as lead set up, clean up  
and help guide volunteers at each workstation during 
the build. Joe Brusky took photos and videos. UTLA 
granted Joe access to the UTLA social media platforms  
so that he could directly share his photos and videos  
to UTLA members. 

Carlos Rogel was the main point person at SPARC. 
Carlos ran the digital printers to trace some of the 
banners and print some of the banners. He also took 
drone videos of the art build. Videos can be seen on  
the Justseeds website at: justseeds.org/utla-art-build-
stand-with-los-angeles-teachers/ 

The entire SPARC staff was present for the three-day  
art build. The main point person from UTLA during the 
art build was then UTLA Vice President Cecily Myart-
Cruz. Cecily and other UTLA staff members welcomed 
people to the art build, ordered food, and did interviews 
with the UTLA social media team and local news 
stations. Joe Brusky returned to Los Angeles in January 
to photograph the strike. 

Offsets 
1.  UTLA offset, We Stand with LA Teachers”, 12” x 18”, 

2018 

2.  Nisha K. Sethi, “Maestros: Trabajamos por el Pueblo”, 
Spanish language version (ESP), 12” x 18”, 2018 

3.   Nisha K. Sethi, “Teachers We Work for the People”, 
English language version (ENG), 12” x 18”, 2018 

4.   Ernesto Yerena Montejano, “Stand with LA Teachers” 
(ENG), 12” x 18”, 2018 

5.   Ernesto Yerena Montejano, “Estamos Con Los 
Maestros de Los Angeles” (ESP), 12” x 18”, 2018 

The offset posters were printed by UTLA at their 
union print shop. Thousands of copies were printed in 
November and December 2018 and distributed to UTLA 
members and the community in the lead up to the strike. 
Copies were also on hand at the UTLA art build. Erin 
Yoshi was the local art build organizer who reached out 
to Ernesto Yerena Montejano and Nisha K. Sethi for their 
designs. There is a marked difference between the UTLA 
text-based offset “We Stand with LA Teachers” and the 
offsets by Nisha K. Sethi and Ernesto Yerena Montejano 
that combines image and text in their iconic styles. 
Nisha’s design was inspired by her sister Priya Sembi, a 
teacher. Ernesto’s image was a portrait of LAUSD Ethnic 
Studies Teacher Roxana Dueñas. UTLA coordinated a 
paid media campaign with Ernesto’s image on billboards, 
bus stops, and a full-page insert that wrapped the front 
page of the Los Angeles Times. For more about how this 
image was disseminated, see The Los Angeles Times 
article, “This Boyle Heights teacher is the face of the L.A. 
teachers’ strike”, Andrea Castillo, January 17, 2019

UTLA strike
January 2019

◀ All photos by Joe Brusky.

A participant snaps a cameraphone photo of a sea of marchers with umbrellas fill up 
the street on the first day of the UTLA strike.

Musician Tom Morello raises a fist in the air during a show 
before a packed UTLA Day #5 #Let the Sunshine Out" rally 
outside L.A. City Hall.

UTLA teachers carry "Teachers We Work for the people" parachute banner designed by Claudio Martinez 
through. long tunnel during a December 2018 L.A. March for Public Education" rally and march.

UTLA Strike prep Art Build participants add their own personal messages to 
posters in anticipation of the strike at SPARC Art.

A child pauses to take a moment to blow a UTLA whistle while running under Ernesto  
Yerena Montejano's "Stand with L.A. Teachers parachute banner at December 2018  
"L.A. March for Public Education" rally.

A strike participant holds an umbrella and a picket 
sign at a UTLA Day 3 Northeast Regional Rally. It 
rained for the first four days of the strike.
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Large Screen print

1.  Nicolas Lampert, “When We Fight, We Win”, 
screenprint, 19” x 25”, 2021 

This 5-color silkscreen print was designed in late 2019 
and printed as a silkscreen for the two-year anniversary 
of the UTLA strike. The image is based on Joe Brusky’s 
iconic photograph of LAUSD early education teacher 
Vivian Odega who was one of tens of thousands of 
educators at a rally on the fifth day of UTLA’s teachers 
strike in January, 2019. Ten copies of the commemorative 
poster were mailed to UTLA to share with the staff.

Pickets signs printed on muslin fabric

1.  Nisha K. Sethi, “Teachers We Work for the People”, 
(ENG), 23” x 42”, 2018 

2.  Nisha K. Sethi, “Maestros: Trabajamos por el Pueblo” 
(ESP) 23” x 42”, 2018 

3.  Aise Born, “Stop Starving Our Schools”, 23” x 42”, 
2018 

1,600 picket signs were silk screened during the art 
build. Teams were set up to print, to hang up the prints 
to dry and then to assemble the fabric signs on 8’ 
sticks with cross bars. Erin Yoshi was the local art build 
organizer who reached out to Nisha K. Sethi and Aise 
Born for their designs. The picket signs were carried 
in the large marches and the picket lines outside the 
schools.

Patches

1. Judy Baca, “Cesar E. Chavez quote”, 10” x 10”, 2018 

2.   Nisha K. Sethi, “Teachers: We Work for the People” 
(ENG), 10” x 10”, 2018 

3.   Kim Cosier, “Safe Schools for Everyone”, 10” x 10”, 
2018 

4.   Daniel Martinez, “Austin Beutner dollar bill”, 5” x 10”, 
2018 

5.   Artist unknown, “Teachers fight for Student Rights”, 
10” x 10”, 2018 

Over the duration of three-days over 1,000 patches were 
silkscreened during the art build. Teams were set up 
to print the patches. Erin Yoshi was the local art build 
organizer who reached out to Nisha K. Sethi. Judy Baca 
from SPARC contributed one of her own designs. Other 
designs came from the original call for art that went out 
to LAUSD art teachers, local artists, and the Milwaukee 
team. Patches were given away for free at the art build 
and during the marches. Patches were pre-safety-pinned 
and ready to be worn, pinned to the back of sweatshirts 
and backpacks, and seen frequently in the marches.

Digital prints of parachute designs

1.  Ernesto Yerena Montejano, “Stand with LA Teachers”, 
16” x 16”, 2018 

2.   Erin Yoshi, “Fight for the Schools Students Deserve”, 
16” x 16”, 2018 

3.   Claudio Martinez, “Teachers We Work for the People”, 
16” x 16”, 2018 

4.   Claudio Martinez, “Fight for the Schools LA Students 
Deserve”, 16” x 16”, 2018 

5.   Carolyn Knight, “Schools We Need, Not Wall Street 
Greed”, 16” x 16”, 2018 

6.  Nicolas Lampert, “Fund Our Schools”, 16” x 16”, 2018 

7.   Carlos Rogel / SPARC, “Community Schools Build 
Democracy”, 16” x 16”, 2018 

Over the duration of the art build seven parachute 
banners (24’ wide) were painted. Ernesto Yerena 
Montejano’s parachute design was from his offset poster 
of LAUSD Ethnic Studies Teacher Roxana Dueñas. 
Claudio Martinez, from Milwaukee, took Ernesto’s 
design and created the circular parachute design based 
on Ernesto’s image. Claudio also designed two other 
parachutes. Erin Yoshi designed a parachute, as did 
Carlos Rogel and SPARC. Carlos Rogel details the design 
process of the SPARC parachute – that included digital 
printing – in his catalog interview. Carolyn Knight’s 
design came from the original call for art that went out 
to LAUSD art teachers. Claudio Martinez added text and 
the circular parachute design to her image. All of the 
parachutes were carried in the marches in downtown Los 
Angeles. The parachutes (and all the banners and picket 
signs that were recovered from the marches) were then 
later stored at UTLA.

Examples of how Ernesto Yerena Montejano's image of 
LAUSD teacher Roxana Dueñas were utitlized in the UTLA 

movement. All photos by Joe Brusky except Ernesto's 
photo of Roxana and Ernesto signing prints.
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OEA members paint banners during an art build in preparation for their strike.

OEA vice president Ismael Armendariz holds his fist in the air in  
front of a batch of newly screenprinted and assembled picket signs 
during OEA's strike prep art build.

OEA strike supporters embrace hands during a day #2 rally.

OEA member Edgar Sanchez and his children stand in front of a newly painted 
"Keep Teachers in Oakland" parachute banner designed by Favianna Rodriguez.

OEA members carry a painted "Keep Teachers in Oakland" banner design by  
Favianna Rodriguez outside to dry during an art build in preparation for their strike.

OEA president Keith Brown proudly carried a newly assembled 

picket sign and parachute banner during the union's art build in 

preparation for their 2019 strike.

The Oakland Education Association (OEA) Community 
Art Build took place from January 18-20, 2019 at the 
OEA Union Hall and parking garage at 272 E 12th St in 
Oakland, California.

The art build started on a Friday night from  
5:00pm-10pm. The Saturday and Sunday hours were 
10:00am –10:00pm. 

Between 700-1,000 people participated in the art build 
over the course of three days. During the art build over 
600-plus picket signs (later mounted on 8 foot wood 
handles) and 1,000 patches (later equipped with safety 
pins for active use at marches) were silk screened, 5 
parachute banners (24’ wide) were painted, between  
30-50 banners were painted, plus numerous t-shirts,  
and 500-plus posters. 

The art build involved 3-4 months of pre-planning  
and preparation. Nate Gunderson was the NEA art build 
organizer who secured the funding and brought OEA  
on board with the idea. Berkeley-based artist/activist 
David Solnit was the local art build organizer. David – 
along with Nicolas Lampert – reached out to local  
artists for many of the key designs. David – a longtime 
art build organizer - also provided the silk screen 
materials and the paint materials. Six members of the 
Milwaukee team (the Art Build Workers) traveled to 
Oakland for the art build to work as co-organizers 
with David Solnit. Nicolas Lampert and Paul Kjelland 
screen printed in the second floor OEA office space, 
Kim Cosier, Claudio Martinez, and Josie Osborne helped 
paint banners and parachutes and manage the various 
work stations and volunteers in the indoor ground-floor 
parking space. Joe Brusky took photos and videos. OEA 
granted Joe access to the OEA social media platforms 
so that he could directly share his photos and videos 
to OEA members. Kampala Taiz-Rancifer was the main 
point person at OEA. The entire OEA staff took part in 
the art build, including Union President Keith Brown. 
On the second day of the art build OEA held a press 
conference and announced the strike date.

A video of the OEA art build can be seen on the 
Justseeds website at: justseeds.org/fighting-to-keep-
teachers-in-oakland/ 

Joe Brusky returned to Oakland to photograph the 
strike. Subsequent art builds took place during and after 
the OEA strike (see the interview with David Solnit and 
the interview with Kampala Taiz-Rancifer.)

Offset Prints

1.  OEA, We Stand with Oakland Teachers, offset,  
8.5” x 11”, 2019 

2.   OEA, Oakland Teachers Are Fighting for the Schools 
Our Students Deserve”, offset, 8.5”x11”, 2019 

These offsets were printed by OEA prior to the art build.

Pickets signs printed on muslin fabric

1.  Favianna Rodriguez, “Keep Teachers in Oakland”,  
23” x 42”, 2019 

2.   Melanie Cervantes /Jesus Barraza, “Keep Teachers in 
Oakland”, 23” x 42”, 2019 

3.   Miriam Stahl / Eric Norberg, “Fight for the Schools 
Students Deserve”, 23” x 42”, 2019 

4.   Micah Bazant, “Public Schools Are the Heart of the 
Community”, 23” x 42”, 2019 

5.   David Solnit, “Ready to Strike for the Schools that 
Students Deserve”, 23” x 42”, 2019 

600-plus picket signs were silk screened during the  
art build. Teams were set up to print, to hang up the 
prints to dry and then to assemble the fabric signs on  
8’ sticks with cross bars. David Solnit and Nicolas 
Lampert were the organizers who reached out to the 
local artists for their designs. Favianna and Micah’s 
designs were also hand painted to add color. Nicolas 
Lampert added the text design to the image by  
Favianna Rodriguez. Melanie Cervantes and Jesus 
Barraza’s design was based on a photograph of Melanie’s 
sister who is a public school teacher in southern 
California. The picket signs were carried in the large 
marches and the picket lines outside the schools.

OEA Strike
February 2019

◀ All photos by Joe Brusky.
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The Art Build Workers (Kim Cosier, Joe Brusky, Jeanette 
Arellano, Claudio Martinez, Nicolas Lampert, Josie 
Osborne, Paul Kjelland) spent a full week in July 2019 
working on two large-scale art builds in Houston for  
the NEA Racial and Social Justice Conference and the 
NEA Representative Assembly (RA) Conference.

The RA brought over 6,000 educators from every  
state in the country to the George E. Brown Convention 
Center in downtown Houston, Texas. The goal of these 
art builds was to help train other teachers on the tactics 
of art builds. Dewey Tafoya from Los Angeles and 
Self Help Graphics joined us to screen print and Josh 
MacPhee from Justseeds (who was also in Houston 
to speak at the conference) joined us for two days 
of screen printing. At the conference we painted two 
massive banners, two parachute banners, and screened 
thousands of patches. We presented on panels and also 
organized with the NEA an offset poster run. These 
posters- printed in the thousands - were given away for 
free to the teachers who attended the conference. 

We commissioned seven artists to design an offset 
poster. Ernesto Yerena Montejano, Favianna Rodriguez, 
Nisha K. Sethi, and Josh MacPhee each designed 
a poster. Melanie Cervantes and Jesus Barraza 
collaborated on a design. As did Jennifer White Johnson 
and Vy Vu and also Claudio Martinez and Paul Kjelland.

We also commissioned two artists to design large-
scale banners that celebrated the UTLA and OEA 
strike. These banners hung at the George E. Brown 
Convention Center during the Representative Assembly 
(RA) Conference. We invited Carlos Rogel of SPARC to 
create a banner that celebrated UTLA contract victory 
and we invited Micah Bazant to create a banner that 
celebrated the OEA contract victory. In both cases the 
artists worked with our key contacts in the local unions 
that had organized the art builds – Cecily Myart-Cruz of 
UTLA and Kampala Taiz-Ranicfer of OEA. Together the 
artists and union organizers discussed the slogans and 
the images that would represent these historic labor 
strikes. After the images were designed, Carlos Rogel 

of SPARC printed them out on fabric at the digital print 
lab at SPARC. At the end of the conference the banners 
were shipped back to their respective unions where the 
banners reside today.

Digital prints of parachute designs
1.   Nicolas Lampert, “Red for Ed”, 16×16”, 2018 

2.   Claudio Martinez, “Fund Our Schools: Students, 
Parents, Teachers Standing Together”, 16×16”, 2018

Fliers
1.   Art Build Workers, print descriptions, 8.5×11”, 2019

NEA Houston Representative  
Assembly (RA) Conference
July 2019

Patches

1.  Miriam Stahl / Eric Norberg, “Fight for the Schools 
Students Deserve”, 10” x 10”, 2019 

2.   Melanie Cervantes /Jesus Barraza, “Keep Teachers  
in Oakland”, 10” x 10”, 2019 

3.   Micah Bazant, “Public Schools Are the Heart of the 
Community”, 10” x 10”, 2019 

4.   Favianna Rodriguez, “Keep Teachers in Oakland”,  
10” x 10”, 2019 

5.   Mara Gerson, “Public Schools Build Democracy”,  
10” x 10”, 2019 

1,000 patches were silk screened during the art build. 
The images were the same as the picket signs except for 
Mara Gerson’s image. Mara arrived at the art build with 
her own screen ready to print! The patches by Micah 
Bazant and Favianna Rodriguez were hand-colored at 
the art build. 

