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Foreword: What is Child Advocacy? 
 
 
Advocacy means “speaking up”.  Child advocacy is speaking up for children who cannot 
speak for themselves.  It is about speaking out on children’s issues in public and 
working with policymakers behind closed doors, about introducing bold proposals to 
address long-standing challenges and monitoring health and safety regulations, about 
ensuring that the tax base is adequate to meet the community’s needs and finding a 
technical solution to an administrative issue.  It is about compiling data, understanding 
research, devising strategies, crafting messages, joining voices, and using every tool 
possible to improve the lives of children and families.  If you dedicate your voice, time, 
skills, and energy to working to improve the laws and programs which affect children in 
your community, you are a child advocate. 
 
Child advocacy thrives in a multitude of forms.  Whether it's a few committed parents in 
a housing project circulating petitions for a safe playground, a city-wide coalition of 
teachers and social workers seeking approval for comprehensive school health 
services, a professional staff of lobbyists, analysts and organizers working statewide to 
reform the child welfare system, a coalition of organizations identifying state priorities for 
improving children’s lives, or any other group of people struggling to make life better for 
the children around them, it's child advocacy. 
 
Over the last two decades, the country has witnessed the emergence, growth, and 
unprecedented impact of professional, independent child advocacy organizations – non-
profit organizations dedicated to making policy and system changes for children.  
Formal child advocacy organizations may focus on children in their neighborhoods, in 
their city, in their region, in their state, or in their nation.  They advocate for legislative 
changes, challenge unjust policies that harm children, and inform parents and other 
members of the public about children's needs.  These child advocates work to improve 
the life of the whole child, turning their energies to issues such as health care, poverty, 
hunger, child protection, education, juvenile justice, child care, and youth development. 
 
A child advocate is motivated by a fierce belief that we, as a society, can do better for 
our children.  And every day, every year, across America, child advocates make a 
difference. 
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Introduction: 
The Purpose of this Manual and How to Use it  

 
 
There is little or no formal training for those individuals who want to be child advocates.  
Child advocates enter the profession from all walks of life – as attorneys, social workers, 
child care administrators, teachers, and community members who want to get involved.  
Each brings a wide range of knowledge and experiences to the job.  However, they may 
not have been exposed to the skills that child advocates rely upon in their work.  There 
are many opportunities for child advocates to learn substantive policy issues around 
which they advocate, but very few opportunities for them to learn advocacy skills and 
strategies.   
 
With this in mind, Voices for America’s Children, a nonpartisan, national organization 
speaking out for the well-being of children at the federal, state and local levels of 
government, has developed the Child Advocacy Primer to provide you with materials 
designed to build a range of basic skills that child advocates use to reach their goals.  
Each chapter includes a basic overview of an advocacy skill and examples of how 
Voices member organizations have used that skill to improve the lives of children in the 
United States.  Additionally, we include, as appropriate, brief Voices publications that 
offer specific examples of successful strategies.  (In 2003, the organization was 
renamed Voices for America’s Children so older featured publications written before that 
date may refer to the organization as the National Association of Child Advocates or 
NACA).  At the end of the Primer, we have also included a list of additional advocacy 
resources as well as information on how to contact Voices staff and your child advocacy 
colleagues around the country. 
 
The Child Advocacy Primer is targeted at child advocates, both veterans and 
newcomers, who are working to make a difference in the lives of children.  It is intended 
to be an introduction to key advocacy skills, so that those who are new to the field can 
refer to it in their work.  However, we hope that even experienced advocates will find the 
materials and strategies used by their colleagues provide innovative approaches and 
ideas for their work.  Voices has also produced an online advocacy training course that 
supplements the information in this primer.  To find out more about this course or about 
other Voices services, please send an email with your request to voices@voices.org.   
 
Copies of the Child Advocacy Primer are available on our website at www.voices.org.  
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Chapter 1: Setting an Advocacy Agenda 

 
For multi-issue child advocacy organizations, one of the most fundamental and 
important practices is setting an advocacy agenda.  It is this plan that determines how 
you spend your time and resources, and what advocacy activities you initiate and 
engage in.  For any advocate or organization, deciding what issues should be top 
priorities can be challenging, but for multi-issue child advocacy organizations the 
decision can feel overwhelming.  This section will give you an overview of how an 
organization can go about the process and includes materials that outline some of the 
many approaches that Voices members have taken.    
 
Child advocacy organizations have developed a wide range of processes for setting 
their agendas.  Some set their agendas through informal processes such as internal 
discussions and decisions, while others have formal processes that involve multiple 
steps, clearly laid out criteria, and detailed documentation.  Many organizations engage 
their coalition partners and communities in developing their advocacy agendas, 
sometimes even having them vote on the agenda, as a way of engaging the community 
in their advocacy work.  Oklahoma Institute for Child Advocacy, Maryland Advocates for 
Children and Youth, and  Action for Children North Carolina (formerly the North Carolina 
Child Advocacy Institute) are examples of Voices member organizations that operate in 
this way.  Many organizations have processes that are collaborations between the 
organization and the community, with the child advocacy organization sharing its data 
and information before soliciting input from the community.  Philadelphia Citizens for 
Children and Youth has developed such an approach.  Other organizations keep the 
development of their agenda a strictly internal process in order to be free to raise critical 
issues for children that no one else is addressing or to take unpopular positions when 
necessary.  
 
Despite the wide range of processes, most organizations consider several common 
criteria as they select their agenda.  Many use a process that includes: 
 

• a review of current research on the status and needs of children, youth, 
and families 

• a review of data on multiple indicators of child well-being 
• analyses of factors that contribute to trends affecting children, youth, and 

families (including funding and budget trends) 
• a review of strategies that have been proven effective in correcting 

negative trends 
• a review of the potential for successful action given the state or local 

political environment and the work of other advocacy groups 
• analysis of the resources and capacity of the organization 

Advocacy Agenda: The plan that determines how an organization spends its 
time and resources and what initiatives it chooses to pursue. 
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A number of Voices members, including the Association for the Children of New Jersey 
and Voices for Illinois Children,1 have developed checklists to help them decide whether 
to include an item on their agenda.  Some of the questions they consider include:  
 
Get to know the issue: 

 
• What is the problem? 
• How widespread is the problem?  Does it have a local, statewide, or 

national impact?  Does it have an urban, suburban, or rural impact? 
• Does it seem that the problem is getting worse, better, or remaining the 

same without intervention? 
• Does it affect certain groups of children and/or families more than others? 
• Is it crucial that the problem be addressed immediately? 

 
Determine how the issue is connected to your organization and other organizations: 

• Has your or any other organization already tackled this problem? 
• If other organizations have, what were the results?  Were they successful 

in their attempts?  If so, why?  If not, why not? 
• Does it appear that your organization would be able to more effectively 

address this problem? 
• Have data been collected or reports produced by credible sources on this 

issue? 
• Does it fit into your advocacy approach? 
• Is it related to any of your other projects or objectives? 
• Does your operational capacity allow you to address this issue? 
• Who are your conceivable allies and opponents?   
• Could involvement provide an opportunity for coalition building with 

partners that could assist you in the future? 
• Could you use your involvement to increase your revenues or 

membership, to enhance your reputation or power, or to expand your 
community outreach? 

 
Assess costs and considerations and anticipate necessary resources: 

• Will involvement be costly?  (Consider both tangible and opportunity 
costs) 

• What available resources will be needed? 
• Will additional resources be needed?  If so can you get these resources? 
• Does the solution require government assistance or state funding?  If so, 

how will this be acquired? 

                                                 
1 This section draws upon “Some Criteria for Program Selection”, developed by the Association for Children of New 
Jersey and “Selection Process for Child Advocacy Issues and Strategies” developed by Voices for Illinois Children.  
For more information on these materials contact Voices for America’s Children. 
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• Does the solution require alterations to current state executive agencies?  
If so, how will this be achieved? 