Digital prints of parachute designs

1.   Micah Bazant, “Public Schools are the Heart of the 
Community”, 16” x 16”, 2019 

2.   Kim Cosier (based on an Emory Douglas image), 
“Education Justice Now”, 16” x 16”, 2019 

3.   Favianna Rodriguez, “Keep Teachers in Oakland”,  
16” x 16”, 2019 

4.   Claudio Martinez, “Fight for the Schools Students 
Deserve”, 16” x 16”, 2019 

5.   Jeanette Arellano / Paul Kjelland, “Ready to Strike”, 
16” x 16”, 2019 

Over the duration of the art build five parachute 
banners (24’ wide) were painted. Kim Cosier’s image 
included graphic design by Nicolas Lampert for the 
text and the parachute circle. Emory Douglas gave his 
permission to OEA for the design to be used but noted 
that he felt it was not his image – it was Kim’s design 
– as Kim had based the image on an original Emory 
Douglas design and added a raised fist in the air instead 
of gun pointing upwards. Favianna Rodriguez’s design 
was based on a previous image by her. Claudio Martinez 
included text and a circular design. The parachute by 
Jeanette Arellano and Paul Kjelland features a portrait 
of Jeanette’s sister. Their design was also painted at 
the NEA RA Conference in Houston and on parachute 
banners for Voces de la Frontera in Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin. All of the parachutes were carried in the 
marches in Oakland. The parachutes (and all the 
banners and picket signs that were recovered from the 
marches) were then later stored at OEA.
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Offset posters

1.  Josh MacPhee, “Red for Ed”, 13×19”, 2019 

2.  Melanie Cervantes/Jesus Barraza, “Fight for the 
Schools All Students Deserve”, 13×19”, 2019

3.   Claudio Martinez/Paul Kjelland, “Educators: 
Serving the Needs of All Students”, 13×19”, 2019 

4.   Ernesto Yerena Montejano, “Teachers: We Work 
for the People”, 13×19”, 2019

5.   Favianna Rodriguez, “Education Justice is Racial 
Justice”, 13×19”, 2019

6.   Nisha K. Sethi, “Build Schools, Not Walls”, 13×19”, 
2019

7.   Jennifer White Johnson/Vy Vu, “Our Democracy, 
Our Responsibility, Our Time”, 13×19”, 2019

1

4

7

2

5

3

6

Digital Prints of banners

1.   Carlos Rogel / SPARC, “UTLA Contract Victory”, 
digital print, 13×19”, 2019 

2.   Micah Bazant, “OEA”, digital print, 13×19”, 2019
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1.  Artist Ernesto Yerena Montejano holds his print of 
LAUSD Ethnic Studies Teacher Roxana Dueñas at a 
December 2018 art build in preparation for the 2019 
UTLA Strike.

2.  A child attending a December 2018 “March for Public 
Education” pauses to blow a whistle while under 
Ernesto Yerena Montejano’s “Stand with L.A. Teachers” 
parachute banner.

3.  The UTLA Marching Band plays in front of the main 
stage at rally outside the California Charter School 
Association headquarters on day two of the historic 
strike. The band was made up of music educator 
members of the union (1/15/19)

4.  Striking UTLA members carry Claudio Martinez’s 
“Teachers: Work for the People” parachute banner 
through the Third Street Tunnel during a December 
2018 “March for Public Education” march.

5.  Striking UTLA educators, elected officers, and their 
supports line up behind the lead banner on a rainy 
first day of the historic 2019 strike. The march of over 
50,000 extended well around the block and down 
several city blocks (1/14/19).

6.  Striking UTLA teachers raise their fists in the air during 
a Day #5 “Let the Sunshine In” rally outside L.A. City 
Hall (1/18/19).

7.  UTLA Vice President Cecily Myart-Cruz speaks at a 
rally following a march through downtown on the first 
day of the 2019 strike (1/14/19).

8.  UTLA early education teacher Vivian Odega raises a 
fist in the air during a day #5 “Let the Sunshine In” rally 
outside L.A. City Hall. Joe Brusky’s photos of Vivian 
from this day have appeared on several book covers 
and were the source image for Nicolas Lampert’s 
poster (1/18/19).

9.  A striking UTLA educator attends a rainy Northeast 
Regional Rally on day #3 of the 2019 strike. It rained 
for the better part of the first four days of the strike 
making an umbrella a must. Umbrellas were sold 
out across the city throughout the strike and many 
educators wrote strike messages on their umbrellas 
(1/16/19).

10.  LAUSD ethnic studies teacher Roxana Dueñas holds 
a poster featuring her image at a December 2018 
UTLA strike preparation art build. The image created 
by artist Ernesto Yerena Montejano became the 
centerpiece image used throughout the successful 
strike.

11.  Musician Tom Morello raises a fist in the air during a 
headline performance at a day 5 “Let the Sunshine In” 
rally outside L.A. City Hall (1/18/19).

12.  Several artist collaborators including Aise Born, Nisha 
Sethi, and Erin Yoshi speak with NEA Organizer 
Nate Gunderson at the December 2018 UTLA Strike 
Preparation Art Build.

13.  UTLA Strike Preparation Art Build participants add 
messages to posters at a poster template workstation 
while muslin fabric with completed designs dry on 
clotheslines in the background. The poster stations 
were a popular feature of the art build allowing 
participants to add their own unique strike message 
or to expand on an existing one while creating 
a space for educators to network and organize 
(December 2018).

14.  Strike Preparation Art Build participants assemble 
picket signs. 1,500 picket signs were produced for the 
five-day strike (December 2018).

15.  A march participant captures a cell phone photo 
of a sea of striking UTLA educators and their 
open umbrellas making their way up a hill during a 
downtown march on the first day of the 2019 strike 
(1/14/19).

utla Strike Photos
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1.  OEA Strike rally attendees embrace in response to a 
speaker at a day #1 rally at DeFremery Park (2/21/19).

2.  Oakland Tech teachers crouch behind a school banner 
at Frank Ogawa Plaza on Day 1 of the 2019 strike 
(2/21/19).

3.  OEA member leader Kampala Taiz-Rancifer and her 
daughter paint a picket sign during the union’s January 
art build in preparation for their 2019 strike.

4.  OEA strike art build participants add color to picket 
signs at a January art build.

5.  A day 4 OEA Strike march from Elmhurst Community 
Prep to Roots Academy fills the entire street for blocks 
(2/24/19).

6.  An OEA Strike Prep Art Build was held in January of 
2019 to prepare picket signs, banners, posters, and 
patches for the strike. The art build lasted an entire 
weekend and went into the late night on Friday and 
Saturday night. The OEA’s union hall was transformed 
for the entire weekend. 

7.  Art Build participants bring a freshly painted Favianna 
Rodriguez “Keep Teachers in Oakland” parachute 
banner out from the union hall to dry outside.

8.  OEA Vice President Ismael Armendariz raises his 
fist for a photo in front of competed stacks of newly 
screen printed and assembled picket signs.

9.  OEA President Keith Brown along with other art build 
participants take some time off from painting to enjoy 
their newly completed Claudio Martinez designed 
“Fight for the Schools Students Deserve parachute 
banner at the January art build at the union office.

10.  OEA Art Build organizer and artist David Solnit 
displays the final messaging for banners painted at 
the January strike prep art build. 

11.  Musician and director Boots Riley speaks to striking 
OEA members at a rally at Roots Academy on 
February 26, 2019.

12.  OEA Strike prep art build fills the entire car garage of 
the union hall (January 2019).

13.  OEA Edgar Sanchez poses with his two daughters 
in front of Favianna Rodriguez’s “Keep Teachers In 
Oakland” parachute banner at the OEA union office 
(January 2019).

14.  The “Fund Our Public Schools The Heart Of Our 
Community” lead banner makes its way down 
Broadway Street on the first day of the OEA Strike. 
The march stretched for several city blocks (1/21/19)

15.  OEA President Keith Brown joins artists Jesus Barraza 
and Melanie Cervantes with their newly screen printed 
“Keep Teachers in Oakland” picket design.

To view Joe Brusky’s complete sets of photographs from 
the UTLA art build, UTLA strike, OEA art build, OEA strike, 
Houston RA conference, and other actions: search under: 
MTEA flickr
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Cecily Myart-Cruz is a teacher, 
activist and the President of the 
United Teachers Los Angeles. The 
first woman of color in the union’s 
50-year history to serve in that 
role – having previously served as 
NEA Vice President for six years. 
Cecily has taught for 26 years, at 
both elementary and middle school 
levels, most recently at Angeles 
Mesa Elementary. As a UTLA Area 
leader, she has worked with schools, 
parents, students and the community 
to oust 23 “bully principals”. Cecily 
has collaborated with school 
communities in initiating the year-
long boycott of district periodic 
standardized assessments in protest 
of excessive testing of our students. 
She is no stranger in taking direct 
action, whether it is fighting against 
co-location (encroachment of 
corporate charter schools into public 
school buildings), demanding Ethnic 
Studies for our students, declaring 
the end of the criminalization of 
youth, local and statewide lobbying 
efforts, and much more.

Cecily has worked with school-site 
leaders to build protests, community 
walks, and community forums that 
prevented school giveaways and 
included key stakeholder voices. As 
the UTLA NEA Vice President and 
now President, she has engaged 
members, worked with community 
partners to bring resources to 
schools, like Honey Shine Inc. which 
brought a mentoring and self-
esteem program for young girls of 
color. She has helped shape Racial 
Justice within the work of the Union 
through critical dialogue, workshops, 
forums and conferences -all the 
while making sure student voices 

are front and center. Lastly, Cecily 
has continued to build strength and 
power for UTLA through a strong 
relationship with local, statewide 
and national leaders, within both 
affiliates. Cecily Myart-Cruz is 
the Chair of the CTA Civil Rights 
Committee, Chair of the NEA Black 
Caucus and member of Black Lives 
Matter Los Angeles.

Cecily was the main point person 
from UTLA for the art build at 
SPARC. 

Kim Cosier (KC): Could you tell us 
a little bit about the history of your 
union and the work that was done 
before the strike?

Cecily Myart-Cruz (CMC): UTLA is 
going to be 51 years old this May. 
I would say long ago UTLA was 
this fighting machine monster and 
then somewhere along the way, it 
kind of fell off for whatever reason, 
right? Up until the time when we 
came in, in 2014. We used to be a 
membership of 45,000, and really 
in 2008 with the recession and all 
of the charterization, we lost about 
10,000 teachers, you know, with the 
pink slips type of thing. You know, I 
mean that is still a huge union right, 
35,000, but it wasn’t, I would say, at 
full capacity, right? I think we were 
just kind of doing things in a very 
piecemeal sort of way. 

And then we came in in 2014 with 
this kind of new mandate really 
talking about the “Schools Students 
Deserve.” That was kind of the 
overarching umbrella. What does 
that look like, when we say the 
school students deserve, what does 

that look like? How do we get back 
down to basics to those fundamental 
core ideas? And that meant that 
we had to change the way we do 
business. We had to become an 
organizing union and not just a 
service model. Just really organizing 
and just really taking stock. And 
from there, you know, just kind of 
building up. You know the strike 
was five years in the making. So, 
we worked from 2014 to get to the 
strike in 2019.

KC: When you say “we” who do you 
mean? I remember you and I talked 
about this in Los Angeles that there 
was a group of activists who decided 
you were going to take back your 
Union, right?

CMC: Yeah, it was myself, Alex 
Caputo Pearl, Betty Forester, 
Juan Ramirez, Arlene Inouye, Dan 
Barnhart and Colleen Schwab. And 
so, yeah, we came together and just 
decided like ‘Now’s the time to really 
push!” I really do feel like we were 
like on the precipice of, you know, 
greatness. We had our backs against 
the wall. We had so much to get 
done. As we started down this road, 
this path, it was like people were 
amping up in their minds about this 
union as a fighting union. 

This gave way to doing something 
like the art build. Something that 
UTLA had never thought about 
doing. That really changed the scope 
of our work. I do feel bringing in that 
art was key, like you know, so many 
people afterwards were like. ‘I wish I 
was there.” And I was like ‘We put it 
out everywhere!’

INTERVIEW WITH

Cecily Myart-Cruz
President of UTLA

January 12, 2021

◀  All photos by Joe Brusky. Photos of Cecily Myart-Cruz at UTLA strike, UTLA artbuild, and OEA strike.  

Lower right photo is with artist Nisha K. Sethi.
24 25



KC: The call was out, and lots of 
people did show up. 

CMC: Right! We were there for three 
days! The call to participate was 
everywhere! I do feel that if we were 
to do an art build today, we would 
have thousands of people showing 
up. The art was so iconic. If you 
weren’t at the art build you feel like 
you had missed something. And 
that’s the point, you know it’s like 
yeah, you did miss something. But 
I do feel like now I’m seeing more 
folks being creative in a way that I 
didn’t see before. 

KC: Have you been in contact with 
any of those local artists who were 
part of it?

CMC Oh yeah! They have been at our 
marches and rallies. So, those are the 
dividends that are paid coming out 
of the art build. 

KC: And it goes both ways, like you 
know, you were saying that your 
eyes were opened about the power 
of art, but similarly, you know, I don’t 
think a lot of artists were in tune 
with what social justice unionism is 
all about. The artists’ eyes were also 
opened to the power of the union 
and how important the work that 
UTLA are doing in the larger effort 
for social justice. I’m glad to know 
that you are still in contact with the 
artists. 

On a different note, I remember 
when we talked, you were going 
to run for the position as the UTLA 
President. Was that always the 
plan with that initial group that 
you formed? Was that a strategic 
succession plan?

CMC: No. I wasn’t really planning 
to be president. You know, I love 
teaching and I missed teaching so 
much. I love doing that job [the 
UTLA Vice Presidency]. That was 
a great job for me, you know, it 
connected my loves. But, I had to 
think to myself: what’s my hope and 
dream for the union moving forward 
and I wanted to be the president 
to usher in something new. Not to 
throw shade on all of the stuff that 

we’ve done, but actually take it to 
the next level, right? Really look 
at, I mean, if we’re serious about 
saying Black Lives Matter, how do 
we incorporate Black Lives Matter? 
How do we incorporate police-free 
schools? How do we incorporate 
ethnic studies and you know the 
fight for racial equity with, you know, 
a membership that is not necessarily 
on board. 

You know, I brought up that we’re 
going into 51st year at UTLA, and 
I think it’s at a critical moment in 
UTLA’s history. For 51 years we’ve 
only had three women at the helm of 
this union. And I am the first woman 
of color leading the union! So that’s 
pretty huge when you know you’re 
saying like, “oh snap, here we are 51 
years!” and I know that there were 
badass women out there! What 
happened with our union being 70% 
women, what happened? Where 
were those women who were like: 
“No, I don’t need a man to lead us, 
let’s go hit it!”

I just hope that the work that we 
do to move racial justice and racial 
equity forward is transformative 
when my time is done as the 
president. I’m hoping that we 
have moved the needle on that 
conversation not only for our 
members but also for the students 
that we teach every day. 

KC: As a teacher educator, myself, 
I can point to people like you, who 
are really committed to this work 
fighting for justice. I have seen 
online the hate that can be directed 
your way on social media by those 
outside the union. People bad-
mouthing you on social media, but 
you’re being fearless. Of course, 
there is fear, but you are standing up 
anyway. 

CMC: I can cower in fear but what 
does that get me? Like I said, white 
nationalist trolls, I’ve had many death 
threats. My son was reading some 
of the ONLINE comments and he 
was like “Mom!” you know, but that 
only means we are doing something 
right. We are going to keep doing 
it, we are not going to be deterred, 

we do not run. We walk down here 
with our heads held high and we 
are going to make sure that people 
know that Black Lives Matter. That 
students should not be treated 
as suspects. They should not be 
criminalized when they walk into the 
school wearing a hoodie or not. I 
don’t care! We have to stand on the 
side of righteousness! So, you know 
it gives me great pleasure. Plus, you 
know these people – the trolls - are 
‘Keyboard Warriors’ 

KC: Yes. Those are people sitting in 
their basements stirring up hatred. 
We all just have to be brave. We have 
to stand up, right?

CMC: That’s right! It’s not going to 
change if we are like “Well, I am 
going to just let somebody else do 
it.” 