 
Assess the probability of public support 

• Does the public already find the issue important? 
• Can the public identify with the targeted population? 
• Can you express the issues in such a way as to evoke public interest and 

concern?  How? 
• How will your strategy be perceived given the current political climate? 
• Are there racial or ethnic implications that must be considered?  If so, how 

will you do this?  
• Is it likely that the media will be receptive to your efforts? 

 
Devise a remedy: 

• Which children do you want to impact? 
• What changes/outcomes do you hope to see? 
• Is it more likely to expect long-term results or short-term success?  
• What is the most straightforward, simple, and cost efficient approach to 

address the problem? 
 
Most Voices members set their agendas annually, but some have chosen to set multi-
year agendas, recognizing that some advocacy efforts are very lengthy undertakings.  
For example, it can often take years to get legislation introduced, passed, and 
implemented.  However, most retain the flexibility to respond to new and unanticipated 
opportunities or threats.   
 
Having set your agenda, what are the next steps?  As part of setting the organization’s 
agenda, organizations usually also identify advocacy strategies and targets.  The 
Advocacy Institute2 suggests that you ask yourself the following questions to help 
develop an effective strategy and identify targets once you have established your 
priorities: 
 

• What do you want? For example, once the organization has determined 
that a priority is expanding access to Medicaid and Food Stamps for 
welfare leavers, it needs to consider whether this requires a legislative 
solution because the law restricts eligibility, an administrative solution 
because the problem lies in how welfare cases are closed, or a public 
education solution because the problem is that most welfare leavers do 
not understand that they remain eligible (see Chapter 4 on community 
engagement for more information on public education). 

 

                                                 
2  Shultz, Jim. "Strategy Development: Key Questions for Developing an Advocacy Strategy." Innovation Network. 
Dec. 2004. Democracy Center. 9 Nov. 2006 http://www.democracyctr.org/resources/strategy.html . (available upon 
request to Voices.) 
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• Who can give it to you?  You will want to identify both primary and 
secondary targets—those with the formal authority to enact your proposal 
and those who can influence those with the formal authority.  For example, 
if your agenda calls for administrative changes to expand access to 
benefits, you might decide that the governor and agency head are primary 
targets, but legislators and the media are secondary targets that can 
influence your primary targets. 

 
• What do they need to hear?  (For information on message framing see 

Chapter 2)  How can you get them to hear it? 
 
• What do you need to do to move this strategy? 
 
• How do you tell if it’s working? 

 
Once your organization has set an agenda, you need to disseminate it to your advocacy 
targets: policymakers, the media and your network of coalitions and community 
supporters.  Many organizations have an annual event at which they release their 
agenda.  The organization also should keep a record of its agenda positions and share 
them with new staff and new Board members.  
 
By setting an agenda for your organization from the beginning you help to keep it 
efficient and to make sure that all your goals are being met.  For more information on 
how to reach these goals read on!  
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Chapter 2: Communications 

 
Advocates can use language and media to effectively convey a message to an 
audience with the ultimate goal of effecting positive public policy change.  The many 
mediums they use to convey this information can include the news media, community 
forums, electronic or print newsletters and action alerts, web sites, print materials 
including brochures, fact sheets, calendars, and postcards, videotapes and public 
services announcements.   
 
The best medium for dissemination will be largely dependent on your target audience.  
To achieve visible impact for children, advocates must chose targets or audiences that 
are inclined to listen to the message and further relay that message in a manner that 
contributes to the goal of policy change. 
 
When selecting targets the Advocacy Institute3 suggests asking yourself these 
questions:  
 

• What do you want?   
• Who can give it to you?   
• What do they need to hear? 
• Who holds a stake or an interest in the issue? 
• Who supports the opposition? 
 

Consider which audiences are your primary and secondary targets.  Primary targets 
will include decision-makers who have the authority to affect the outcome of an 
organization’s stated objectives while secondary targets will include individuals and 
groups that can influence your primary targets, such as key members of a legislator’s 
staff, community leaders who have influenced the legislator’s decisions on previous 
issues, or a legislator’s family and friends.   
 
Now that you know who your primary and secondary targets are, a closer look at their 
opinions, attitudes, beliefs and operating constraints can identify the most appropriate 
targets for your message and the type of information they need to hear in order to form 
an favorable opinion regarding the issue in question.  Your message should always be 
framed in a way that sways an undecided audience in favor of your argument or issue.  
Framing a message persuasively is a key skill for child advocates.  A “frame” is a 
cognitive model used by an audience to interpret and understand the information it 

                                                 
3Questions Compiled from Speak to Inspire: Designing Effective Outreach Strategies (2005),  and Key Audiences.  (2005),  Advocacy Institute. 
http://www.advocacy.org. 

Communications: Using language and media to effectively convey a 
message to your audience. 
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receives.4  Strategic message frame analysis should be based on careful consideration 
of your current goals and target audience.  The message frame should then shape 
every aspect of the advocacy throughout the issue campaign. Advocates must evaluate 
how their audience already views the issue, and should constantly develop messages to 
reframe the audience’s perceptions of the problem and the optimum solution. 
 
Properly framed, your message can persuade not only the undecided, but even 
opponents.  This fundamental skill plays an important role in how effective you will be in 
mobilizing communities, educating the public, working with policymakers, and getting 
legislation passed.  While the facts of the issue you are presenting remain constant, 
how you frame those facts may affect the support you will receive.  
 
For child advocates, one of the key factors in framing messages around public policy 
solutions is the target audiences’ view of governmental action.5  Liberals typically 
conceive of the government as a “nurturing parent” who must fulfill the needs of its 
citizens and ensure equality.  Conservatives, on the other hand, generally believe the 
government should be a “strict parent,” who helps its citizens become independent and 
self-sufficient.  Conservatives tend to hold the view that government policies should 
foster individual responsibility, rather than enable people to rely on government 
assistance.  Yet the line dividing liberals and conservatives is not clear-cut, and most 
people waver between these two views when considering a given issue.  As a child 
advocate, you must be able to gauge the public’s sentiments on an issue and then 
frame your message to obtain maximum support for your initiatives.    
 
When people hear or read about an issue that has not been framed, or placed in 
context, they may automatically place it in a frame of their own making.6  This default 
frame may be based on insight or understanding, but is often based on misinformation 
or prejudices.  Thus, the work of child advocates in framing issues is to build on the 
capacity for empathy and understanding, while combating misunderstanding or 
prejudice.  
 
Sometimes, it is relatively easy to “reframe” a topic.  For example, if the general public 
is asked about their views on children’s oral health, they are likely to think about the 
need for parents to take their children to the dentist and to teach them to brush 
regularly.  The default frame to which they refer is a personal responsibility frame.  
However, if the general public is educated about the consequences of poor oral health 
on whole body health, the improvements that fluoridation can make in oral health, and 
the growing shortage of dentists, to give just a few examples, people can quickly move 
to an understanding that children’s oral health is a public policy concern.  Based on 
research by the Frameworks’ Institute,7 a coalition in Washington state ran a public 

                                                 
4 Frameworks Institute, Talking Children’s Issues: A Frameworks Toolkit, “Strategic Frame Analysis Made 
Simple,” p. 3. 
5 Frameworks Institute, Talking Children’s Issues: A Frameworks Toolkit, Kids Count E-zine, Issue V, pp. 3-5. 
6 Ibid, 5. 
7 Frameworks Institute, Talking Children’s Issues: A Frameworks Toolkit, Kids Count E-zine, Issue II. 
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education campaign that laid out the public policy aspects of oral health resulted in 
significant shifts of public opinion on children’s oral health (as assessed by before and 
after polls).  The coalition was then able to move forward to seek specific policy 
changes to improve oral health.  This coalition included Voices member The Children’s 
Alliance, 
  
Another example of reframing the message can be seen in the work of Voices for Illinois 
Children in the area of early care and education.  They determined that, in Illinois, there 
was little recognition of the importance of school readiness.  The common “frame” was 
simply “childcare.”  They developed a campaign which reframed the issue, emphasizing 
that “learning begins at birth,” and ran a series of television and radio ads that showed 
that children needed mental stimulation in the early years to be able to enter school 
ready to learn.8  Polling showed that, after the ads ran, public opinion had shifted 
significantly toward investing education funding in the 0-5 age range.  By reframing 
childcare as early education, Voices for Illinois Children and their coalition partners were 
able to build public will to support their broad policy agenda on early care and 
education.  
 
However, message framing does not need to be accompanied by expensive media 
campaigns and polling.  It can be as simple as talking about childcare, health insurance, 
and transportation in terms of work supports instead of benefits, for example.  Across 
the country, when states were implementing welfare reform, child advocates talked 
about helping working families, moving families from welfare to work, and providing 
work supports that would help parents stay in the work force—and were able to achieve 
significant expansions of these programs. 
 
The media largely establishes the default images for social issues because it serves as 
the main source of public information.9  Thus, how the media presents an issue plays a 
large role in how people view the issue and what they feel should be done about it.  
Experimental data confirms this.  A study was conducted to examine the effect of how 
the media frames the issue of poverty on the public’s perceptions of the problem and 
the manner in which it should be addressed.10  Some participants viewed poverty 
through an individual-victim (episodic) frame, which showed specific individuals and/or 
families living in poverty.  Others viewed the issue through a societal (thematic) frame, 
which presented poverty as a social problem affecting the entire nation.  Those people 
who used the individual-victim perspective tended to blame the poor for their 
circumstances, while those with the societal perspective held social factors (e.g., 
ineffective government programs and economic factors) accountable.   
 

                                                 
8 Information about Voices for Illinois “Start Early” campaign, including videos of both television ads, is available 
at  http://www.voices4kids.org.  
9 Id, pp. 5-6. 
10 Iyengar, Shanto,  “Framing Responsibility for Political Issues: The Case of Poverty,”  Iyengar and Reeves, ed., 
Do the Media Govern?, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1997, cited in Frameworks Institute, Talking 
Children’s Issues: A Frameworks Toolkit, Kids Count E-zine, Issue V, p. 5. 
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Unfortunately, the individual-victim perspective dominates media coverage of social 
issues.11  The resulting impression that social problems are caused by individual failing 
may cause many people to take a “strict parent” approach to addressing most social 
issues.  It becomes your job to reframe these issues so that people take a “nurturant 
parent” outlook and support the government programs and policies you present.  You 
must always frame your message to create a positive image; but, where there is 
significant public misunderstanding, you must reframe the issue to rectify existing 
negative stereotypes.  
 
Lessons learned from the example of discussions on poverty may be applied to any 
issue you address.  The following are some important guidelines to remember when 
framing your message in order to avoid negative default images: 
 

• Develop a clear message for every issue priority.  Because messages 
are so powerful, it is critical to have a clear message for every issue that 
you are working on, and to make sure that message pervades everything 
you do on the topic. 

 
• Target the audience you need to persuade — not the audience who 

already supports your position.  Make sure you develop messages that 
are framed appropriately for all your audiences: policymakers, the media, 
your grassroots advocates, and the general public.  Your messages 
should describe and present your position in ways that are designed to 
gain support from policymakers and other individuals and groups that 
might otherwise be undecided or opposed to the issue.  Don’t forget to 
include your organization’s position on the issue in all of your message 
materials. 

 
• Focus on the needs of the child.  Draw upon people’s innate 

compassion for children.  While people often view adults as responsible 
for their own well-being, they tend to see children as unable to help 
themselves and, thus, worthy of help from outside sources.  Use the 
needs of children to emphasize the importance of helping parents.  Make 
it clear that in order to help children, we must first support and empower 
parents.  If you position the parents as responsible, caring, and 
hardworking, you will find it easier to persuade social conservatives that 
the government has a role in helping them meet their responsibilities.  It’s 
important to show this explicitly, since the default assumption is that 
people are poor because they won’t work and aren’t responsible.  

 
• State your issue.  If you know that the public often falls back on negative 

stereotypes for the issue you are addressing, as in the case of poverty, 
you must avoid saying that it is the issue you are handling.  Reframe the 

                                                 
11 Frameworks Institute, Talking Children’s Issues: A Frameworks Toolkit, Kids Count E-zine, Issue V, pp. 5-6. 
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issue.  Instead of talking about “eradicating poverty,” for example, talk 
about “promoting economic self-sufficiency,” “expanding work 
opportunities,” and/or “stimulating the economy,” because these issues do 
not come with negative default images in tow.12   

 
• Put a face on the issue – but be careful to connect the issue with a 

specific policy solution.  Show poignant cases of the issue you are 
addressing.  People are more likely to respond to examples of specific 
children who are suffering, and to success stories of particular individuals 
who have overcome past problems.  However, you must use this tool with 
caution.  Make sure that you focus on children and highlight cases in 
which the solution you wish to see implemented has resulted in concrete 
benefits.  If advocating for improved drug treatment services, for example, 
an ex-addict who benefited from such services and is now effectively 
parenting could be a persuasive voice.13  And, while it is important to use 
some vivid examples, don’t rely solely on this technique.  Be sure to 
connect the issue with a specific policy solution.  If people blame societal 
factors for a given problem, they are more likely to support social 
programs that will address the problem, rather than attempting to “fix” the 
individual.14 

 
• Base your messages on research.  Consider developing polling data 

and focus groups to learn more about policymakers or other audiences 
who are undecided or opposed to your issue.  Then use the information 
from that research to carefully craft your messages to influence those 
targets.  If you can’t afford to conduct the research, other organizations 
may have already done it.   

 
• Use data.  Data is an important resource for advocates, but you must use 

it strategically in your messaging.  First, interpret the data you use so that 
people can make sense of it and understand its significance.  Social math 
is a way of taking a number and making it more meaningful for your 
audience.  An example of this could be: “The alcohol industry spends 
more than $2 billion every year to advertise and promote consumption. 
This amounts to approximately $225,000 every hour of every day.”15  
Choose two or three of the most compelling data points or statistics.  Tie 
the data to the problem you’re trying to solve and, even more importantly, 
to your solution.16   

                                                 
12 Id., p 6. 
13 Frameworks Institute, Talking Children’s Issues: A Frameworks Toolkit, Kids Count E-zine, Issue V, pp 1-2. 
14 Frameworks Institute, Talking Children’s Issues: A Frameworks Toolkit, Kids Count E-zine, Issue V, p 6; 
Frameworks Institute, Talking Children’s Issues: A Frameworks Toolkit, “Stories,” pp. 1-2. 
15 "Using Data Strategically: Social Math." Center for Health Improvement. 2004. Center for Health Improvement. 
14 Nov. 2006 <http://www.chipolicy.org/pdf/TA5.pdf>. 
16 Frameworks Institute, Talking Children’s Issues: A Frameworks Toolkit, “Numbers,” pp. 2-6. 
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• Use diversity.  For the same reasons that it’s important to connect your 

issue to a larger system or trend, it’s also important to show that the 
problem permeates racial, gender, and class lines to affect a variety of 
individuals and groups.  If people think that the problem you have 
described or the solutions you are proposing apply to only one sector of 
the population, they will be less likely to understand the larger significance 
and thus, the importance of their support.17 

 
• Use unlikely allies to help reframe the message.  Try to get 

individuals who would not normally support your cause to serve as 
champions of it.  For example, when law enforcement officials speak out in 
favor of early care and education programs, this helps shift the public 
frame around these programs from cash supports for parents who are 
working, to investments in children to help them grow up to be good 
citizens.  These “unlikely allies” can bring with them new audiences willing 
to listen to your message and, thus, entire sectors of the population who 
may join forces with you and endorse your efforts.  They may also 
convince other opponents that your cause is worthwhile.18   

 
Message framing is one of the most important strategies for you to use, no matter what 
form of child advocacy you pursue.  If you develop this skill and use it consistently in 
your work, you can garner widespread support for the policies and programs you 
promote. 
  