KC: Looking back on the art build, 
what was the thing that surprised 
you the most?

CMC: Hmmm. I think it was the first 
night of the art build and you were 
up in the upper room at SPARC. 
I came up there and a mom was 
there with her two kids helping 
you tracing the silhouettes on the 
banners. The mom was probably like 
“We are going to do what?” But you 
could see her children just light up 
as they were helping you trace all 
those banners. And that mom and 
her two kids came back every single 
day! Like, okay, you’re coming to this 
place - coming one-time right, and 
it’s night time! And then you become 
so invested that you come back 
again and again. I just feel like it’s 
emotional, like I can relive that time. 
Like, I know because I saw them cuz 
I was there all through the weekend 
and I saw them there the whole 
time. They were just so excited to 
be there. And I am thinking, like, if 
we can have another Art Build, how 
many students would come out 
with their parents and do this work 
together? It is pretty amazing.

KC: That’s the part of what we love 
about the work is that it’s not just 
about amplifying the message, it’s 
about building community together 

and loving one another, and having 
fun together, and kids learning that 
activism can be enjoyable and fun 
and about love, you know?

CMC: Humanity, humanity. And that 
is what I feel like UTLA learned, that 
you and the Art Build crew were able 
to distill the humanity in our union, 
right? We did have posters that were 
from our print shop, but that art that 
was made at the art build, people 
have in their homes right now! Well, 
I think we are going to need to do 
round two. 

KC: Has UTLA done any other 
creative actions with art following 
the strike?

CMC: The summer after the strike, 
we had art and videos set up at a 
union leadership conference - all 
kinds of art from the strike. Like, we 
had the umbrellas (it rained a lot 
during the strike so teachers started 

using umbrellas as picket signs). We 
set up a project where people could 
take a picture with a picket sign!

KC: Ha-ha! A little photo booth!

CMC: Teachers and students loaned 
us signs. It was so amazing! We 
showed videos of the strike and the 
art build. 

UTLA has only had three strikes in 
its lifetime: 1970, 1989, and 2019. And 
what I wanted to do was have three 
different strike rooms with artifacts 
from each strike so people could 
see that material. So, if you weren’t 
at the leadership conference you 
wouldn’t be able to see this, so I was 
like: we need to have some place 
where we can install this work so 
people could actually see it. 

KC: Once it is installed you could 
also have someone create a virtual 
tour so it could have a longer life. So, 

in that way it can become a teaching 
resource too.

CMC: That is fantastic! 

KC: Do you have any parting words?

CMC: I’m just happy that you called 
me and said that you wanted to 
speak. You know I always think 
very fondly of that time. I really do. 
I am a union activist forever, but 
this was something so much better 
and different. It was the communal 
feeling, building relationships. I love 
to build relationships. I love art. I 
love museums and this just brought 
it all together. The intersecting of 
the parts is what I love. It was new, 
unchartered territory for me and it 
was amazing. I think about it all the 
time. 

Photo by Joe Brusky. Cecily Myart-Cruz at the UTLA artbuild at SPARC.
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Nate Gunderson is a union organizer 
with the National Education 
Association (NEA). He lives in 
Minneapolis. Nate – more than 
anyone else – is the person who 
brought art builds as a tactic to 
the teacher’s unions as they were 
preparing for strikes. 

Nicolas Lampert (NL): What is your 
position at the NEA?

Nate Gunderson (NG): I am an 
organizer. I work with teacher’s 
locals throughout the country 
to help them structure and run 
campaigns - whether it’s to increase 
membership or to fight back 
aggressive takeovers, or to get ready 
for strikes. So, I’m sort of a basic run-
of-the-mill union organizer. 

NL: How long have you been 
working for the NEA?

NG: Over seven years.

NL: When did you first learn about 
art builds?

NG: I first learned about art builds in 
Milwaukee when I was assigned to 
work with the Milwaukee Teachers 
Education Association (MTEA) when 
I first started. I built a relationship 
with one of their member organizers 
Joe Brusky who is also a fantastic 
photographer. I think it was in 2017 - 
I don’t remember exactly when - but 
Joe helped organize with you and 
others the first Milwaukee teacher’s 
art build. Joe told me about it when 
it was being planned and I was kind 
of tangential to the event and didn’t 
quite get what was happening. I 
was back at home in Minneapolis 
and following Facebook when the 
event happened and all the sudden 

all these images started popping 
up in my Facebook feed of the 
Milwaukee art build and I thought 
it was the coolest thing I had ever 
seen. I was sort of mad at myself for 
not understanding what Joe was 
conveying to me and how cool this 
was going to be. But I also knew 
then that it was something that had 
to be taken bigger and everywhere. 
It was so impressive.

NL: That actually led to the working 
relationship between the Milwaukee 
team and you and you then invited 
us up to Minneapolis to work on an 
art build for both the Minneapolis 
and Saint Paul unions. Talk to us 
about how that came together, how 
the organizing for the Minneapolis 
art build arose?

NG: After seeing just how amazing 
the art build was – and when I 
saw it in Milwaukee the thing 
that rang true with me is that it 
is building community. The act of 
the art build itself was an action. 
Yes, the images were amazing and 
they helped change the imagery 
around the social justice movement 
- especially when it comes to 
teachers - but I also saw it as an 
act of building community that was 
easy and friendly and full of love. 
So, I got assigned to work with the 
Minneapolis Federation of Teachers 
- I want to say 2017 - and we put 
together a calendar for a contract 
campaign and they hadn’t run a 
contract campaign in decades. 

I suggested that we do an art 
build. We knew that Saint Paul 
was also going to have a contract 
campaign and there was going to 
be the potential for picketing and 
demonstrations and job actions 

and that we should do something 
different around the imagery and 
the messaging. But, also we wanted 
to create an event that was easy for 
members to participate in that built 
a sense of community. We wanted 
an event that built a sense of love 
and shared a common space as we 
moved forward. It took a little bit of 
discussion, but folks really liked the 
idea. 

NL: I remember some of the key 
decisions in the organizing of 
that art build was to stage the art 
build itself at the union hall. Can 
you talk about why that was such 
an important decision and how 
leaders in the union - like Michelle 
- were talking about how the art 
build activated that space and how 
members start seeing the union hall 
in a different light?

NG: Art builds – as you well know 
– require a significant amount 
of space to operate with all the 
painting and the screen printing and 
the parachutes. There’s just a lot of 
physical space required.

We had been searching for a couple 
of months to find an affordable 
place or a donated place within 
the Minneapolis art community, or 
warehouses where we could stage 
this and we were unable to find a 
good option. Michelle was like “then 
let’s use the union hall”. She said we 
can’t get paint on anything. (laughs). 
So it became a last-minute thing. We 
needed a place to do this.

But what was transformative was 
that the union hall - for so long – had 
just been a place that people came 
to file a grievance or to attend a 
professional development program. 

INTERVIEW WITH

Nate Gunderson
March 2021

◀  Top: Milwaukee artist Paul Kjelland and volunteers help paint 30-foot banner designed by Los Angeles artist Ernesto Yerena Montejano.  

Below: Nate Gunderson and Milwaukee artist Claudio Martinez hold a screenprint of a design by Nisha K. Sethi 

Photos by Joe Brusky.
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But it hadn’t been a place of action 
or mobilization. Doing the art build 
there filled the place with hundreds 
and hundreds of union members 
who had never even been to the 
union hall before. And then their 
first interaction was the community 
coming together around messages 
and slogans that were going to be 
used to fight for the things that 
matter to them and their students. 
And for that to be their first primary 
experience interacting with the union 
hall - I thought was transformative.

M.F.T., The Minneapolis Federation 
of Teachers - three months later had 
well over a thousand people show 
up to a school board meeting with 
all this imagery that was produced 
at the art build. They couldn’t have 
imagined having a thousand people 
show up prior to the art build. So, 
this was a transformative moment. 
Not that they hadn’t done actions 
before, but they had been dormant 
for a long time, so it was just a 
beautiful experience.

NL: I also met a lot of people 
from the community who were 
not teachers and were not part of 
the union. They were community 
members who took part in the art 
build and their idea of the union was 
really transformed by the build as 
well. 

NG: I think the beautiful thing about 
the art build is that it is not a “union-
invite-only” event. It was open to all. 
There was a joint process in creating 
and deciding upon the images. We 
created a committee of art teachers 
across both unions and invited local 
artists and others to actually judge 
and decide upon which images 
would be amplified.

Art teachers encouraged students 
to submit artwork and actually the 
Minneapolis and St. Paul art build 
had a lot of student art that got 
transferred into the final images 
whether it was picket signs, banners 
or parachutes. The butterfly 
parachute was the art of a 4th 
grader with the help of a 4th grade 
teacher.

Just gorgeous stuff, but I think the 
idea of the art build was to invite 
community in and actually help plan 

and build it and make it happen and 
ask for community participation and 
community input in terms of the 
designs and the slogans that were 
going to be used. 

NL: Did the success of the 
Minneapolis Federation of Teacher’s 
art build lead you to advocate for art 
builds to happen on a national scale? 
Did that lead to your discussions 
with UTLA and OEA?

NG: Oh absolutely. It became clear 
to me that if a local was going to 
be planning for some sort of mass 
action and strike action, quite 
frankly, that this was such an obvious 
pinpoint within a calendar or a 
campaign. You were going to need 
images. You were going to need 
slogans. You were going to need 
picket signs, so why not make them 
beautiful and why not make them 
relevant. And why not have them 
emerge from your membership and 
your community and the artists that 
support and live in your community.

The art build is a weekend but it’s 
also a test: Can we get people out? 
The idea of building towards a work 
action or a strike - you need people 
to feel a sense of belonging and the 
sense of something powerful along 
the way so that they will take the 
ultimate risk, which is to go on strike. 

The art build was a beautiful 
place to feel like you belonged to 
something bigger than yourself. 
For me, watching what happened 
in Milwaukee and watching what 
happened in Minneapolis and St. 
Paul it just became an obvious thing 
that you would want to build into 
a long-term calendar if you were 
planning to possibly engage in a 
strike action.

NL: Let’s talk specifically about 
UTLA. Tell us about the early 
conversations that you had with 
UTLA leadership. Did it take a lot 
of convincing to have an art build? 
Did they get it right away - how the 
art build would be helpful for their 
tactics?

NG: I think it took some convincing. 
It wasn’t rejected immediately. I 
was assigned to help talk about 
and think about their calendar and 

their planning going into the strike 
of 2019. I think I went out there in 
July or August of 2018. I suggested 
an art build and they were like “well, 
that sounds interesting” but it was 
a foreign idea. That was the thing, 
it was a foreign idea. I said look “I 
will spearhead it.” They were really 
worried about staff capacity and 
whether they could assign staff to 
it. They were at their breaking point 
already. They just had so much going 
on that for them it just seemed like 
an extra thing that they couldn’t do. 
I said: “I’ll run it. I’ll make it happen.” 
I think what also helped was that I 
was able to get grant funding from 
NEA to help pay for it. UTLA was 
like “Okay: let’s do it.” They loved 
the idea of trying to get images 
from educators and from artists in 
the local community. They loved the 
idea of students submitting art. But I 
don’t think anyone really understood 
how awesome it was going to be 
until they were there, until it was 
happening. I think that was the big 
transformative moment - the actual 
weekend. 

NL: Agreed. Talk about the choice 
in the space. When you had a 
conversation about art build spaces 
were you trying to advocate that 
it be at UTLA? I know there was 
discussions about having it at Self 
Help Graphics. It ended up at SPARC 
which turned out to be incredible, 
but give us some insight into those 
early discussions on where you 
thought the art build should be held? 

NG: Actually all credit goes to Erin 
Yoshi on how this occurred. Part 
of what UTLA insisted upon is that 
we hire local artists or stipend local 
artists to help coordinate and really 
put this together. UTLA landed on 
her and she was just incredible. She 
just had vision and she understood 
the artist community. It was her 
idea to bring in Self Help Graphics. 
She knew all of the artist spaces 
in Los Angeles. She knew where 
the lofts were. She knew where 
the warehouses were. We toured a 
bunch of places and went around 
and tried to figure costs into it. 
Again, we ended up in a situation 
where we couldn’t find a place that 
was affordable or big enough to do 
what we wanted to do.

She suggested SPARC which was 
interesting because SPARC does 
not have a lot of indoor space, but 
SPARC does have a lot of great 
outdoor space. She introduced us 
to Carlos Rogel and he just thought 
that this was an amazing idea and 
also what the SPARC space was 
intended to be used for. So that is 
how the partnership happened. The 
building was an old police station 
and a jail. It’s where Rebel Without 
a Cause was filmed. It’s an iconic 
space in Venice Beach near the 
ocean. 

There was a debate about the 
space because it wasn’t centrally 
located in Los Angeles, but it was 
where we landed because the other 
option was to use the UTLA parking 
garage - which would have been 
cool too - but this really deepened 
the relationships with the arts 
community. 

NL: Agreed. Let’s talk about the 
organizing and the choices of local 
artists because the UTLA art build 

really prioritized the local. Also, 
Erin Yoshi, besides being so key in 
selecting the space, was also so 
instrumental in selecting local artists. 
Could you talk about that process? 

NG: Erin Yoshi is a titan. I really 
have a hard time taking credit for 
anything that happened in LA. I 
really feel like Erin Yoshi understood 
the vision and then she made it 
happen. She understood why this 
was important and she had the 
relationships with major names 
within the LA art community to 
reach out and say: “hey are you 
willing to do something on this.” 
She is the one who established the 
relationship with Self Help Graphics 
which was just incredibly important. 
She’s the one who reached out to 
Ernesto Yerena Montejano. She’s 
the one who reached out to Nisha 
Sethi and Aise Born. Some of these 
images that happened were just 
unbelievable and were because she 
has put so much work into building 
a progressive artistic community in 
LA. We got very lucky that we were 

able to work with a titan – one who 
understood why imagery and politics 
matter in the building of community. 
And really all credit goes to her.

NL: Agreed. She’s a force. She also 
created a powerful image for the 
UTLA struggle.

NG: Yes, it was so good. 

NL: The art build had such an 
intricate history – a timeline to 
organize it. A lot of things went 
right for this to work. Can you talk 
a little bit about the costs of what 
it actually takes to put something 
of this scale on and how much time 
went into the organizing prior to the 
art build weekend itself. This was 
much different than doing an art 
build in other cities because you’re 
talking about one of the biggest 
school districts in the country and it 
was leading up to one of the most 
significant teacher’s strikes in years, 
if not decades. How much time, 
money and people power went into 
this organizing?

From left to right: Los Angeles artists Erin Yoshi, Aise Born, and Nisha K. Sethi hold picket signs with their designs screenprinted on them. 

Photo by Joe Brusky.
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NG: It was significant. For UTLA 
I think the total NEA grant was 
$40,000 - which is a pretty big 
grant for art and images. I think 
with the NEA culture that was a 
new big gamble and a new big risk. 
Obviously, it paid off tenfold, so I 
don’t think anybody ever regrets 
that investment. The imagery that 
came out of, that still comes out of 
it, that you still see in articles around 
education resistance, the images 
that came out of that art build and 
were used in the demonstrations 
during the strike have become 
iconic. You see a lot of that stuff 
everywhere so the investment was 
well worth it.

The finances paid for space and 
paid for materials. It also paid for 
stipends for local artists to create 
images for the struggle. That’s how 
we ended up with Ernesto Yerena’s 
iconic image.

Timewise, finding the space, putting 
out the request for images to 
art teachers, creating a timeline, 
creating a judge or jury in order 

to choose what images would 
be amplified and organizing that 
committee, figuring out where the 
space was going to be, ordering 
all the supplies, getting them into 
where they needed to be in a timely 
fashion. In some ways I felt like an air 
traffic controller trying to make all 
of this stuff happen and then getting 
UTLA staff and folks to be dedicated 
to working that entire weekend was 
a process. We started in August and 
the art build was in early December. 
I don’t think you can pull it off in any 
less time – I mean you can, we have - 
but to really do it well and efficiently, 
I think three months is a minimum 
amount of time.