Tools 
Deciding which tools to use to reach various target audiences is an important step and 
one which can vary with each advocacy initiative and goal.  Looking for a memorable 
method of targeting primary audiences, Voices for Virginia’s Children delivered Chinese 
take-out boxes filled with highlighters, coasters and bookmarks affixed with the 
organization’s logo to policymakers.  They also included business cards and a thank 
you letter for the policymaker’s hard work on behalf of children, thereby reinforcing 
positive behavior and improving name recognition for their organization in a simple, 
direct and cost-effective manner.   
 
Although advocates use many of the mediums of communication to reach their 
audiences, unsurprisingly media advocacy is often regarded as one of the most 
effective ways in which to garner public and policymaker support.  The news media has 
an unparalleled ability to raise public awareness on an issue and shape public 
discourse surrounding that issue, ultimately affecting public policy.  Advocates may 
communicate with the media in a variety of ways including the following:  
 

                                                 
17 Frameworks Institute, Talking Children’s Issues: A Frameworks Toolkit, Kids Count E-zine, Issue V, p. 7. 
18 Id. 
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• The Press Release/Press Advisory.  The most basic, but often the most 
effective, means to secure coverage for your story is through a press 
release. The press release is the vehicle to coverage, while a press 
advisory can be a way to let the media know about an upcoming press 
release, such as the press conference or press event.  

 
Press releases and press advisories should always include the who, 
what, when, where, and why of your story. While the press advisory will 
be shorter, press releases should be more in-depth and include a quote 
from the principal of your organization and/or someone well known and 
respected in your community. Be sure to consult The Associated Press 
Style Book for the appropriate journalistic language to use in the press 
release. All of this will provide editors and reporters with the information 
and format necessary to run a short piece on your efforts.  At the top of 
the press release or press advisory, include the contact information (title, 
name, address, phone number, fax number, and email address) of 
individuals who can provide additional information and/or facilitate follow-
up interviews should reporters decide additional information would be 
beneficial to their target audience.  Always fax or e-mail your press 
release to the appropriate editor and/or reporter and make a follow-up call 
to make sure it gets the attention it deserves.  

 
If you are addressing problems in your press release, it is important to 
also provide solutions.  This gives the audience something to act on so 
they feel like they are not helpless in the situation. 

 
• The Press Conference.  A press conference is an especially useful tool 

when you are introducing a new program, releasing a report or annual 
statistics, or have visuals. It should take place at a location that is 
convenient for the press, has sufficient space for TV cameras, has easy 
parking, and is relevant to your message (a school for education issues, 
hospital for health care issues, etc.). Be sure to fax press advisories to 
editors and producers five business days before the event and follow-up 
with a phone call to make sure they were received.  Keep in mind that 
early mornings are ideal times for these press conferences, as they give 
reporters time to file their reports by deadline.  

 
Make sure that you include a lot of visuals that emphasize your point, and 
have people who are affected by the policy you are addressing present at 
the press conference. Also, think about enlisting a local celebrity, for 
example, your state’s first lady, a newscaster or a politician, to take part in 
the press conference, as it will attract more attention, but be wary of those 
who are controversial. The press conference should be as comprehensive 
as possible, with adequate space and time to enable reporters to secure 
individual interviews with your organization’s spokesperson(s), so that the 
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reporters have something unique to offer their audiences. Make sure that 
reporters receive a press kit or packet complete with the press release, 
background information on your issue, organization and speakers, as well 
as fast facts and information on where journalists can find additional 
information. And remember the most important thing of all, journalists like 
food, so make sure you have refreshments available for them! 

 
• The Media Event. While a press conference is more conventional, a 

press event should be out of the ordinary. Think of something that will 
capture the attention and imagination of both the media and the public 
through visual images conducive to television coverage. Coleman 
Advocates for Children and Youth in San Francisco, for example, has 
done that through its Baby Brigade.  The Baby Brigade is an event where 
children and early child care workers march around City Hall to bring 
attention to the early care issues. Think creatively of ways that you can 
grab the media’s attention. Perhaps it’s bringing a group of children with 
shirts that read “children matter” into a policymaker’s press conference to 
convey that children are impacted by his or her decisions. Other events, 
such as public fundraisers, can also serve as a press platform, providing 
your message is consistent. One example of this is Voices for Illinois 
Children’s Start Early Run, which raises money through an annual run 
while also raising awareness for early care and education.  

 
• The Letter to the Editor.  Tapping an individual, an organization, or a 

coalition to write and send letters to the editor of your state or local 
newspaper is an effective way to attract attention and let politicians know 
that a large part of their constituency supports your cause. Voices for 
Virginia’s Children was quite successful using its e-mail network of single-
issue child advocates to coordinate letter-to-the-editor campaigns during 
election time, which increased the chances that at least one letter or more 
will run. Think about networking or using your existing network to launch 
such an effort. Another effective way to convey to politicians the number of 
people weighing in on a given issue is to write one letter and have the 
name of your coalition or organization at the bottom 

 
• The Opinion Column. An opinion column in your local newspaper is often 

more effective than a letter to the editor because it indicates that the issue 
is important to the paper. It also indicates that the author is viewed as an 
expert.  Before you dedicate much effort to this, weigh your time and 
resources against the size of the news market. It will be harder to get your 
article published in larger markets than in smaller markets.  If you do write 
a column, use the active voice and use both facts and analysis.  If 
something significant relating to your issue has just occurred or is in the 
process of occurring, such as a major study or budget dispute, meet with 
editorial boards of newspapers and station management at TV stations. 
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Again, remember, when you address problems be sure to also provide 
solutions. Your information and interpretation may impact the way they 
address the issue in their editorials.  Securing their support is easier if you 
have already cultivated a relationship (See Media Relations below). 

 
However, to use these tools or mediums of communication effectively, it is crucial to 
position your organization as a credible source of important information and to maintain 
positive relationships with media contacts.  To build your organization’s reputation as a 
reliable source and to develop media relationships, it is important to understand the 
variety of tools available, how they impact various audiences, and how they can be 
developed to support the media’s efforts on your behalf.  Further, it is important to plan 
your media efforts to ensure that you are providing specific media contacts and outlets 
with consistent messages and information relevant to their respective audiences and in 
formats they find most useful. It is also vital that the information you provide is 
presented in ways and frames recommended above.   
   
Developing a media advocacy strategy as part of your annual strategic communications 
plan can help your organization more easily and effectively deal with the media. The 
following are some factors you will want to take into consideration should you decide to 
engage in the media advocacy aspect of strategic communications planning.  
 

• Strategic Planning. Be careful not to approach the media too much. They 
will be less likely to see prolific press hooks as newsworthy. To avoid this, 
look at your organization’s yearly legislative priorities and pick three that 
are pressing. It is important to not only consider priorities that lend 
themselves to media advocacy, but to also consider your resources 
against what you want to accomplish. Be realistic. And then develop mini-
plans taking into consideration your target audience and the means to 
reach that audience. Be creative about your approach to getting your 
message out on your three issues. Remember to give the media an angle 
that they have not yet used, and that will appeal to their audiences.  

 
• Crisis Communications Planning. Make sure your communications plan 

includes preparation for rapid response for breaking news. Designate one 
spokesperson and prepare him/her and other players who will work behind 
the scenes. These people should be ready to work fast and smart to 
communicate your message during a crisis. But, it is also important even 
when the story is right to make certain you don’t appear to be exploiting 
the situation. Make sure when you grant reporters interviews that you 
address the issue carefully. Broaden personalized stories so that they 
address the bigger issue at hand. For instance, if a child dies in your 
state’s child welfare system, raise the discussion to cover systemic issues, 
like inadequate staffing. When you decline interviews because of 
sensationalism be sure to emphasize that you are always available to 
address overarching concerns. If you have established the all-important 
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relationship with members of the media (see below) then they will 
understand your position.  

 
• Media Relations. Plan to build ongoing personal relationships with 

members of the media. The best way to get started is to offer them a 
service. Call reporters who handle children’s issues and offer your 
organization’s help to them as they work toward their deadlines. Just 
providing them with basic information and sources can go a long way in 
establishing a mutually beneficial relationship. 

 
Once you have built relationships with journalists, continue to look for ways to 
help them do their jobs on an ongoing basis. Oklahoma Institute of Child 
Advocacy (OICA), for instance, formed a partnership with its local CBS affiliate, 
providing the station with a list of stories that would help news producers address 
the needs of children. When the stations needed sources for those stories, OICA 
provided them with contacts.  If you continue to help journalists do their jobs, you 
will find that they will begin to rely on you.  
 
It is also important for advocates in large states to find creative ways to reach 
journalists in every section of the state. Consider enlisting the help of 
professionals, volunteers and parents as effective news and opinion sources for 
your local media and providing them with free media advocacy training to 
prepare them for their efforts. This is a great way to make sure every reporter 
has a contact in such a large state.  

 
In the end, remember, garnering coverage for your issues depends on the tools you use 
and the relationships with reporters that you develop.  Choosing the right tools depends 
on your audience.  It is important to think about who you’re targeting when you prepare 
to get coverage from the media.  The relationships you forge with members of the press 
will better enable you to get the desired coverage.  

 



Summary 

Voices for Virginia’s Children hand delivered to
key state legislators Chinese carryout boxes con-
taining highlighters, coasters and bookmarks. All
of the material was affixed with the organization’s
logo. The carryout box was accompanied by the
organization’s business card and a letter thanking
policymakers for their hard work on behalf of
children. Because the material all had the organi-
zation’s contact information, policymakers would
be able to easily reach the organization with ques-
tions. As an added benefit, the material informed
policymakers of Voices recent name change from
The Action Alliance for Virginia’s Children and
Youth.

Background

Voices for Virginia’s Children had worked closely
with 75 key legislators to preserve funding during
the 2002-2003 legislative session. Times in
Virginia, like in other parts of the country, were
tough financially, indicating potential cuts to
much needed programs. But Voices for Virginia’s
Children was able to work closely with many
state legislators and other advocates to secure sub-
stantive gains in the children’s health insurance
program, including adding mental health bene-
fits. Moreover, many of these legislators, serving
on key committees, had proven themselves open
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to new legislation that would positively impact
children. Voices knew that, like anyone, these
legislators needed to feel appreciated. And
Voices needed to let the legislators know that
even though the organization was operating
under a new name, it was still available to poli-
cymakers. So, staff members at Voices decided
the cheapest way to achieve all of this was to
package some simple supplies, with its new
logo, and deliver them to legislators in a clever-
ly-designed container: the Chinese carryout box.

Key Elements

✦ A Voices staff member went to a local craft
store that sold Chinese carryout containers.
The staff member purchased 75 containers at
$ .60 each. The containers came in different
colors, but Voices decided on yellow since
that is the organization’s color.

✦ Voices then visited a web site to purchase the
highlighters at $.23 each and the coasters at
$.70 each.

✦ The policy director at Voices wrote a note
that was printed in-house on note cards for
each Legislator. The note read: “Thank you for
your hard work this session on issues affecting the
children and families of Virginia! Please continue
to contact us as a resource. Our name has changed,
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but our mission is still the same: To build a powerful
voice for children and to inspire the people of Virginia
to act on their behalf 

✦ Once the material arrived, an intern spent
three hours placing the items and note in the
Chinese carryout packages. 

✦ The intern then hand delivered the material to
each legislator at the state capitol. 

Things To Think About

✦ Mailing the Chinese carryout packet would be
costly and hard to mail because of the dimen-
sions. The best approach is to hand deliver
them to legislators, which also gives it that
added personal touch. 

✦ It is most cost effective to be selective in who
receives the material. Think about delivering it
to your legislature’s leadership, policymakers
on key committees and those who have gone to
great lengths to improve conditions for chil-
dren.

✦ Because many of the materials were already
ordered to publicize the name change, it was
helpful and cost effective for Voices to prepare
the boxes. Consider taking resources you have
from other projects and using them for a project
similar to this one. 

Staff Time

✦ The Vice President and Director of Strategic
Communications at Voices spent an hour select-
ing supplies and ordering the material.

✦ The Policy Director spent 20 minutes drafting
one note to legislators that would be copied
onto note cards. 

✦ One intern spent 4 hours putting the packets
together and delivering them. 

Costs

✦ The boxes and material costs about $1.50
each. Because staff time was minimal it was
not factored into the costs. Had the material
been mailed, the expense would have been
much greater. 

Outcomes

✦ The legislators, who received the box of mate-
rials, expressed their appreciation by calling,
e-mailing and sending letters to Voices. They
all let the organization know that they
enjoyed receiving the highlighters and coast-
ers because they are useful. They also appreci-
ated the note of gratitude.

✦ Voices successfully informed key legislators
about the organization’s name change and got
its contact information on the desks of legisla-
tors. 

Contact information

Kathy Glazer 

Vice President and Director of Strategic

Communications

Voices for Virginia’s Children 

701 East Franklin Street, Suite 807

Richmond, VA 23219

(T) 804-649-0184  

(F) 804-649-0161

Web site: www.vakids.org

e-mail: actionalliance@vakids.org

A publication of the 
National Association of Child Advocates

1522 K Street, NW • Suite 600 • Washington, DC, 20005
202-289-0777  •  Fax 202-289-0776
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A Quick Rundown 
Voices for Illinois Children (Voices) hosts the annual
Start Early 5K/10K Run to raise money for the orga-
nization’s efforts to educate the public and policy
makers about the importance of brain development
during the first few years of life.  The run also raises
awareness for children’s issues by attracting new peo-
ple to the cause of child advocacy in general, and early
child care in particular.  The run for 2001, held during
Child Abuse Prevention Month, attracted a thousand
runners and raised $40,000.  The organization cleared
$15,000 once it paid for the expenses of the race. 

How the Run Started
Voices for Illinois Children launched its multi-year
Start Early: Learning Begins at Birth campaign in 1997.
The organization needed a way to raise funds for the
campaign, while at the same time raising awareness
of the issues surrounding early care and learning.
Voices for Illinois Children decided to use the fact
that so many people in Chicago take advantage of the
nice spring weather to run.  In 1998, the organization
held its first 5K/10K Run, and its success has been
phenomenal. 

Paving a Path to Success
✦ Voices for Illinois Children realized that to raise

money and awareness through a special event, an
organization had to first invest money.  The orga-
nization invested  $8,000 to hire a special events
firm that handled many pre-event details and race
day logistics as well as provided technical assistance
to the Run Committee six months before the
event.  The Run Committee, consisting of 12
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Associate Board volunteers and led by two sea-
soned volunteers, handled the overall manage-
ment of the event, including volunteer recruit-
ment, sponsorship, team outreach and communi-
ty outreach.

✦ Voices spent an additional $17,000 on all other
expenses. These expenses included event sou-
venirs (such as t-shirts), printing literature on the
run, and securing permits, among other expenses.

✦ Voices for Illinois Children targeted young profes-
sionals, 20-40 years old, as its key audience.  This is
the age group with a large number of runners and
parents of young children who identified with the
issues of Voices. 

✦ A staff member from Voices for Illinois Children
approached media outlets to enlist sponsorship
and to guarantee media coverage.  The organiza-
tion secured Chicago’s ABC affiliate and a local
radio station as sponsors.  Voices was able to use
media sponsors who provided free space and air-
time which helped enlist business sponsors.