NL: The other thing that was so 
key was that you had buy-in from 
the UTLA leadership. The main 
point person from the union was 
Cecily Myart-Cruz - who is now the 
President of UTLA. Can you talk 
about your working relationship with 
Cecily during the art build because 
she was just such a force in getting 
members there and really being a 
host along with SPARC. 

NG: Cecily immediately grasped 
and understood how cool this was 
and how necessary it was. The 
second she understood what this 
idea was she was all-in and she 
was fierce about making it happen. 
And the art build would not have 
happened in LA in the way that it did 
without her leadership. It was just 
absolutely essential. All I can say is 
that whenever I went to her, she was 
like “whatever you need, whatever 
you need, make it happen.” So, I had 
unfettered support from the very top 
of UTLA leadership on a daily basis 
to make this happen because of her 
visionary leadership. 

NL: Let’s talk about the art build 
itself. What were some of the things 
that really stood out to you during 
that 3-day art build?

NG: It goes back to what I saw when 
I initially saw the Milwaukee art build 
appear across Facebook: people 
coming together to create images 
around slogans that directly affect 
their lives was just a transformative 
and powerful experience. Not only 

for me to witness but to watch 
people show up who said “yeah, I 
will be there for an hour” and then 
they spent the whole day and they 
would come back the next day and 
they bring their family. I can’t tell 
you how many times that happened. 
It was just over and over and over 
again throughout that weekend 
that people said they’d show up 
for an hour and they stayed all day 
and into the night stacking lumber 
and stapling images and running 
screen prints out to the clothing 
lines so they could dry. People doing 
repetitive labor just because they 
felt like they were doing something 
bigger than themselves. What was 
amazing to me was that I was a 
central coordinator - working with 
you to make things happen - but 
literally two-to-three hours in, the 
thing was running itself. People that 
we had never met before, people 
that we had never had a relationship 
with before began taking on central 
roles of coordinating X, Y, or Z to 
make it happen. Somebody was 
suddenly in charge of making 
sure everything got hung up out 
on the clothes lines to make sure 
all the prints got hung up in an 
orderly fashion. Someone made 
sure no one was stepping on the 
parachutes. People took ownership 
of pieces and nobody asked them 
to take ownership and that was just 
beautiful.

NL: Agreed. Did you get a sense 
of how the art built was impacting 
UTLA? 

NG: To be candid and honest 
UTLA was trying to get ready for 
a giant mass march a couple of 
weeks later on the 12th - I believe. 
UTLA was focused on turning out 
people to that march. They ended 
up turning out 30,000 people. It 
was massive. That was their main 
focus. Cecily excluded, people didn’t 
quite grasp what the art build was 
going to be. As people showed 
up over that weekend – key staff 
and leadership from UTLA – it was 
sort of instantaneous like the “A-
ha” moment. People immediately 
grasped why this was such a 

beautiful moment. Seeing all the 
images on the 8-foot tall picket signs. 
All of the sudden they looked like 
they were a warring army with flags -  
and not your normal picket signs. 
All of sudden the movement had 
a war chest of imagery that would 
transform what the next action would 
look like. And it did. It transformed 
what the strike looked like. 

NL: The amount of production over 
those three days was staggering. 
Arguably 700 to 1000 people 
attended the art build working 
together to produce multiple 
parachute banners, front of the 
march banners, and 1,200 screen 
printed picket signs. 

NG: It was 1,600 if I remember 
correctly.

NL: Plus, all the patches and the 
offset poster runs. But, also UTLA 
members who could not attend the 
art build still could see all the images 
from the art build posted across 
social media. This too helped build 
momentum.

NG: The thing about the art build 
is that there are so many different 
places within its process in which you 
get to help shape and tell a story. 
From the original ask for submission 
of images, to the announcement of 
what images are going to be used 
and who created them. So, you get 
to share those stories out on social 
media. Then the act of setting up the 
space and then people coming in and 
producing art together. You create a 
sense of momentum, of something 
bigger than the individual happening, 
something about the community of 
the organization growing and gaining 
strength. And that story gets told 
through the photos and the video. 

Then after the art build that art is 
then documented being used in 
the demonstrations and the actions 
themselves so there’s so many 
opportunities in which a narrative 
and a story gets shared and told. It’s 
not just a one-off. It is like months 
and months of dialogue with your 
membership in the social media world 
and I think that’s a beautiful thing. 

NL: I also thought it was really 
powerful that the UTLA art build 
helped inspire the shape of other art 
builds in the Red for Ed movement. 
For instance, Keith Brown and 
Kampala Taiz-Rancifer from OEA 
came down to the UTLA art build to 
take part and that gave momentum 
to the OEA art build that took place 
a month later in Oakland. 

NG: Yes. They both got to live 
the experience which I think is so 
important. Kampala - I think - had 
experienced some art builds years 
earlier and witnessed some of the 
stuff via social media and eight 
months prior to the build had been 
screaming from the mountain top 
that OEA needed to do a build and 
she then made it happen. I think 
coming down and experiencing the 
UTLA art build only a month before 
theirs was to occur gave them even 
more energy and focus.

Again, you can’t go to an art build 
and not feel love. You can’t go to an 
art build and not feel like you’re not 
a part of something that’s bigger 
than yourself. You can’t go to an art 
build and not feel hope. It’s such a 
powerful experience.

NL: Can you talk about the impact 
you saw at the NEA at the national 
level when they started to see the 
photos from the UTLA and OEA art 
build and how the art was used in 
the marches and picket lines. 

NG: Milwaukee had done a build. 
Minneapolis and St. Paul had done 
a build. Those builds had happened 
in the context of ongoing struggle, 
but not a large culminating event 
like a strike on the horizon. When 
UTLA occurred and Oakland 
occurred – those became such 
transformative moments in the 
fight for public schools and public 
education. And those strikes became 
national stories. The images around 
those strikes were not your typical 
manufactured images. They were not 
the mass produced ON STRIKE signs 
from a union printshop with text-
letters only. They were large banners 
that said “Teachers: We Work for 
the People” that were designed by 

UTLA Art build in Venice Beach, Los Angeles. Photo by Joe Brusky.
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local artists. Those images were 
so powerful. It became an “a-ha” 
moment to see that type of art in  
the strike. 

NL: Agreed. The images were 
also produced by some of the 
most renowned activist artists in 
California, if not the country. I am 
thinking specifically about how 
Ernesto Yerena Montejano’s image 
became so iconic within the UTLA 
struggle. I thought the beauty and 
power of his image was that he 
highlighted a Los Angeles teacher 
who had been a force for organizing 
at her own school and she really 
became one of the faces of that 
struggle when the image was 
deployed all over the city. Can you 
talk about that specific image?

NG: Ernesto’s image “Stand with LA 
Teachers” was based on a photo that 
he had taken of Roxanna Duenas. 
I mean UTLA has an amazing 
Communications Department who 
understood immediately what to 
do as these images were coming in. 
They understood just how powerful 
these images could be and how 
to use them in a really effective 
way. UTLA bought billboards all 
over the city that featured the 
image that Ernesto had designed. 
Millions of people were driving by 
that image leading up to the strike 
and during the strike itself. I think 
it was transformative because the 
image itself is so powerful. It is so 
simple and so straight forward. 
It was hard to deny. Who doesn’t 
stand with teachers? That was the 
thing. The message was so simple. 
It was an iconic image. You don’t 
see billboards that look like that 
image. And all of a sudden it was 
everywhere, all over the city leading 
up to the strike. I think it helped 
change how the public visualized 
and saw that struggle. 

Pablo and the folks at UTLA 
who were in charge of the 
Communications were just brilliant 
on how they shared out and 
amplified things.

NL: Agreed. Also, UTLA took out 
a full-page advertisement in the 
Los Angeles Times that wrapped 
the front section of paper with the 
teacher’s story and demands and a 
full-size poster of Ernesto’s image.

NG: I think that goes to the 
moment that there is the concept 
of an art build and then there is the 
experience of it. A lightbulb goes 
off. When UTLA saw Ernesto’s image 
they immediately saw its power. 
They immediately were willing to 
put down the money for a full-page 
ad in the Los Angeles Times. They 
were willing to put down the money 
without hesitation to buy billboards 
throughout the city.

NL: The other thing that is so 
powerful is that now UTLA has 
friendships and working relationships 
with these incredible artists – people 
like Ernesto, Erin, Nisha and so many 
other local artists. I made the point 
at the Houston NEA Conference that 
Ernesto Yerena as a single individual 
has a bigger following on social 
media – platforms like Instagram - 
then the NEA does on Instagram. 
So, you had artists like Ernesto and 
Nisha and so many other artists 
promoting the Red for Ed struggle 
across their platforms, across social 
justice movements and across the 
city and across the country. It is the 
definition of solidarity.

NG: It really is. It was so beautiful. 
The intersectionality of all of this - 
you know, it sounds like a dream. 
Right? But, actually through the 
action – the action of putting it 
together and making it happen, 
creates so many relationships and so 
much obvious intersectionality. As 
you put together an art build, as you 
get the local artists involved, as you 
get the local art teachers involved. 
As all of that happens something 
so much bigger than any individual 
occurs. It is based in love. It is based 
in creativity. It is a beautiful thing. 

NL: To wrap up: what did you learn 
from the UTLA art build when you 
reflected upon it?

NG: It is nothing new, but it was 
a reaffirmation that struggle is 
beautiful. So often we haven’t 
connected amazing artists to the 
struggle- and paid them, supported 
them. Unions have a history of 
copying images and not putting in 
a real relationship with the artists 
and here we didn’t do that. Here, we 
were very conscious that the artists 
who were putting in the time to help 
the movement were compensated. 

Being outside at SPARC, outside in 
Venice Beach, watching the 1600 
picket signs on 8 foot poles get put 
together and stacked up, seeing 
all the amazing parachute banners 
hanging from the side of the SPARC 
building and laid out in the parking 
lot. Seeing the patches hanging on 
the line and knowing that we were 
getting ready for war - a war that 
was the battle for a better life for all 
the students of L.A. Knowing that 
thousands of people came together 
to produce these images and make 
this happen. We are going into battle 
and we are going to look beautiful 
doing it was just so amazingly 
powerful. And that this is all possible. 
This is possible on a massive scale. 
It is possible on a smaller scale. You 
know I got assigned after UTLA 
to Little Rock, Arkansas and the 
teachers ended up doing a strike in 
the deep South in a Right-to-Work 
state and they put together an art 
build on a much shorter notice and 
a much tighter budget. But they 
did it and other cities have too. It’s 
because it’s infectious. Once people 
experience it and are part of it, they 
want to do it more. 

NL: During the UTLA strike itself, did 
you have the feeling and the optimism 
that the teachers were going to win? 
That this momentum just could not be 
stopped?

NG: Yes, by hour one or hour two of 
the strike. It was just a matter of when. 
It was obvious, it was clear. UTLA ran 
an A+++ strike campaign. They ran a 
beautiful operation. Obviously, they had 
their own internal machinations about 
what went right and wrong, but from 
a semi-outside perspective they ran 
a perfect game. It was obvious from 
minute-one that they were going to 
win. It was just about how long they 
were going to have to punish the ruling 
class. 

The first couple days of the strike 
was just a downpour of rain, rain, rain. 
But the skies would open up in the 
afternoon for these massive rallies at 
City Hall. And at those massive rallies  
at City Hall all the picket signs from  
the art build were there. The imagery 
of the demonstrations was just so 
different compared to the past. If you 
look at any of the teacher strikes  
before and after the art builds, the 
imagery is just so different. It was 
amazing and UTLA ran a near flawless 
campaign from my perspective. 

NL: Well, I think this is a good place  
to end it. Nate, I really want to thank 
you for all the work you’ve done and 
how you brought art builds into the 
NEA, into the teacher’s union and 
brought artists into these struggles. 

 NG: You are too kind. I feel like I am 
just stealing from you all. (laughs).  
But the greatest form of flattery is 
imitation, right? 
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While most education art builds 
have taken place in union halls, the 
three-day UTLA art build took place 
at SPARC (Social and Public Art 
Resource Center), which was formed 
in 1976 by art activist co-founders 
Christina Schlesinger, Donna Deitch 
and Judy Baca. SPARC is located 
in Venice and is an epicenter for 
community art, muralism, and the 
restoration of murals.

I spoke by phone with Carlos Rogel 
who is the Executive Director at 
SPARC. He is an interdisciplinary 
media/mural artist and a doctoral 
candidate at UCLA’s Department 
of Chicana and Chicano Studies. 
His research and art practice in 
community development focuses on 
arts-based methods of collaborative 
design and activism at the UCLA/
SPARC Digital/Mural Lab. He 
develops community-based public 
art projects, arts education programs 
for K-12 LAUSD schools, and activist 
art interventions with immigrant 
rights and labor organizations. His 
arts-based dissertation focuses on 
the extension of The Great Wall of 
Los Angeles, currently a half-mile 
mural located in the Los Angeles 
river. He developed SPARC’s mural 
conservation program, which has 
saved dozens of iconic murals 
throughout Los Angeles, and 
recently completed nine restorations 
for the City of Los Angeles 
Department of Cultural Affairs.

Nicolas Lampert (NL): How did the 

UTLA art build end up at SPARC? 
Did UTLA contact you or was that 
through Erin Yoshi who was the key 
local organizer for the art build?

Carlos Rogel (CR): Yes. It was 
through some early conversations 
with Erin Yoshi who has been a 
longtime collaborator with us 
here at SPARC. We have spent so 
many nights together hanging on 
scaffolding. My first introduction to 
Erin was painting on a scaffolding 
in East LA. Ever since then those 
relationships have really grown. We 
love the work that Erin does. She 
is just such a talented community 
organizer – someone who has 
traveled to different countries and 
provided so many people with 
inspiration by the work that she 
does. 

When she told us that there was this 
collaboration with UTLA in the works 
– and her partner Pablo has been 
involved with UTLA for a while – we 
were like “of course, tell us what 
you need.” Initially the collaboration 
was going to take place at Self 
Help Graphics. I think there was 
a scheduling conflict or some 
resources that needed to be hashed 
out so we said, “take over SPARC.” 
We’ve got the parking lot, we have 
the entire building, the Digital Mural 
Lab. We discussed ways of using 
some of the technology that we had 
in house with your methodologies 
and your team’s methodologies – the 
Art Build Workers.

NL: What was it like for you and the 
other staff members at SPARC on 
the days of the art build to look out 
and see 700-plus teachers and union 
members throughout the parking lot 
and the building creating art?

CR: That should be every weekend 
(laughs). But you realize how 
difficult it is to provide that resource 
and capacity at that scale. So much 
credit goes to the leadership at 
UTLA to turn out their members in 
those numbers and for that long. 
The art build inspired us at SPARC 
and it is important that that energy 
continues and that unions identify 
that as a vehicle for the social 
change work that they are doing. 

NL. It is the epitome of solidarity 
between the union, the arts 
organizations and the artists. Was 
it challenging hosting 700-plus 
people?

CR: Not really. I think the interesting 
thing was being able to collaborate 
with the Milwaukee team. We had 
the preliminary conversations, but 
it wasn’t until we all got down to 
the work where we were seeing 
how your methodologies and your 
processes had been refined for high 
production and a quick turnaround. 
We were all kind of figuring it out 
together. How does this scale up? 
Just put more hands on it. More 
teachers kept showing up. More 
people kept coming in. It was system 
painting. That is something that we 
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are very used to. We are used to 
working with 40, 50, 60 participants 
at a time in the creation of an 
intricate mural, so it wasn’t all that 
different. 

NL: We were learning a ton from 
SPARC that weekend. I had never 
seen banners traced by a digital 
printer before. Tell us about that. 

CR: That was a technique that we 
came up with for a May Day march 
for this labor organization called 
IDEPSCA. They are a day laborer 
organization from Harbor City. They 
had been defunded by the city and 
asked to relocate their facility in 
Harbor City. 

One of the organizers that I am a 
close friend with gave me a call and 
said we need to do something [to 
push back against the relocation.] 
“Do you guys have any canvas that 
you are throwing away that we could 
use to make signs?” I said, “I’ve got 
something better. Why don’t we try 
this out: we’ll do some mural and 
banner painting training.” 

We thought about what would be a 
cost-effective method considering 
that there was no funding for this. 
The bright idea popped into our 
heads – I don’t remember who was 
in the lab. I was like: “Hey, let’s get 
a Sharpie and put it into a plotter. 
So, we loaded a piece of canvas 
and taped in a sharpie where the 
blade would be. And, of course, it 
worked. We were able to trace all 
the outlines of the design. When the 
workers showed up, we were able 
to systematize the painting: here’s 
your blue, here’s your yellow, here’s 
your red. We were able to perfectly 
translate the original composition 
and design – all to scale. 

When you all came by for the UTLA 
build and said: “we need banners.” 
Our reaction was: “Lettering. We got 
that. Throw the Sharpie in there.” 

NL: It was an incredible merger of 
the hand arts and the digital and 
it saved a lot of time to have that 
Sharpie within the plotter trace 
out so many of the banners that 
people could then paint. Speaking of 
technology I remember during the 
art build itself you were constantly 
flying a drone above SPARC and 
above the neighborhood and getting 
stunning videos of the production – 
especially of the parachutes being 
painted. Same with the strike itself 
where you got powerful footage of 
the marches with the same drone. 
Tell us about your use of drone 
photography.

CR: Sure. That drone actually came 
from commission work that we had 
with the California Endowment to do 
murals in the Central Valley on health 
and wellness. During initial trips to 
different community organizations 
in the valley Judy and I quickly 
realized that it’s going to be a bit of 
a challenge to get high enough to 
capture landscape photographs that 
then we could later use as renderings 
or markets and later on murals. So 
those digital murals – I think on 
the second trip up to the Central 
Valley - I was able to get one of 
these high-res drones and we began 
doing these photo compositions. 
Being able to send it high we were 
able to see what the Central Valley 
looked like. The Central Valley is 
incredibly flat and it’s surrounded 
by mountains so it creates the 
perfect environment for crops. Giant 
amounts of crops. It is one of the 
breadbaskets of the country. But if 
you can’t fly you would never know 
how vast it is or how incredibly 
challenging it is for workers working 
in the fields or what they face when 
they are rapidly harvesting fruits and 
vegetables under really challenging 
conditions in fields that are covered 
in pesticides. So, we used the photos 
to begin the composition for the 
murals. 

When it came to the production 
for UTLA it just became part of 
the process. I mean the pieces [the 
parachutes] were so big that if you 
put your phone up you wouldn’t 
capture all of it. I think the drone 
photos were really successful in 
documenting all the work. We ran 
out of space. I think that was one 
of the challenges of the art build. 
(laughs) Especially with all the 
parachutes. Finding places for all 
the parachutes to dry. I think three 
or four or five ended up on the roofs 
of SPARC. We had some indoors, 
outdoors, hanging on scaffolding.

NL: We also had the challenge that 
we were so close to the ocean that 
the moisture in the evening created 
a whole world of problems when the 
paint wouldn’t dry.

CR: Oh yeah. That was something 
where the water kept dissolving the 
paint. The paint would not cure in 
time. Yeah, all the rigging to hang 
up the parachutes to dry and all of 
the nightmares of having to do the 
re-painting. That is something to 
consider - your humidity (laughs). 

NL: A few more questions to wrap 
up. What was it like for you to see 
art by so many artists that you know 
and have worked with become 
central to the UTLA strike? I’m 
talking, obviously, art by Ernesto 
Yerena, Nisha, Erin. What was it 
like to see the art produced at 
SPARC during the art build become 
the central images of the teacher 
strike that captured international 
attention?

CR: It absolutely reaffirmed all of 
the hard work that everybody put 
into preparing for this and then 
to see it realized at the scale that 
it was realized. Also, that it could 
find its footing within community 
organizing strategies as a way of 
not only building up anticipation 
and momentum, but sustaining it 

over the multiple weeks that the 
strike took place. And how beautiful 
to see that it was functional and 
had utility and it was beautiful 
and inspiring. There were a lot of 
elements to the way that all of the 
artists came together. I just wish that 
there had been an opportunity for 
us to collaborate together in person 
and to build up to it and to also 
incorporate a really deeply invested 
community process with the union 
members. That is something that 
we [SPARC] put on the forefront, 
ways of facilitating dialogue and 
going through certain methods 
of communicating and visualizing 
together that hopefully in the next 
one that we can do together as 
diverse artists and see what else 
emerges from that engagement. 
But in terms of prepping for a strike 
- this is a production timeline. This 
has to go up fast. The approach was 
the right approach. The way that 
everything fit together. We were 
all collectively inspired through 
different themes and issues that 
UTLA represented and it came 
together beautifully. So much of 
that conceptualization that UTLA 
members had done was incredibly 
helpful as visual artists to be able 
to represent the changes that they 
wanted to see. 

NL: Let’s close out with your 
memories of the strike itself. It must 
have been invigorating to be in the 
city during the strike and see the 
solidarity happening. 

CR. Yeah, we were there. We were 
physically present at the large 
march. A lot of our staff was there 
with us. Without incriminating 
myself (laughs) I brought a drone - 
the drone that we had been using 
at SPARC - and had to document 
as much as I could. The union 
struggled with the police to be able 
to provide permission to capture it 
all [through drone photography]. 
We were so worried that the whole 

thing wouldn’t work out. Being 
from Los Angeles, growing up here 
and knowing all the different alleys 
and tunnels in downtown LA we 
knew our way around enough that 
we could avoid getting caught 
initially by the police. The whole 
energy there. It was a buildup. It 
was something that we had seen 
only in immigrant rights marches 
against hateful rhetoric in the late 
90s and 2000s where people were 
just outraged. To see the teacher 
turnout – 50,000 teachers - and 
no matter where you looked you 
could see the works that had been 
produced at SPARC by all the 
different, wonderful artists. The 
parachutes – all of that – was just 
incredible. So, when the marches 
began we were able to lift the drone 
up – finally. I can’t remember where 
we were. We were like on a stairwell 
and managed to navigate this drone 
kind of through a narrow pathway. 
Then we were able to fly it above 
Broadway. We had to fly the whole 
thing over the buildings in case there 
was any sort of failure it wouldn’t 
knock someone over the head. We 
hovered over the banners and the 
march. We captured incredible 
footage. Stills and video. Then 
when the march was approaching 
Grand – the Broad Museum and the 
Walt Disney Concert Hall – we were 
in a different position. We landed 
the drone. Put everything away 
and we were swarmed by police 
immediately. I called Pablo and Pablo 
sent UTLA’s top attorney to be sure 
nothing happened to us – me and 
my partner. Physically. They were 
on the radio and talking, saying: “I 
don’t want to do this. I don’t want 
to do that.” The police were talking 
with their supervisors. Initially we 
thought they were going to let us go. 
Nobody had gotten hurt. The drone 
was nowhere near people. Then they 
were like: “No, we are confiscating 
the drone.” So I just looked at my 
partner and as I handed her the bag 
with the equipment I just tapped 

the side of the drone and pulled the 
mini storage device out and slipped 
it into my pocket. I have no idea how 
it happened so fast. I mean right in 
front of like eight police officers. 
I told them “Here’s your drone” 
and they told me it was getting 
impounded. 

The lawyer tried his best to salvage 
it, but it took several months to 
negotiate the return of the drone. 
He did some miracles to get it back. 
But the wonderful thing was that 
little bit of footage – I was able to 
give that to Pablo at UTLA – and 
they were really able to push the 
official count of how many teachers 
were demonstrating. Otherwise, the 
police were already on the news 
saying 4,000 to 6,000. There was 
no way that was 4,000 to 6,000 
people! The real number was closer 
to 50,000. You look at the footage. 
All of Broadway from edge to edge 
and from start to finish was covered 
in red. Teachers marching. So, we 
took quite some risks (laughs) but 
we were able to provide UTLA with 
some key aerial footage of the 
march.

NL: Well that’s an amazing story 
and a good place to wrap up the 
interview. I want to thank you for all 
the work that you did to make the 
art build happen and all the work 
that followed. It was such an honor 
to meet you and everyone else at 
SPARC. It really was one of the 
highlights that I’ve have ever had in 
creating art collectively.

CR: Amazing. The feeling is mutual, 
Nicolas. Truly. Really wonderful to 
meet you all and collaborate in such 
a deeply compassionate way. I really 
look forward to doing it again. 
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David Solnit is a climate justice, 
global justice, anti-war, arts and 
direct-action organizer. He was a 
key organizer in the shutdowns of 
the WTO in Seattle in 1999 and the 
protests in San Francisco the day 
after Iraq was invaded in 2003. Solnit 
is an arts organizer, puppeteer and 
a co-founder of Art and Revolution 
in the 1990s, using culture, art, 
giant puppets and theater in mass 
mobilizations for popular education 
and as an organizing tool. He has co-
created visuals for the campaigns of 
the Coalition of Immokalee Workers, 
the Poor People’s Campaign, Fight 
for $15, and numerous other groups, 
mobilizations and actions. He was 
the North America Arts Organizer for 
350.org for much of the 2010s. He 
has trained and inspired numerous 
artists and activists on the tactics 
of art builds for decades. He lives in 
Berkeley, California. 

Nicolas Lampert (NL): You often 
refer to yourself as an art organizer. 
Explain what that is. 

David Solnit (DS): An activist 
is someone who is personally 
active. An arts activist is someone 
who themselves makes art and 
contributes it to activism. An 
organizer is someone who involves 
other people and helps them 
organize themselves. The difference 
between an arts activist and an 
arts organizer is, as an organizer, 
I am looking at how we can use 
the creation of art to involve other 
people, build alliances and coalitions, 
and, big picture: how will it advance 
the campaign to win changes? 
So, I think there is a little bit of a 
difference between an arts activist 
and an arts organizer.

NL: As an arts organizer you have 
a large network of artists and 
designers that you work with, 
especially in the Bay Area. I am 
thinking of artists like Miriam 
Stahl, Favianna Rodriguez, Melanie 
Cervantes and Jesus Barraza. 
Can you discuss how you work 
with artists and what movement 
organizers and union organizers 
need to know on how to best work 
with artists. I am thinking about how 
the artist is respected, credited, and 
paid. 

DS: The first thing I try and do is try 
to organize on both sides. On the 
organization – on the union side, 
I try to get clear on the role the 
art needs to serve – so what is the 
message. In my background more 
as an organizer than an artist, my 
approach is to ask what is the core 
message? What tells the narrative 
that will help win your campaign? 
What do you want people in the 
community and through the media 
to know? And how can you boil it 
down to a few core messages rather 
than twenty messages. And also, 
how will you use it? Does it need to 
be in black-and-white? Or in color? 
Will it be used in multiple places? So, 
having all that information together 
so that when you go to the artist you 
can say: here’s what they need. It’s 
going to be used as a screen print 
or a picket sign or whatever. It can 
be multi-color. I can describe to the 
artist what the messages need to 
be. At the same time, it is important 
to give the artist some space and 
protect them from too much “art 
by committee.” The value of the 
artist is their skill at communicating 
ideas and narratives in a different 

language than an organizer or an 
organization. So, you actually want 
to give the artist a free hand to come 
up with ways of using images and 
design to communicate in a different 
way than you would in a press 
release or a speech. 

I think it is also powerful to lift up 
who made the art. So, if the artist 
has a statement – to share it, at 
least within the organization, if not 
publicly. To credit them and show 
that the arts community is throwing 
down for the strike or the struggle. 
Also getting the work out into the 
world. That is the coolest thing. If 
you are going to put some labor and 
love into making a beautiful design 
for a movement, there is nothing 
better than seeing it all over the 
streets.

NL: You put a lot of emphasis on the 
readability of banners and picket 
signs. You have a great quote on 
this: “If you can’t see it, you can’t 
read it, you can’t win it.” Do you find 
yourself having to remind artists, 
along with movement organizers, on 
why this is so vital?

DS: Yes. On the movement 
organizers side, there is often not 
an understanding that your visual 
art and your slogans differ from 
your more comprehensive policy, 
proposals, demands, ideology, and 
your platform. Art is the place you 
want to have short, simple phrases. 
And often if there are songs or 
poetry that are saying the same 
thing in a richer way that can 
capture people’s imagination or be 
more evocative, that is even more 
powerful. 
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Imagine the famous “I AM A MAN” 
signs from the Memphis Sanitation 
Workers Strike if they had put all of 
their demands underneath that and 
shrunk down the “I AM A MAN.” It 
would have been far less powerful. 

The art serves to get people’s 
attention and tell the story in a more 
visual and simple way. So, there is a 
fight with organizers to boil it down 
to core messages and also if we 
can translate it into the language 
of poetry or song. And then with 
artists - people who are professional 
artists are often trained to do things 
for galleries or posters that you 
hang on a living room wall, rather 
than street art that you see from 
down the street or showing up in a 
photo with two hundred people in a 
strike. So that is a big challenge with 
organizers to simplify the language 
– make it poetic. And with artists to 
make the words so that you can read 
it down the block and still have it be 
interesting. 

NL: Moving to the OEA art build 
in January 2019, you felt it was 
important that the art build take 
place at the OEA union hall. Why?

DS: First, they have a large parking 
garage on the first floor underneath 
their union hall – which was a perfect 
space with ventilation. Second, the 
union organizers said it shifted how 
people thought about the union 
hall when they were there with 
music playing, food, and hundreds 
of teachers making art together. 
Also, logistically, they owned the 
space and we could leave stuff there 
overnight. They still store all the art 
that we made in a corner of that 
space. So, it was ideal. Also, upstairs 
you and the other screen printers 
turned virtually every square inch of 
the office space and turned it into 
a giant, screen-printing production 
studio. And they liked it. 

NL: Let’s talk about what you 
thought was successful about the 
OEA art build. I for one was inspired 
by the group that you invited to lead 
strike songs and chants. 

DS: Kampala (Rancifer) led a team 
of OEA organizers to turn out 

members so it was a little bit of a 
stress test showing their capacity 
to turn people out, but also to build 
momentum, energy, and excitement 
for the strike. They also recognized 
that it was a great opportunity 
before the strike to get positive 
media coverage. So, when they 
announced the strike, they actually 
held the announcement during the 
art build. 

NL: Agreed. There was so much 
media coverage – not only with the 
press conference led by Keith Brown 
but with all the social media that 
teachers and artists were sending 
out and sharing throughout the art 
build. Can you talk a little bit about 
the group that you invited that led 
the strike chants. I had never seen 
that at an art build before. 

DS: That was one of the Peace Poets 
who was in town and did a training 
on how to be a strike and chant 
leader on picket lines. It was Lueya 
from the Peace Poets. So, we asked 
him to come and lead a workshop 
and then train folks and then those 
folks led the chants that they had 
developed together and that he 
had helped write. Also, I think it is 
important to try to lift up all the arts. 
Not just visual art, but also song and 
music, and ideally street theater, and 
dance.

NL: Talk about how the art was used 
in the OEA strike itself.

DS: I worked with Kampala and 
others in the union once the art was 
made. We then engaged with the 
planning team about how we would 
use the art in the mobilizations 
and the picket lines. So, we had 
a plan with a team of volunteers 
and coordinators to help get the 
banners to the front of the march. 
We built that into the planning. We 
got a team of people who were 
dedicated to transporting the art 
to the march, handing it to people, 
keeping it arranged so it actually 
read for the photos. So that it 
was facing the right direction. We 
would often stage a group photo 
where everyone would turn the 
same direction and hold their sign 

up. Having people there to work 
on art mobilization made a huge 
difference and helped with a lot of 
the photo documentation that Joe 
Brusky, Brooke Anderson, and others 
took because we had people on the 
ground making sure that the art was 
looking good and was arranged. And 
then we collected the art at the end 
so that we had it for the next action. 