✦ The organization dedicated a staff member to con-
duct a month of research on various corporations,
such as National City Bank.  The staff member
looked at the businesses to determine to which
demographics they were appealing. Voices pre-
sented a proposal to businesses targeting young
professionals.  

✦ The organization solicited volunteers two months
prior to the run.  The volunteers promoted the
event by distributing posters, handling logistics
and assisting runners at the event.  The organiza-
tion typically secured 200 volunteers by partnering

Continued on reverse side

Fundraising
June 2001

A d v o c a t e s  R u n  f o r  C h i l d r e n  a n d  R a i s e  F u n d s  
a n d  A w a r e n e s s  I n  t h e  P r o c e s s  



2

F u n d r a i s i n g

with other organizations, such as the Young
Lawyers Association and the Chicago-area schools.
Volunteers received t-shirts and posters for their
efforts. 

✦ Voices appointed a board of volunteers to oversee
the volunteer effort.  The board organized every-
thing from the volunteer kickoff to individual vol-
unteer responsibilities. 

✦ The volunteer effort was kicked off by providing
posters to volunteers to carry out into neighbor-
hoods to distribute.  These posters helped raise
awareness with people in the Chicago area of the
run and solicited potential participants. 

✦ Participants were engaged in the cause by gather-
ing pledges from friends willing to sponsor them.
Each runner paid a registration fee of $20 ($10 for
kids 9-14 and kids 8 and under registered for free).
If they raised $50 then their registration fee was
waived.  If  they raised $100 then their registration
fee was waived, they received a Voices logo sweat-
shirt and they were entered into a drawing for two
free airline tickets. 

✦ Every effort was made to ensure that the event was
family friendly.  This included providing a free kids
dash where every child received a ribbon for run-
ning in the event. Also, every registered participant
received an information packet that included
Voices’ printed materials and promotion of other
Child Abuse Prevention Month activities.

Running the Event
✦ Two staff members at Voices for Illinois Children

spent approximately 20 percent of their time
throughout the year planning and executing the
event. 

✦ For the event’s first year, one staff member dedicat-
ed two months to researching and securing cash
and in-kind corporate sponsorship.

Potential Hurdles
✦ Bad weather has hindered events, but the run has

gone on. 
✦ Voices for Illinois Children has found it is impor-

tant to compare calendars with other organizations
to make certain other big events are not taking
place during the run.  One year the March of

Dimes held a walk which pulled people away from
the Start Early Run.

✦ Each runner signed a waiver saying Voices is not
liable for accidents during the run. 

Unexpected Endorphins
✦ A number of people who have taken part in the

Start Early Run are now dedicated child advocates,
focusing their time and energy on children’s causes. 

✦ The run has worked wonders for the recruitment
effort of Voices for Illinois Children. For example,
the president for National City Bank joined the
board of Voices for Illinois Children. 

✦ The race has served as a vehicle to establish solid
relationships with the Chicago business community.   

✦ The run has built morale in Chicago’s child advo-
cacy community, giving people an opportunity to
participate in something bigger than themselves. 

The Finish Line
✦ The Start Early 5K/10K Run has a website at

www.startearlyrun.com, which features pictures
and details about the race.  For the 2001 race, the
event partnered with Jim Henson Productions and
“Bear in the Big Blue House” attended the run.
Many of the local news personalities participated
in the run, which garnered even more attention
for Voices for Illinois Children.  Since its inception
in 1998, the run has raised $125,000 and intro-
duced Voices’ Early Start campaign to thousands.

Contact:
Jim Perry
Director of Development
Voices for Illinois Children
208 South LaSalle Street, Suite 1490
Chicago, Ill. 60604-1103
Phone: 312-456-0600    •    Fax: 312-456-0088
Jperry@voices4kids.org
www.voices4kids.org
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Summary
Each June, Coleman Advocates for Children and
Youth co-sponsors the Baby Brigade, a fair of sorts,
at San Francisco City Hall. A coalition of child care
stakeholders, led by the SF Child Care Providers
Association, is responsible for a major part of overall
event planning, coordination, and outreach. The
purpose of the event is to get city leaders, including
the mayor, to publicly commit to funding programs
around child care. The Baby Brigade includes a half-
day of games and entertainment at City Hall. City
supervisors, the people who make up San Francisco’s
legislative body, and the mayor are put on the spot
at the event to make promises on child care issues. 

History
Coleman Advocates for Children and Youth needed
a way to directly engage politicians on child care
issues. They also needed to make the public aware of
the issues, so Coleman staff decided to use City Hall
as a back drop. With so many children showing up
on the steps of City Hall, reporters could not resist
the novelty of the story. Politicians could not resist
such a backdrop and photo opportunity. And chil-
dren in working families would be the ultimate win-
ners in the effort because Coleman would secure
ongoing funding commitments for child care. Over
the past five years of its existence, the Baby Brigade
has become a permanent staple of the San Francisco
political scene.  Reporters keep coming back to City
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Hall each year to cover the city’s politicians and their
new promises to children.

Key Elements
✦ Coleman engages its coalition of child care

providers (which works on other issues with
Coleman), and the parents they deal with day-
to-day, to decide the details and logistics of the
event. 

✦ They hold the event the first week of April, which
is recognized nationally as the “Week of the
Young Child.” 

✦ Planning starts 8 weeks before the event, begin-
ning with the development of a timely theme
which changes each year. For example, one year
Coleman Advocates played off the “Got Milk?”
ads with the theme, “Got Child Care?” 

✦ Permits are secured for $2,000 from the city for
the space at City Hall. 

✦ Entertainment is secured with $500 to $700 pay-
ing for clowns, singers and any other forms of
entertainment the organization deems necessary. 

✦ The child care providers get permission from
parents to take the kids at their center on a field
trip to City Hall. 

✦ A local deli is secured to provide and deliver food
to participants at the event. 

✦ A limousine is reserved, so that an early care
worker can arrive at the event with the children
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Community Mobilization

to communicate that children deserve the best, up
to and including a ride in a luxury automobile. 

✦ The event operates like a fair, with children, early
care workers, parents and child advocates walking
around between various information tables at City
Hall.

✦ At the end of the event, in a show of solidarity,
everyone involved in the Baby Brigade marches
around City Hall. 

✦ While children are having their faces painted or
interacting with clowns or eating lunch, city lead-
ers give speeches about what they will do for chil-
dren. These speeches usually include support for
child care initiatives and funding from the mayor
and supervisors. 

✦ While Coleman started the Baby Brigade and
maintains a prominent presence in the Baby
Brigade, the event’s planning has been turned over
to other entities within the child care community.

Staff Time 
✦ Everyone on Coleman’s 8 person staff was

involved to some degree in the project. Lead staff
dedicated about 5-10 hours per week for 6-8 weeks
planning the Baby Brigade. 

✦ San Francisco child care workers and parents also
helped Coleman with the effort, including out-
reach, sign-making, and lunch preparation, which
reduced the amount of Coleman staff time. 

Sticky Issues
✦ Politicians sometimes give long speeches at the

event without saying anything of substance. It is
important to get them to make concrete commit-
ments by asking direct, to-the-point questions in
front of reporters. 

✦ Some politicians will be reluctant to make an
appearance at all. Such was the case initially in San
Francisco with Mayor Willie Brown. But the orga-
nization caught him trying to sneak into his office,
gathered the media — and lots of kids and parents

— around him, and put him in a position to com-
ment or look bad. 

✦ Having children at the event can look to some like
the children are being exploited for political gain.
An organization should consider its motives and
how things will look to the public. 

✦ The children can get bored with the political
speeches, so it’s important to make sure their atten-
tion is focused on something, like the various
entertainment at the event. 

Outcomes
✦ Promises that have been made at the Baby Brigade

have been fulfilled — and maintained — by San
Francisco policymakers. For example, in 1998, the
city allocated $2 million to create a high quality
child care fund after promises to do so were made
at the Baby Brigade. Four years later, the fund is
still in place.