NL: So when you design banners are 
you designing with the camera in 
mind?

DS: Absolutely. Yes. You want people 
across the street to see it, but you 
also want people to see it if it is on 
the news or in a newspaper photo or 
your friends Instagram feed. 

NL: Speaking of photographers 
as you noted, Milwaukee-based 
union photographer Joe Brusky 
was present for the OEA art build 
and the OEA strike. Talk about why 
his photos and why photographs 
by Brooke Anderson and so many 
others were so important to the OEA 
struggle.

DS: I mean Joe and Brooke are 
master storytellers through the 
medium of photography. They 
are able to capture the energy 
and the faces and the people 
and the narrative of the struggle 
and communicate them through 
photography. They provide these 
photos for the movement to use 
and to amplify that story. Their 
photos then spread everywhere 
through social media. It is critical. 
These photographers play a double 
role. They take the photos and then 
circulate them through social media. 

NL: Going back to the banners, I 
recall that you stressed the need for 
the OEA banners and picket signs 
to be red, to be a one-color scheme. 
Why?

DS: There are three ways that you 
can get visual unity for a mass 
demonstration, or even a dispersed 
movement. One is through colors. 
Another is through images. A third 
is through words. Maybe a fourth 
would be through the form of the 
art – the type of art. At that time the 

Oakland teacher’s strike came on a 
wave of teacher uprisings across the 
country that adopted the Red for Ed 
slogan. So, I think there is a desire 
to be in solidarity with that. It also 
allowed for some visual unity with so 
much red throughout the marches, 
actions, and pickets. We had an 
interesting balance because the OEA 
colors are yellow and green, so we 
were dressing with lots of red with 
yellow and green highlights. 

NL: After the initial OEA art build 
there was a subsequent number 
of smaller art builds at OEA that 
preceded and followed the large 
build. Could you tell us about those 
builds?

DS: The first smaller art build was 
in January before the crew from 
Milwaukee joined us and we made 
100 picket signs, banners and red 
flags and used them for some lead 
up actions. So, we were already 
in motion and that was great for 
people to experience an art build. 
We did this for one day with 
probably 50 people throughout the 
day. This got everyone ready for 

when we did the build for three days 
with probably one thousand people. 
And then we kept doing art builds 
partly because we needed more art. 
We had 65 schools or sites that had 
a picket line every morning. We also 
addressed the need to have Spanish 
language banners. We had specific 
banners for nurses and librarians. 
Strikers could come in and paint 
their own banner. We had templates 
they could do so we ultimately 
made 65 banners – one for each 
site, along with large banners for the 
mass mobilizations. OEA would do a 
mass demo every day along with the 
picket lines at each school. 

NL: It was smart organizing to 
respond to the changes in the 
movement and the need for more 
art. 

DS: The picket lines were hungry. 
We made something like 700 picket 
signs on eight-foot sticks. A big 
bulk of those were kept together for 
the big daily mobilizations. We also 
needed picket signs and banners for 
the 65 strike sites. 

NL: I know you had collaborated 
with the Berkeley teachers in the 
past, but am I correct that this was 
your first time collaborating with 
OEA?

DS: Yes. My wife is a Berkeley public 
school teacher and part of the 
Berkeley Federation of Teachers. 
They won one of the best contracts 
in California that used an art 
centered strategy in their struggle. 
They also did a lot of solidarity with 
Oakland. So, yes this was my first 
time working with Oakland teachers. 
Things that helped make it happen 
was having you and Nate Gunderson 
from NEA to help provide resources 
and support. That was a big boost in 
terms of being able to scale it up. 

NL: Also Kampala Rancifer and 
Keith Brown traveled down to LA 
in December and took part in the 
UTLA art build, so they got ideas on 
how to host the OEA art build from 
that experience. They were aware 
of your work, but I thought one of 
the greatest outcomes of the OEA 
art build was how these networks 
expanded.

Photo by Joe Brusky. Second floor of OEA union hall turned into a silk screening space.
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DS: One thing that spun out of it is 
that I work with Kampala and my 
wife Julie who led the arts narrative 
part of the Berkeley Federation 
of Teachers contract campaign 
and we did statewide trainings 
for both teacher’s unions at their 
annual statewide conference. So, 
we actually went to Las Vegas 
where the CTA [California Teachers 
Association] had its conference and 
we set up an art build in a casino 
and for three days teachers made art 
that was used at the conference. But 
we also showed people how to make 
block prints, how to screen print, and 
then Kampala and Julie presented on 
how to use art to win a strike and a 
contract. We were going to present 
to the other statewide union, but 
the pandemic led to the in-person 
conference being cancelled. 

NL: I am really getting the sense 
that the tactics of art builds and art 
organizing is really resonating with 
the OEA staff. Are you getting that 
sense too?

DS: Yes. It is also spread to other 
unions and organizations. It is so 
key having someone in the teachers 
union to co-lead the art builds. And 
for the leadership to recognize that 
this is an important thing. I work 
with lots of organizations where they 
don’t think art is the important thing, 
so you don’t see the leaders there. 
But with OEA all the leadership 
was at the art build the whole time 
meeting their members and helping 
make things work. 

NL: Are you seeing self-organizing in 
terms of art happening within OEA. 
Or are they still somewhat reliant 
on you? Meaning when OEA needs 
art do they say: let’s call up Solnit 
and other artists we know or are you 
seeing through the trainings that 
OEA can do the art builds without 
reaching out to someone like you?

DS: I think somewhat. Most teachers 
use art in the classroom so they 
have those skills. They are frankly 
the easiest people to do an art 
build with because they are used to 
having to run things themselves with 
thirty kids and they are pretty adept 
at figuring stuff out. 

NL: Right. It is music to our ears to 
be working on an art build with art 
teachers. 

DS: (laughs) And if you have a 
spelling error.

NL: The teachers will know how to 
correct it.

DS: Yes. 

NL: This boxset is all about archiving 
this ephemera and movement 
culture so that it serves as a teaching 
tool about these labor strikes so that 
people who may not be familiar with 
Red for Ed or the OEA strike or the 
UTLA strike will learn about it. I recall 
in Oakland that you and I butted 
heads – in a friendly manner I hope 
– on the issue of archiving copies 
of the ephemera from the OEA art 
build. Specifically, I requested that 25 
copies of the screen printed picket 
signs and patches be pulled for the 
archives. What is your philosophy 
on archiving this type of material 
– not just the OEA material but for 
any of the movements that you 
have worked with. I recall you were 
concerned that any copies archived 
would make for less copies on the 
picket line. Give us a sense on your 
take on archiving and if it is part of 
your practice or not. 

DS: The concern was that students 
and teachers were under assault so 
in some ways I saw a limited amount 
of teacher capacity so to take a big 
slice of the art and not have it on the 
65 picket lines, so my heart was with 
the teachers. If you are fighting a 

battle and you spent a week making 
shields and arrows and then you 
say you’re going to take a certain 
amount of your shields and arrows 
away in a University somewhere, 
you are less able to fight and defend 
yourself. That was my reaction. So 
making it transparent and building 
it in and making a compelling 
argument on why it is valuable so 
that everyone knows well in advance 
would have been the thing that 
would have made me less protective 
of the teachers’ art. 

NL: Yes. That speaks to errors made 
– including mine – on communicating 
this clearly, but there is always the 
urgency of now. I know you have 
been involved in this type of work 
for decades, but I get a sense from 
you that the art always has to go to 
the front lines. Is saving this material 
important to you – to get this 
material into the archives, into the 
history books? Or is that less of your 
concern and let the cards fall as they 
will if the stuff ever finds its way into 
the archive or not.

DS: I mean I think what I learned, 
particularly, around the shutdown 
of the WTO in Seattle, that I don’t 
use the language of archiving, but 
keeping alive the story that people 
won and how they won. One of the 
things I have done around Seattle 
is I got back together with some of 
the core organizers who organized 
the shut down and we created an 
ONLINE website from an organizer’s 
perspective called the Seattle WTO 
Organizers History Project. To tell 
the story and show and tell on how 
it was fought and won. And that was 
actually a huge mistake in Seattle. 
Those of us who organized it didn’t 
actually explain what we did, what 
worked, what didn’t work. And, so 
people looked at what was seen as 
a very powerful and effective shut 
down and tried to replicate it often 
with misunderstandings that led 

to bad organizing and failed mass 
actions. So, I think it is absolutely 
critical to tell the story of what was 
done, how it was done, what worked, 
what didn’t and to preserve that. 
I am less familiar with archiving 
ephemera in academic institutions. 
I think making it accessible to social 
movements and keeping people’s 
history alive is super important. 

NL: Our concern - especially with 
labor history - is that it gets buried 
so often that even the seminal 
Chicago Teachers Union strike 
in 2012 is not known to much of 
the population. The NEA and the 
Milwaukee crew really saw the 
archiving as part of the activism and 
part of the struggle. But that is tricky 
when you are talking about the 
immediacy of the struggle. 

DS: I also did an interview with Joe 
Brusky – the photographer and 
social media person – and he told 
the story on how the art was used 
and got that published on the first 
day of the strike. That was a way 
to amplify what happened and 
the interview remains on Common 
Dreams and lots of other places. 

NL: Right and part of what we hope 
doing with this boxset is to allow 
labor to really tell this history. Also, 
the boxset is not just going to end 
up in University archives – although 
I think those are important places 
and they are public archives – but 
the boxset is going to go to people’s 
archives like the Center for the Study 
of Political Graphics (CSPG) in Los 
Angeles and Interference Archive in 
Brooklyn, New York. Copies of the 
boxset are also going to OEA, UTLA 
and the NEA. The boxset housed 
at the unions does more than just 
celebrate these struggles. It reminds 
the unions why this art organizing is 
so important for their tactics.

But moving on and going full circle I 
want to talk about your influence on 
this type of work and your influence 
on the work that the Milwaukee crew 
is doing. Readers of this interview 
might know or might not know that 
you played a huge role in influencing 
the work of the Milwaukee art build 
artists when you visited Milwaukee 
in 2016 and helped co-organize a 
community art build. The Milwaukee 
artists since then adopted these 
tactics, modified them, and have 
organized numerous art builds with 
the immigrant justice group, Voces 
de la Frontera, public teacher unions, 
and other activist groups over the 
past five years. To me, all this work 
owes a debt of gratitude to you and 
others who do this type of work. 
How do you react when you see 
tactics that you taught and inspired 
taking place in other communities?

DS: I think like a murmuration 
of birds there is an emergent 
intelligence amongst organizers and 
artists recognizing that we need art 
and culture to win a better world for 
our communities and the planet. I 
think there is a growing ecosystem 
of arts and culture work within social 
movements. I think that is good and 
there are all kinds of different levels 
of it. I think there are feedback loops. 
I have learned a ton from Milwaukee 
folks who have scaled it up and 
gotten, I believe, for the first time 
a national union to make art builds 
a priority for major cities going 
on strike. That has not happened 
before with actual resources given 
to locals by the national union and 
capacity with a national organizer 
and bringing in arts organizers 
from other places. That was a huge 
scaling up on your end. I think 
arts and culture needs to be taken 
as seriously as any other parts of 
organizing in social movements and 
equal amounts of resources and 

respect given to it whether it is song 
leading and writing or visual arts or 
performances. We are engaged in 
battles of the stories - how you tell 
the stories in a compelling way. It is 
essential to win. I am excited to see 
all the feedback loops between all 
the different parts of the movements 
and the arts organizers everywhere.

NL: To wrap up, there is seemingly 
no slowing down with you. I see you 
post photos from new art builds 
and actions on a weekly basis, if 
not daily. Give us some hints on 
longevity. Will you ever slow down? 

DS: (laughs) The mark of success 
of a good organizer is that they 
are unneeded. People have always 
used art and culture to win change. 
I think pushing back against 
business unionism and the nonprofit 
industrial complex helps shift the 
landscape. There is still very little 
acknowledgement, support, and 
funding for the arts part of it. 
There are still very few people in 
a landscape of thousands of labor 
organizers and non-profit social 
movement organizers who have full 
time funded jobs in arts organizing. 
I can count on my fingers how many 
of those are dedicated to arts 

NL: Agreed. It speaks to all the work 
that still needs to be done. 

DS: I love what Keith Brown of OEA 
said after the first art build: “The 
power of the youth, the power of 
the educators, the power of labor, 
the power of community, the power 
of the art build.” I think using arts is 
foundational to winning struggles. 
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I met with Kampala Taiz-Rancifer, 
a veteran Oakland Unified School 
District (OUSD) teacher at 
EnCompass Academy Elementary - 
where 93% of her students qualify 
for Free or Reduced Lunch. In 
addition to being an outstanding 
teacher, she has also been a leading 
campaigner for smaller class sizes 
for students and has worked as 
a teacher-leader with Oakland 
Education Association (OEA). 

We talked about art builds, her 
work with the Oakland Education 
Association and her understanding 
of the role that art can play as a part 
of work for social justice. Kampala 
was the main OEA organizer for 
the art build leading up to the OEA 
teachers strike. The following is a 
transcript of our discussion.

Josie Osborne (JO): Kampala, Thank 
you so much for giving me this 
opportunity and being so generous 
with your time...in a time that is 
always so busy. 

Kampala Taiz-Rancifer (KTR): 
Absolutely, I am happy to do it.

JO: You know, of all of the art builds 
we have done, the Oakland Art 
Build really holds a special place 
in my heart. It was such a moving 
experience for me and for all of us 
involved, and we talked about that 
afterward. The spirit of it and the 
fact that you (OEA) were doing the 
art build with a lot less resources 
than some of our previous partners 
in terms of funding, but a lot of 
talented and passionate people 
bringing different things to the 
event, and into the movement. We 
loved the fact that you all were 
scrappy, talented, passionate and 
determined. That just made such an 
impression on us and was really an 
honor to be a part of that. 

KTR: Thank you, we loved it. Yes, 
we had a great time with you guys 
too. We had a similar experience. 
You know, that time was just so...
its precious to us. It’s a part of our 
history now. And you guys helped us 
make that come true. So absolutely, 
similar feelings. 

JO: Could you talk about the 
Oakland Education Association and 
its unique position in the year or two 
leading up to the 2019 strike? Give 
us a snapshot of what some of those 
specific concerns were that you 
and your District and your city were 
working to address? 

KTR: Sure, we started down this 
endeavor around 2017... I think, well 
there had been a few opportunities 
to try to change our union. There 
were some people that had been 
in certain caucuses and they were 
trying various ways to change our 
union early on. We had been a very 
service model union and, despite 
good efforts, we were incredibly 
weak. We were getting beaten up 
left and right. The Charter School 
industry was just taking over our 
district, you know? Schools were 
co-located or closed... I mean, at 
that time, it felt like we were really 
powerless to strike back because we 
didn’t have any really meaningful, 
effective structures in place. 

So when I got involved...And I 
only speak to my own personal 
experience because I’m sure things 
were happening before then. And 
I don’t want to make it seem as 
though I walked in and suddenly 
things changed. But we did make a 
decision mid-year 2017 to start to 
really change our approach. We did 
some listening sessions at school 
sites. You know, Site Blitzes is what 
we call them. And in doing those Site 
Blitzes we really found and identified 

all the top issues that we finally, 
ultimately, struck over. 

We found that people were saying 
“there’s just too many students in 
my class to be able to effectively 
educate them in a way that they 
deserve”. Folks were talking about, 
you know “We need student 
supports! we need this or that”. 
“Our kids are dealing with trauma 
and we don’t have the supports 
that are necessary to provide these 
students with what they need”. They 
were talking about real issues! “I 
need a living wage. I can’t live here! 
I’m going to leave. I love Oakland. I 
want to teach here but I can’t afford 
to live in the Bay Area.” I have to 
go to a neighboring district. I’m 
leaving next year, I won’t be here” 
Right? so that, of course, creates 
the teacher retention crisis in our 
district, which then goes back to. 
exacerbate all the rest of the issues 
that we were having because you 
don’t have educators that have been 
in the district long enough to really 
build the skills necessary to be able 
to deal with some of the challenges 
that we have (due to lack of other 
supports). So, it was...you know, 
over and over and over again we 
heard from educator after educator 
throughout the district that these 
were really the challenges that we 
faced. 

JO: What was your union’s 
membership like prior to that time? 
And how did those listening sessions 
also start to make people feel like 
they could believe more in this union 
and trust that it is listening to them 
and able to respond?

KTR: Absolutely! I would have to 
say initially our members were like, 
you know, “I’ve heard this all before” 
right? “Yeah, yeah you’re coming, 
you’re going to do something about 
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◀ All photos by Joe Brusky. Photos of Kampala Taiz-Rancifer at the OEA artbuild, Houston NEA Representative Assembly, and UTLA artbuild.
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it and you never do.” What we 
realized, I think the turning point 
for members was, that this group 
of leaders, you know, and I myself 
was rank-and-file, right out of the 
classroom. I would come and do this 
stuff after work or maybe every once 
in a while I would take a release day 
and go visit school sites. But I knew 
these disillusioned teachers were 
motivated, I think, by the fact that 
we had actually made a plan. It’s 
not just like ”Hey let’s fight back”. 
Well how exactly is that going to 
happen? And when you’re able to 
articulate the steps, “we’re going 
to do this, this, this, this and this 
and we’re going to create our site 
structures. We’re going to identify 
the leaders at each site. We’re going 
to make sure that you create what 
we called Site Organizing Squads at 
each site so that you’re not doing it 
all by yourself.” Because that was the 
issue before. Before it was like you’re 
a sight rep and you’re supposed to 
do all things union-related for your 
school. It’s too big of a job for one 
person! So we created structures 
so that teachers could actually start 
addressing site-based issues. And 
once we created those structures the 
communication between the leaders 
down at Central (OEA Office), like 
our president and vice president 
and down through to the school site 
leaders, communication improved 
radically. So it was like “Oh, oh, oh, 
okay this is what we’re doing!” and 
people started believing “oh this, 
this does look different. This feels 
different. What I’m saying at my 
school site IS getting down there 
and things are actually changing”. 
So yeah, getting the plan created, 
and actually implementing the plan, 
started changing things really pretty 
quickly.

JO: Could we back up a little bit 
and share some information about 
who you were as a teacher and what 
the timeframe was, where you were 
beginning to get more active in the 
union? 

KTR: Sure, I know when I first got 
into the district my very first year 
teaching, I think it was seven years 
ago now, they asked me to be a 
Rep and I went into Rep Council 
and realized, like “I’m not going to 

do this. This looks…” It was just... it 
was not an organizing union. And 
I realized I would have to spend all 
my waking hours trying to figure this 
out. And I just, you know, as a new 
teacher I wasn’t ready or interested. 
But this one year in 2017 I had 30 
first graders in my class, four of 
whom had IEPs, and that was a 
violation of the contract right there. 
And then I had other students that 
really needed to be diagnosed. And I 
could not serve my students! I could 
not serve my students in the way 
that I wanted to, and I was so angry 
about that. I was just heartbroken 
about that. And I knew that this 
was not right for me. And it’s even 
more messed up for my kids. So, you 
know, when folks started coming 
around to do Site Blitzes at my site 
I was like “You know, I’m angry and 
I’m ready to do it. I’m ready to do 
some work”. And so that’s how I got 
involved. I got recruited by Keith 
Brown and Ismael Armendariz and 
we got in and we made a plan. You 
know, we read Jane MacElevy’s book 
No Shortcuts we read Secrets of 
a Successful Organizer (Bradbury, 
Brenner and Slaughter). We wound 
up doing trainings using that text 
and...using the trainings that came 
from that book.

Somebody told me after we started 
“Teachers don’t work over the 
summer and so you’re not going to 
get anybody out for a training over 
the summer. Teachers are just off” 
and I said, “I don’t believe that.” and 
we held organizing trainings over the 
summer. I can’t tell you how many 
teachers came out to learn how to 
organize their site! And these are 
the things that you do to shift the 
culture in a union and we did that. 
And we continued those trainings 
throughout the year so that people 
could learn how to make their sites 
stronger - So that was 2017 to 2018. 

Yeah, 2017 I was irritated by all 
the things happening at my own 
school site over of the 2017 year. 
So we were just making sure we 
went site-by-site, building those 
support structures. I mean, it wasn’t 
a hundred percent. We got as much 
as we possibly could in terms of 
involvement and building up to that. 

JO: I think that you and I first met 
in Los Angeles at the UTLA art 
build. I can picture your face in LA 
and remember being introduced to 
you... though it was such a blur of 
13-hour days and lots of hard work 
and so many people around. That 
was such a powerful time also. When 
you were in LA at SPARC Art with 
the UTLA Art Build what was your 
feeling when you were there at that 
art build? I imagine that, in addition 
to expressing solidarity with your 
fellow union members and another 
union in another city, you were also 
maybe doing research for your own 
potential future?

KTR: Yes, so yeah, I do remember 
meeting you in LA, that first time 
and being like Woooah! It was a 
beautiful thing right? But, I actually 
got introduced to art builds the first 
time when I came out to Milwaukee, 
and I went to MTEA and I saw the 
products. Right? We went there to 
Milwaukee for a Community Schools 
workshop and they took us to the 
MTEA art build you all were doing. I 
was like “Ooooh I want to do that!” 
and then we found out that UTLA 
was actually going to do an art build 
and I was like “Well, how does that 
work? Like what does that actually 
mean to do an art build? What 
does that work look like, exactly? 
So yeah, we flew down because 
I was definitely taking notes. You 
know I wanted to know what is 
this thing about? How does this 
work? How would you build such 
a thing? So, oh my goodness I was 
just... I mean it was breathtaking. It 
was just breathtaking! The images, 
the art, the community that was 
being built there, You know what I 
mean? It was just such a beautiful 
thing! It was beautiful in so many 
different ways; the images, again, 
the colors, like all the beautiful 
colors. And then it was beautiful 
because there were just all these 
members and their kids and... Aaah! 
I was like so done! I was like “I’m so 
doing this I don’t know how we’re 
doing it, but this is amazing!” And 
then, you know, meeting all of you 
and watching you put the stations 
together like it was like a machine! 
I was so impressed! so impressed! 
and then Cecily [Cecily Myart Cruz, 
now the UTLA President]... yeah like 

it was like everybody got the little 
patches. I was excited...just like this 
is everything. I definitely walked 
away with ideas. I had a notebook 
I was plotting out our Oakland Art 
Build. Like, “Oh yeah, we’re about to 
do this”. And, you know, we had to 
put our own little Oakland stank on 
it. But, yeah, I was super inspired by 
what UTLA did. I also got to go back 
down in December when they had 
their giant march and all of that stuff 
got used in the streets. Aaaah, it was 
amazing! I was excited by it, yeah! 

JO: We were so happy that Joe 
Brusky could go back out for that 
march and then for the strike and 
photo document it. And then, 
of course, he was sharing lots of 
information and images with us 
back in Wisconsin. I mean the news 
was picking up some of it. But 
his pictures and video clips were 
amazing.

KTR: So gorgeous. It was amazing. 
I mean and of course they have like 
20 billion members so it was like the 
sea of art.

JO: Yes, a sea of art and red. 
Amazing... Could you talk a little bit 
about when Oakland had the strike 
about what the strike won for your 
district, your teachers and students?

KTR: Sure! So, right out, some of 
the stuff that we were talking about 
earlier that educators were really 
challenged with, was being able to 
have a living wage. So because of 
the strike, we were able to get a 11% 
raise with a 3% bonus which was 
pretty huge for Oakland. Because we 
had been the lowest paid district in 
our region. 

And then, my issue around class 
size, the reason that I went out in 
the first place, we were able to win 
some class size reductions and even 
additional class size reduction for 
schools in high need areas. So that 
was really important because I was 
in a flatland school and you know it 
is important to think about lowering 
class size with an equity lens. So, I 
was really proud that we were able 
to do that as a union and agree to 
do that. 

Another thing that I think people 
don’t really realize is that when 
our members said “We really need 
student supports. We need to 
address these issues around having 
more support for SPED (Special 
Ed)”, that became a big focus of 
our strike and we spent a great 
deal of resources on that, where 
we probably could have gotten a 
bigger raise if we hadn’t. But special 
education is oftentimes overlooked 
and our members in those areas 
are consistently frustrated by not 
being prioritized. The need was 
great. And then, of course, our 
students as a result get impacted 
by those choices. So, we lowered 
caseloads for our RSP teachers, for 
our counselors, our psychologists 
and our speech pathologists. Those 
were groups that had been ignored 
for forever. And we were able to 
make some significant reductions in 
caseloads. Which of course means 
that there’s going to be more of 
those folks that have to be hired. 
But then more of our students get 
served. So that was huge! 

Photo by Joe Brusky. Kampala Taiz-Rancifer handpainting Micah Bazant picket sign with her daughter at the OEA artbuild.
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Then we were able to, for nurses,  
get them not only the 11% raise,  
but they got an additional 9%  
raise and then they got a $10,000 
bonus for two years. Because they 
had just, you know, the amount  
of things that nurses have to do  
to be able to become a nurse in  
a school is challenging and we 
needed something to incentivize 
nurses coming to teach and  
staying in OUSD. 

So those are some of the biggest 
wins. But we also were winning 
things like, you know, we won a 
Sanctuary District, where it affirms 
that teachers will not be calling or 
collaborating with ICE at all. Then 
also, Restorative Justice, we were 
able to ensure through the city that 
those positions would be funded 
and that they would get professional 
development. And then we secured 
staffing for newcomers in addition 
to getting a moratorium on school 
closures. And then with the strikes 
both in LA and Oakland we were able 
to win some Charter School Reform 
which was huge because both Los 
Angeles and Oakland are very hard 
hit with charter school expansion. 
So we won a great deal in this strike. 
And, you know, still we need more. 
But we did win a great deal.

JO: It also takes time sometimes to 
implement those things that you 
won. To hire new people and create 
change. Great! Congratulations 
on that! That leads to my next 
question... How do you view the 
California strikes impacting the 
national teachers movement?

KTR: So, you know, what I think 
about the impact that our strikes 
statewide here in California had, I 
think about it in the larger context.  
In 2017 the Janus decision was 
moving forward and the fears were 
that Janus was really going to 
weaken our ability to collect dues 
which, of course, helps us fund our 
fights. So we have that and then 
we also have this other thing that’s 
happening where you have these red 
states with no collective bargaining 
rights, or ability to strike, doing 
it anyway. I mean, actually, when 

I went to Milwaukee that was like 
“wow!”, it was eye-opening. So we 
asked some of those red state folks 
to come to Oakland and speak with 
our educators and tell us, you know, 
explain to us, how and what they did. 
Our educators realized that we can 
use our legal rights to fight for what 
is important to us and we could lose 
them altogether. Right? So I think 
California strikes let people around 
the nation see that, you know, we 
all need to be in this fight for public 
education. And that there’s really 
no excuses to not fight for public 
education and fight for our kids. 
Because ultimately this is a fight for 
our students! So, I think, along with 
all of the red state folks, we were 
helping to give permission to other 
places, you know, to lift up together 
and fight against this. 

JO: Living in a State (Wisconsin) 
that once had such strong labor 
unions across many professions in 
both public and private sector...And 
since Act 10 (that stripped public 
employees of collective bargaining 
rights) I think a lot of teachers 
were shocked and demoralized and 
they thought that they couldn’t do 
anything about it at first. I mean the 
Wisconsin Uprising was reassuring 
and inspiring but then when it 
quieted down, and Walker’s cronies 
kept going forward with their anti-
education, anti-union moves, many 
people went back to the grind 
and some got really discouraged. 
Then, seeing things happen with 
teachers in LA and Oakland, seeing 
the national media coverage about 
strikes in places like West Virginia, 
and...Oklahoma... They realized 

we can do this and it gave them 
encouragement and hope. Could 
you talk a little bit about how the 
media coverage has impacted the 
understanding of the importance 
of the union and/or the legitimate 
concerns that are being addressed 
by the union and the striking 
teachers?

KTR: Yeah, of course, I was floored 
by the amount of media coverage 
we got. I mean I think there were 
1,400 broadcast stories. And then 
there were almost 6,000 either 
online or print reports. I was 
flabbergasted by that! I think that 
we even got covered internationally. 
You know, seeing our little old city 
on the national news and on the 
map again was like...wow! And the 
coverage was favorable in most 
accounts, highlighting our issues and 
the difficulty that we have providing 
quality instruction to our students 
with our working conditions. In 
my mind it was a tool because it 
helped us to tell the story of what’s 
happening in the classrooms here 
in Oakland. I think talking about our 
issues made a difference. I think 
the art was another huge reason 
why we were able to get so much 
of that media coverage. The art, 
the imagery really provided visual 
illustrations to those stories. And 
anything that was not necessarily 
glowing I feel like, were demands 
that, you know, people wanted more 
and deserved more. We can’t get it 
all in one fell swoop. But that this, 
the way in which we win and the way 
in which we take back our power is 
collectively, I think was absolutely 
illustrated in the strike and through 
the bulk of our media coverage. 

JO: Yes, that was so exciting to see. 
The Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel 
even covered it and they tend to 
be conservative. But even their 
coverage wasn’t bad. The two 
California strikes by UTLA and OEA 
in early 2019 seem so long ago 
with all that’s happened since then. 
What are some of the more recent 
struggles facing your union, your 
teachers and your students that 
you’re working to address now?

KTR: Oh yeah, so you know I think 
just on a practical level, in terms of 
our structures, we really wanted to 
focus this year on re-strengthening 
our sight-based structures. We had 
a whole plan and then COVID-19 
hit. And in response we had to shut 
down schools and shift radically and 
try to support classroom teachers 
and students with learning a whole 
new platform. You know...How do we 
even do this?! And then, you know, 
dealing with some of our educators 
that aren’t as technology savvy. So, 
just really having to grapple with all 
of those logistical things; people’s 
fears, people’s health challenges, 
dealing with the fact that student’s 
families are getting sick. I had a 
student whose mother died during 
COVID19, two of my students, in fact. 
And it just felt like really dealing with 
the impact that COVID was having 
on black and brown communities 
was really just being front and center 
in our community. And then, of 
course, we have the racial injustices 
and this, you know, huge anti-black 
sentiment that’s running through the 
country and the impact that has on 
our communities. It was all of the 
ways in which these things, these 
challenges, are coming together 
and harming people’s stability, their 
housing, their food. I mean it’s just 
so, so, so, many challenges that 
Oakland is grappling with. 

So our educators really jumped 
into action and tried to find ways in 
which our undocumented families 
could get access to some resources 
and apply for supports. Because 
most of those folks were unable 
to get unemployment. We were 
getting stimulus check donations 
from educators and community 
and distributing that to the families 
of undocumented workers and 
pointing folks to food banks and 
ways in which they could get rent 
support, all before there were the 
moratoriums on evictions. And so 
we were just kind of jumping into 
action to act as some aid. And then, 
you know, really making sure we 
were doing wellness checks to see 
how our kids are doing there at 
home everyday. What is happening? 