✦ There is more awareness by city officials and the
public of the need for sustained child care funding.
Politicians now want to be connected to child care
issues, as it helps them in their campaigns.

✦ The event has mobilized the child advocacy and
child care communities – and strengthened engage-
ment of parents. That makes for stronger advocacy
down the road.

Contact 
Joe Wilson 
Coleman Advocates for Children and Youth
2601 Mission Street, 4th Floor
San Francisco, CA 94110
(T) 415-642-1048  (F) 415-642-1591
jwilson@colemanadvocates,org 

www.colemanadvocates.org
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Summary
In order to bring “greater depth, understanding and
sensitivity” to news coverage of children’s issues,
NACA member the Oklahoma Institute of Child
Advocacy (OICA) formed a partnership with their
local CBS affiliate station to produce a TV news
series on kids.  OICA launched the series for three
reasons:1) To make the public aware of the prob-
lems facing children, 2) to educate them on the pos-
sible solutions to these problems and 3) to highlight
opportunities to become involved. 

Background
In 1996, OICA approached its local CBS affiliate to
suggest running a series of stories about children’s
issues.  They wanted to facilitate a presentation of
children’s issues which was serious but not nega-
tive.  OICA presented a list of 70 potential story
ideas to representatives of the television station
including the news director, marketing personnel
and lead news anchor.  The station initially wanted
just the story ideas, but OICA refused to simply
hand them over.  OICA wanted a working relation-
ship to ensure that the news stories would address
the needs of children rather than simply be sensa-
tionalized stories.  OICA knew that the station
would want help following up on story ideas.  During
a month trial period, the station ran a couple of sto-
ries, under the caption Child Watch, relying on OICA
for information.  OICA responded promptly to the
station’s requests for families to interview, contacts
and general information, thereby demonstrating
themselves able to produce the essential components
for production of a quality news story.  
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After the trial period, the station continued to run the
Child Watch segments in collaboration with OICA.
Over time the station began to do more stories on its
own, only occasionally calling OICA for help.

The relationship remained active for three years.
Currently it is not active for two reasons. The origi-
nal reporter for Child Watch was reassigned and
there is no OICA staff member who can focus
exclusively on the project.  The television station
has remained committed to airing stories about
children and continues to use the Child Watch cap-
tion, largely because it became their top rated news
segment.  OICA succeeded in drawing increased
attention to the needs of children as well as creating
additional recognition for themselves.  The initial
reporter involved would mention OICA’s name
whenever the opportunity presented itself. 

Key Elements
✦ Newsworthy stories about children were pre-

sented to the local television station with the
guarantee of access to the contacts needed to fol-
low up on stories. 

✦ The CBS affiliate station was chosen because
they covered the news better and had higher visi-
bility than the other two major network affili-
ates.  Additionally, a former OICA staffer worked
for the CBS affiliate station and facilitated the
initial contact. 

✦ After establishment of the partnership, the news
show featured children’s issues, initially episodi-
cally and later with regularity.
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✦ The television station aired segments that pre-
sented an issue with information about where
individuals could seek help, volunteer or take
steps to address the problem. 

✦ OICA tried to provide an adequate level of staff
support for the television station.  OICA provid-
ed a timely response to information requests
(local TV stations often have difficulty contact-
ing local agencies for information), the ability to
humanize the stories by locating real people
affected, and help finding good locations to tape
footage.

Planning Required
✦ OICA staff created a list of 70 newsworthy ideas.

Staff members also made sure that they had con-
tacts for every idea listed. 

✦ OICA set up a meeting/presentation with the
news station.  The news station agreed to test out
the relationship for a month.  No formal agree-
ment was made.  The decisions on which stories
to air and how many were left in the hands of
the station.  

Challenges
✦ The partnership required a major time invest-

ment.  An individual must be assigned the task
of nurturing the relationship.  

✦ OICA would at times get a 2:30 pm call request-
ing a family for the 5:00 pm segment that night.
OICA staff often worked together to ensure that
every effort was made to meet the needs of the
station.

✦ Unfortunately, as the relationship developed
OICA was not involved in deciding which stories
should be covered and how they should be cov-
ered. The station began running stories OICA
considered less proactive.  This might have been
avoided if OICA had a media marketing staffer
or even a board member, with media expertise,
solely dedicated to maintaining the partnership. 

Outcomes
✦ Child Watch ran hundreds of stories over a three

year period of time. 
✦ The series became the top rated segment for the

TV station, dramatically increasing the coverage
of children’s issues.  In fact, the two other local
stations began running segments on children,
though not affiliated with OICA.  

✦ OICA’s work caused a fundamental shift in the
manner in which children’s issues were present-
ed by local television.  It forced remedies to be
presented along side problems thereby taking
away the negative focus.  

✦ OICA also worked with the CBS affiliate on a
one-time segment for a local newspaper.  OICA
produced a list of thirty ways to become a better
parent which ran in the newspaper with their
logo.  

Lessons Learned
✦ If a child advocacy organization wants to main-

tain this model over time there must be an ongo-
ing relationship between the child advocacy
organization and the T.V. station.  The endeavor
requires regular meetings for reassessment.  If
the organization does not have the staff capacity
for a long term relationship, it may want to try
short term partnerships.

✦ The organization must make an aggressive effort
to ensure that its viewpoint is not misrepresented.  

- Evelyn Otchere-Agyei
Contact 

Marlo Nash, Kids Count Coordinator
Oklahoma Institute for Child Advocacy
420 NW 13th Street
Suite 101
Oklahoma City, OK 73103
Tel. 405-236-KIDS
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Chapter 3: Working In Advocacy Coalitions 
 

 
One of the best ways for child advocates to move their agendas is by working together 
in advocacy coalitions.  Many Voices members have dramatically increased their 
effectiveness by working closely with other organizations to promote shared goals.  As 
diverse groups and individuals amass resources and rally behind a common cause, the 
impact can be far-reaching. 
 
Coalitions come in many different shapes and sizes depending on needs and goals.  
They can draw members from local communities, regions, states or from across the 
nation.  Some advocates work in ad hoc coalitions, designed to be temporary and that 
usually disband after their goals are achieved while others are comprised of 
organizations that work together for many years, generally on a single topic, and often 
without a formal structure.  Other types of coalitions bring together groups of 
organizations that work together in a very structured format.  These coalitions might 
focus on a single issue or a multitude of issues over the course of many years.  Some of 
these coalitions even become separate legal organizations with their own Executive 
Directors and Boards of Directors.  
 
Many advocacy organizations participate in a number of coalitions, and Voices 
members often establish and lead them, sometimes for a long time and often with 
significant impact.  The Oklahoma Institute for Child Advocacy took a leadership role in 
the Fit Kids Coalition, which worked to reduce childhood obesity and was successful in 
pushing three bills through the state legislature to keep children healthier.  
Organizations most often take leadership roles where the issue in question is core to 
their work.  At other times, organizations may establish coalitions and then turn over the 
leadership roles to their colleague organizations.  This can happen when an issue 
arises that is important to children but not central to the particular organization’s work, 
but they are the best positioned organization to facilitate the coalition.  It can also 
happen if the organization fosters a new group that turns into an independent 
organization.  Some Voices members co-lead coalitions, perhaps because there are 
several influential advocacy groups that work on that issue.  And sometimes they are 
simply coalition members who support the work of the coalition but do not invest a lot of 
organizational time and resources in it.  It is appropriate for an advocacy organization’s 
role in a coalition to vary from time to time, especially given changing resources, staff, 
and political environments. 
 