Because, yeah, families were dying. 
And it was targeted in certain 
zip codes, right? Of course, this 
disproportionality was happening 
right before our eyes. Fast forward 
to now...those issues really aren’t 
that different, not radically different. 
But the conversation about what we 
need to be doing in this moment is 
shifting. There are those folks who 
want to reopen schools right now, 
even when the disease, you know, 
is running at its highest right now 
and death rates are astronomical. 
We have zip codes where black and 
brown people are dying and they 
don’t want to reopen schools at all. 
We are doing surveys and we are 
having site visits and, you know, 
we’re having parent meetings. All 
this while zip codes with our white 
and more affluent communities want 
to reopen schools because they’re 
not as at-risk and they have more 
resourced schools. They feel that 
their children will be safe. So we 
are grappling with wanting to try to 
understand and not blow off parents 
who want to reopen schools. We 
don’t want to be dismissive. But we 
are also really being very explicit 
that the priority for our Union is 
that we are going to prioritize the 
folks who are most hard hit by this 
disease. Their voices are going to be 
lifted in this time for racial equity. So 
those are some of the things that we 
are challenged with. 

One of the campaigns that we’re 
working on right now is...We just 
submitted a resolution to the Board. 
It is a resolution for reparations for 
black students in Oakland. It is a 
long laundry list of things that need 
to be addressed in this district and 
some of the most urgent ones are 
around the ways in which COVID 
has impacted black students in this 
district. Where It’s like those are 
the folks that didn’t get computers. 
Those are the folks that didn’t have 
the resources and are having the 
hardest time with distance learning 
as a result. So really, like how we are 
addressing those things are part of 
our resolution and one of our big 
campaigns right now.
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JO: Wow, that is impressive. You’ve 
got a lot on your plate. I am glad 
that you are prioritizing the needs 
of Black and Brown communities in 
your work through this challenging 
time. I am glad that you are in a 
leadership position.

I want to shift gears to ask you to 
talk about the art and the art builds, 
about the art organizing that took 
place for the art build. Also talk 
about what’s happened since then 
in terms of the power of the art for 
capturing the media’s attention and 
communicating urgent messages? 
Could you talk about that?

KTR: So yeah, after the experience 
of the LA art build, I was just like...
WOAHHH! So I took that idea of 
that art build experience and I really 
wanted to expand it to be a tool to 
get all my artists out. I’m thinking 
of...I had all kinds of ideas. I’m going 
to get the musicians out. I’m going 
to get the...dancers out. I’m going 
to get the vocalists out. And I was 
like, this is just going to be an art 
EXTRAVAGANZA! So you know I 
knew that we could really use it as 
a tool. I had a dancer who said “Hey 
you know, I can put some steps to a 
chant!” We had some chant leaders 
leading a chant writing workshop at 
the art build. So, we had some chant 
leaders in there making up new 
chants and developing things onsite 
and then steps being brought to the 
march and to the strike. 

We had a phenomenal high school 
jazz band, bringing our students into 
it. And then we had Boom-Shake, 
the drummer’s corps. and we had 
a DJ and vocalists and, of course, 
our visual artists. it was just like an 
amazing gathering of members and 
families and community that had 
never had anything to do with OEA 
and had never been to the OEA 
office. It was just the best community 
building and organizing tool. 

And, of course, our regular activists 
were like “WWWHaaaat??!” I realized 
this is the most phenomenal thing! 
This is cool! So, you know, now art 
builds are kind of like, yeah, you have 
to do it. Now it feels like if we do any 
action, that’s just built into the fabric 
of organizing now in Oakland and 
planning. Now if you have something 
you’re going to do, you need to get 
some of that muslin fabric and you 
need to make yourself a plan. We 
got taught how to do it. Now our 
folks are teaching others. It’s like 
here you go... roll up the fabric at the 
end and attach it to the stick. And I 
don’t often have much to do with it 
anymore. We have many people who 
know what to do. 

We had one (art build) during 
COVID, a safe, socially-distanced art 
build for the Black Lives Matter and 
Police Free Schools Campaign. We 
had an art build, and we were able to 
win and do it through a community 
ally to work on getting police out 
of schools. And, you know, our 
members came and they did it really 
safely and I didn’t have anything to 
do with it. absolutely amazing! And 
it was beautiful and it was inspiring 
and they continue to be. 

You know, people are painting 
sidewalks and creating beautiful 
visuals on pavements around the city 
that are members that are involved 
in other social justice actions to 
and activity. So it’s really kind of 
exploded something I think citywide 
around the use of Art in the social 
movements. And it opened a way to 
really... yeah it’s a visual that media 
gets to see but it also functions in 
this other way, to really bring folks 
together. 

JO: I’m so happy to hear that and 
we have seen more of that on social 
media too. David Solnit, who was so 
key to the OEA art build, certainly 
shares pretty regularly and other 
people that we stayed in contact 

with from the Oakland art build. So 
it’s fun to see that and exciting and 
it does bring so many more people 
into the movement too. Like young 
artists may not have thought that 
they had a way to be involved and 
young spoken word artists, young 
musicians and I think that’s it is such 
a rich fabric that you’re creating, of 
activism and community.

Has your union, since then, 
developed deeper or ongoing 
connections with many of the artists, 
with both local and national artists 
who were involved in that first art 
build? Or have you been able to 
reach out to new artists beyond 
those invited to the art build that we 
documented?

KTR: So yeah, we continue our 
relationship with Melanie Cervantes 
and she helped I think with the Black 
Lives Matter action. And so did Micah 
Bazant and of course David Solnit. 
They were all out there. And we, of 
course, we have some of our own 
educators that you know step in and 
provide some of that support for 
those things. And then on a national 
level, you know, I think that we’ve just 
gotten in touch with and have also 
done art builds, you know, through 
our our local union and have learned 
from them about some of their 
artists. I don’t know them personally 
but have just gotten an opportunity 
to really learn from them about who 
they work with and some of the stuff 
that they’ve been able to accomplish. 
And of course at our national union 
we were able to do an art build there. 
We did one at our statewide union so 
you know, like putting the idea of this 
art out to other locals so they really 
can understand the connection and 
the power of it being an organizing 
tool. I mean it is such an amazing 
thing that unifies members that I 
can’t even really truly put it into 
words because you’ve just kind of 
got to do it. 

JO: When we were in Houston for 
the NEA RA convention we had 
teachers that came back everyday 
to paint. They didn’t just stop in and 
paint one patch. They came back 
every day. They stayed. They needed 
their art fix and they learned the art 
build process and took it home with 
them.. They met new people with 
whom they became friends from one 
day to the next. They learned how to 
do it...and took that home.

KTR: It is so cathartic. That is why it’s 
hard to put into words. It’s a lot of 
things but it’s a very emotional thing. 
It is powerful, and it brings out just 
a tremendous amount of positivity 
when we are often fighting so much 
difficulty, this space that you can 
create with art brings inherently a 
unifying spirit to the movement. And 
it’s also useful in lots of other ways! 
It’s great for these really practical 
things and all of these other 
emotionally satisfying ways. 

JO: It feeds your soul. We talk 
about how It is a spiritually uplifting 
experience that happens when you 
bring people together like that for 
a shared goal and you are meeting 
new friends and you’re making 
something, you know, it’s really it’s a 
powerful thing.

KTR: It really is. Just, when I think 
about it, I remember thinking 
about the times when you guys 
were putting big parachutes on the 
ground. And I thought “I don’t know 
what in the heck... I cannot tell what 
this is. I don’t know what this is going 
to be.” But there’s a picture in the 

middle traced out, a plan. I believe 
you. The instructions are “Paint this 
color right here and you’re good. 
Don’t go outside the line.” We are 
painting and there’s like 50 people 
around this thing and we’re all 
painting it. And at the end it becomes 
this beautiful huge thing that we have 
created together. You know, I was 
thinking about the practice of doing 
that, of putting something together. 
It’s almost like building what we’re 
actually doing in real practice as 
organizers. Right? It’s like we don’t 
know what’s happening all the time. 
But we’re going to put one foot in 
front of the other and we are going 
to build this thing together. And over 
time it turns into this masterpiece... 
this actual fundamentally beautiful 
thing! But it seems at first like making 
something out of nothing and you are 
all working together collectively and 
then ultimately you’ve won. Right? It’s 
like the finished product is your win 
and so, yeah, it is a beautiful thing.

JO: I love that parallel to organizing. 
I was going to ask you about your 
understanding of the role of art in 
the movement.. if that’s changed and 
I think you’ve already pretty much 
stated that...

KTR: Oh, yes, but I will say it again. 
I’m happy to say it. I mean, it’s like 
it’s not just a thing to make sure 
that you have your messages on a 
picket sign, right? Because people 
traditionally put these picket signs 
out that say “Strike” or something. 
It’s actually really a critical part, 
I think, a necessary piece of this 
puzzle. I hope that people start 

seeing art as fundamental to 
these movements. It’s not just an 
organizing tool for your members 
and the community. But it’s also 
a media tool. it’s also the unifying 
and inspiring action that we were 
just talking about, right? and I 
feel like for Oakland the art has 
become a critical piece to any of our 
organizing efforts. 

JO: Fantastic...and it’s also a record, 
right? It’s a visual record of a fight, 
a struggle, a time in history. I mean 
if you keep those things around 
your office hanging on the walls it 
becomes this document of what you 
did, of what you created together 
and also hopefully what you won 
together. 

KTR: Absolutely. We have ALL of 
that art hanging in our offices and 
we still have them in the garage and 
we pull them out when we need 
them. We’ve lent them to locals 
around the Bay Area because they 
don’t have the resources or the 
time to do it. So we share because 
their win is our win and our win 
is their win. Yeah, it is definitely a 
necessary piece of this time, of social 
movements. 

JO: Well Kampala, thank you again 
for taking the time to meet with 
me and it’s been an honor and 
a privilege to be able to do this 
interview with you. I wish you all the 
best with your work in Oakland with 
OEA.

KTR: Thank you, thank you, Thank 
you.
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NEA Houston Representative Assembly Conference  
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Offset prints

1.  Josh MacPhee,  
“Red for Ed”, 13” x 19”,  
2019 

2.   Melanie Cervantes / 
Jesus Barraza, “Fight for 
the Schools All Students 
Deserve”, 13” x 19”, 2019

3.   Claudio Martinez / Paul 
Kjelland, “Educators: Serving 
the Needs of All Students”, 
13” x 19”, 2019 

4.   Ernesto Yerena Montejano, 
“Teachers: We Work for the 
People”, 13” x 19”, 2019

5.   Favianna Rodriguez, 
“Education Justice is Racial 
Justice”, 13” x 19”, 2019

6.   Nisha K. Sethi, “Build 
Schools, Not Walls”,  
13” x 19”, 2019

7.   Jennifer White Johnson / Vy 
Vu, “Our Democracy, Our 
Responsibility, Our Time”,  
13” x 19”, 2019

8.   Art Build Workers, print 
descriptions, 8.5” x 11”,  
2019 

UTLA strike
Offset prints

 1.  UTLA, “We Stand with  
LA Teachers”, 12” x 18”,  
2018 

2.  Nisha K. Sethi, “Maestros: 
Trabajamos por el Pueblo”, 
Español language version, 
12” x 18”, 2018 

3.  Nisha K. Sethi, “Teachers  
We Work for the People”,  
English language version,  
12” x 18”, 2018 

4.  Ernesto Yerena Montejano, 
“Stand with LA Teachers” 
(English), 12” x 18”, 2018 

5.  Ernesto Yerena Montejano, 
“Estamos Con Los Maestros 
de Los Angeles” (Español), 
12” x 18”, 2018 

Large screen-print

1.   Nicolas Lampert, “When  
We Fight, We Win”,  
19” x 25”, 2019 

Pickets signs screen-printed on muslin 
fabric

1.  Nisha K. Sethi, “Teachers  
We Work for the People”,  
(English), 23” x 42”, 2018 

2.  Nisha K. Sethi, “Maestros: 
Trabajamos por el Pueblo” 
(Español) 23” x 42”, 2018 

3.  Aise Born, “Stop Starving  
Our Schools”,  
23” x 42”, 2018 

Screen-printed patches: 

1.  Judy Baca, “Cesar E.  
Chavez quote”, 10” x 10”,  
2018 

2.  Nisha Sethi, “Teachers: We 
Work for the People”  
(English), 10” x 10”, 2018 

3.  Kim Cosier, “Safe Schools  
for Everyone”,  
10” x 10”, 2018 

4.  Daniel Martinez, “Austin 
Beutner dollar bill”,  
5” x 10”, 2018 

5.  artist unknown, “Teachers 
fight for Student Rights”,  
10” x 10”, 2018 

Digital prints of parachute designs

1.  Ernesto Yerena, “Stand  
with LA Teachers”,  
16” x 16”, 2018 

2.  Erin Yoshi, “Fight for the 
Schools Students Deserve”, 
16” x 16”, 2018 

3.  Claudio Martinez, “Teachers 
We Work for the People”,  
16” x 16”, 2018 

4.  Claudio Martinez, “Fight for 
the Schools LA Students 
Deserve”, 16” x 16”, 2018 

5.  Carolyn Knight, “Schools We 
Need, Not Wall Street Greed”, 
16” x 16”, 2018 

6.  Nicolas Lampert, “Fund  
Our Schools”, 16” x 16”, 
2018 

7.  Carlos Rogel / SPARC, 
“Community Schools Build 
Democracy”, 16” x 16”,  
2018 

OEA Strike
Offset prints

1.  OEA, We Stand with Oakland 
Teachers, 8.5” x 11”, 2019 

2.  OEA, Oakland Teachers Are 
Fighting for the Schools Our 
Students Deserve”, 8.5” x 
11”, 2019 

Pickets signs screen-printed on muslin 
fabric

1.  Favianna Rodriguez,  
“Keep Teachers in Oakland”, 
23” x 42”, 2019 

2.  Melanie Cervantes /Jesus 
Barraza, “Keep Teachers in 
Oakland”, 23” x 42”, 2019 

3.  Miriam Stahl / Eric Norberg, 
“Fight for the Schools 
Students Deserve”, 23” x 42”, 
2019 

4.   Micah Bazant, “Public 
Schools Are the Heart of the 
Community”, 23” x 42”, 2019 

5.   David Solnit, “Ready to Strike 
for the Schools that Students 
Deserve”, 23” x 42”, 2019 

Screen-printed patches

1.  Miriam Stahl / Eric Norberg, 
“Fight for the Schools 
Students Deserve”, 10” x 10”, 
2019 

2.   Melanie Cervantes /Jesus 
Barraza, “Keep Teachers in 
Oakland”, 10” x 10”, 2019 

3.  Micah Bazant, “Public 
Schools Are the Heart of the 
Community”, 10” x 10”, 2019 

4.   Favianna Rodriguez,  
“Keep Teachers in Oakland”, 
10” x 10”, 2019 

5.   Mara Gerson, “Public Schools 
Build Democracy”, 10” x 10”, 
2019 

Digital prints of parachute designs

1.  Micah Bazant, “Public 
Schools are the Heart of  
the Community”, 16” x 16”, 
2019 

2.   Kim Cosier (based on an 
Emory Douglas image), 
“Education Justice Now”,  
16” x 16”, 2019 

3.   Favianna Rodriguez,  
“Keep Teachers in Oakland”, 
16” x 16”, 2019 

4.   Claudio Martinez, “Fight 
for the Schools Students 
Deserve”, 16” x 16”, 2019 

5.   Jeanette Arellano / Paul 
Kjelland, “Ready to Strike”, 
16” x 16”, 2019 

Inventory

All events
30 photographs by Joe Brusky of art builds (community art production 
workshops), demonstrations, and other events led by United Teachers of 
L.A. (UTLA) and the Oakland Education Association (OEA), that focuses 
on the impact of the art in action. Printed on archival HP Premium Photo 
Paper with archival inks, 18” x 12”, 2018-2019. See pages 20-23

Inkjet prints

1.  Carlos Rogel / SPARC, 
“UTLA Contract Victory”,  
digital print, 13” x 19”, 2019 

2.   Micah Bazant, “OEA”, digital 
print, 13” x 19”,  
2019

Inkjet prints of parachute designs

1.  Nicolas Lampert, “Red for 
Ed”, 16” x 16”, 2018 

2.   Claudio Martinez, “Fund Our 
Schools: Students, Parents, 
Teachers Standing Together”, 
16” x 16”, 2018 
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