Working together can be challenging, even when member groups have a great deal in 
common.  Working in coalitions is inherently difficult due to the fact that each of the 
organizations involved has its own constituency and agenda.  Difficulties inevitably 

Coalition: A coalition is a group of organizations working together 
 in pursuit of a common goal. 
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arise.  Discord can result from unresolved conflicts that arise between individual group 
agendas, from competition over leadership and credit for accomplishments, and even 
from the many different individual personalities involved.  But the benefits that can result 
from coalition work far outweigh the challenges you might face.  The Association for 
Children of New Jersey experienced some differences of opinion when working with 
other members of the Early Care and Education Alliance, but each coalition member 
recognized the importance of making changes in education and they were therefore 
able to compromise and reach agreements.  Some of Voices members’ greatest 
successes could only come about from collaborating with others who want to find a 
solution to a common problem.  By working in coalition, you can: 

 
• Demonstrate broad support for your issue.  Policymakers generally pay 

more attention to an issue when they can see that it is important to their 
constituency.  When many different groups and individuals join forces to 
support an issue, policymakers are more likely to see that what the 
coalition is working toward is important in his or her district. 

 
• Create a consistent message.  By working together in coalitions, 

advocates can make sure that they are all saying the same thing in 
unison.  This can be especially helpful if there are many different 
organizations working on the issue you want to address.  If many 
organizations, each with a different viewpoint or approach, begin to 
express their individual opinions and seek slightly different policy 
solutions, that can lead to confusion and chaos for the policymakers you 
are trying to reach.  Creating a uniform message can be challenging as it 
might require compromise on the part of the organizations involved, but by 
doing so, you can make sure that those you are trying to reach (i.e., the 
public, policymakers, politicians) are all hearing the same message and 
know exactly what you want them to do. 

 
• Reduce a sense of isolation.  Child advocates often feel that they are 

alone in their work, that they are the only ones who care about a particular 
issue.  Coalition work can help eliminate those feelings while instilling a 
sense of being part of a team effort, and reenergize advocates who have 
been working on an issue for an extended period of time. 

 
• Multiply resources and eliminate duplication of effort.  When many 

different organizations and individuals come together to form a coalition, 
each brings to the table different resources that can be utilized.  Whether it 
be a legislative contact, a media contact, or even enhanced technological 
resources such as specialized software or printing capabilities, coalition 
members can benefit from the resources pooled when working together.  
Likewise, when different organizations come together, they can share 
information, streamline their efforts and eliminate duplication.  Both of 
these benefits are very appealing to funders who want to be assured that 
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their investments are used efficiently, especially in times of scarce 
resources due to economic downturns.   

 
• Improve your visibility through increased access to media attention and 

increase your access to policymakers.  Simply put, the more organizations 
that are involved in your coalition, the more media members and 
policymakers you will have access to, and the greater the likelihood that 
you will be heard.   

 
Each of these benefits works toward increasing your influence and impact as advocates 
for children and their families.  
 
Advocates will find, however, that there is a time and a place for coalition work.  For 
example, imagine that legislation addressing Medicaid funding is moving forward in your 
state and you see the opportunity to expand coverage to youths aging out of foster care.  
If you are confident that you will be able to get the attention of key legislators and make 
sure that this opportunity is taken advantage of, it might be more efficient for you to do 
this on your own without taking the time to involve other organizations.  Convening a 
coalition might take so much time that you might miss a critical moment to move your 
agenda.  In other cases, you may find that you are the sole voice on the issue — for 
example, if your colleagues are afraid to speak out because they might lose state 
funding.  On some issues, you might also find that your perspective varies from your 
colleagues, perhaps because they are service providers who have an institutional 
interest.  On the other hand, if there is a hot issue that many different organizations and 
legislators are debating, you might need to involve other organizations to create a 
consistent message, increase your resources, and coordinate access to legislators.  In 
any given issue area, advocates must contemplate the situation they are attempting to 
address and decide whether working in coalition is the best possible strategy with which 
to achieve their goals.  
 
When coalition work is deemed the best approach, advocates should then contemplate 
the range of steps involved in the process of building a coalition.  And while there is no 
sure and simple formula for success, there are guidelines which have proven useful for 
Voices members who have developed effective coalitions.  
 
Purpose.  At the outset, advocates should explicitly identify the reason for building a 
coalition. What is it that you want to achieve?  A coalition might be organized around a 
very narrow goal (for example, the passage or defeat of specific proposed legislation), 
or a very broad one (improving the lives of children in your state).  Not uncommonly, 
when a very specific coalition reaches its original goal (such as the passage a specific 
education reform), it might be re-defined more broadly and members continue to work 
on a broader or altogether different issue (for example, the coalition could become the 
Excellence in Education Coalition and work on a range of advocacy activities to improve 
public education).   
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On the other hand, a coalition with a very broad purpose may need to annually define its 
agenda to focus on a few priority goals.  Many effective coalitions are built around a 
specific service or advocacy area, and a multi-issue child advocacy organization may 
belong to several issue-specific coalitions.  For example, Advocates for Children and 
Youth (ACY)  in Maryland worked together with colleague organizations to form a 
Children’s Advocacy Network, MDCAN, which included seven separate coalitions 
involving organizational and individual members from across the state, including one 
each on child health, child welfare, early learning, public education, income supports, 
juvenile justice, and youth development.  This allowed them to work effectively with 
groups who have a specific shared interest, such as health or education, without 
expecting each to address all issues.  It also helped to broaden their ability to involve 
groups that are not specifically child advocacy organizations, such as organizations 
serving the homeless, anti-poverty groups, and justice organizations.  Collectively, 
however, the seven issue-specific coalitions constituted the Maryland Children’s Action 
Network (MDCAN), and all members of each coalition agreed to support the three 
priority goals identified annually by the larger group from the top goals of each of the 
seven coalitions.  This structure dramatically increased the overall coalition strength by 
bringing a broad range of partners to serve a collective child advocacy goal.  
 
In a smaller or less populous state, where multiple coalitions might not be practical, it 
may make sense to broaden the overall coalition purpose.  In that case, coalition 
committees can still be formed as needed to work on specific areas or goals. 
 
Membership.  Some coalitions that Voices members work in are very large and some 
are smaller.  Some change size over time depending on the coalition’s goals and vary in 
the level of participation they require from their members.  The “right” size is the size 
that works – that is, big enough to create a real impact, but not so large, and with such 
varied focuses, as to be unwieldy.  Some coalitions change size and shape over time as 
goals, situations, and environments change.  For instance, when Maine Children’s 
Alliance, Voices’ Maine member, wanted to make sure that legislation critical to the 
quality of early care and education services in its state was passed, they convened a 
targeted group of legislators and others interested in the same goal to form a coalition.  
Once the coalition began to gain momentum in educating legislators, business leaders, 
and the general public on the importance of the legislation, others wanted to join, 
including child advocates, child welfare activists, health care and mental health 
professionals, Head Start advocates, and parents, just to name a few. 
 
While most child advocacy coalitions include in their membership their traditional allies – 
organizations that typically and unconditionally advocate for children’s issues – some 
coalitions successfully achieve their goals by including non-traditional partners.  Unlikely 
allies may bring with them valuable resources and unique audiences for the advocacy 
message.  If coalition members can learn to work together, to put aside their 
differences, and to unite behind a shared agenda, diversity can actually work in their 
favor.  Each entity can bring something unique to the coalition, including skills, 
resources, information and relationships with policymakers, creating a broad base of 
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support and increasing the power and efficacy of the coalition as a whole.  It can also 
show policymakers that the change you are advocating for has broad-based support 
among their constituency.   
 
This strategy in coalition building has been particularly effective in Colorado.  It’s About 
Kids is a coalition spearheaded by Colorado Children’s Campaign that mobilizes 
grassroots networks to increase the participation and voices of local communities in the 
legislative process and to educate local and state legislators on issues affecting children 
in their state.  The coalition network is built around unlikely allies, someone in a local 
community who feels strongly about children’s issues but who has not traditionally been 
viewed as a child advocate.  These allies have ranged from a university chancellor to a 
bank president to a rancher.  These networks are effective because their membership is 
diverse, drawing in concerned citizens from all walks of life. 
 
It is always important to consider whether there are organizations not involved in your 
coalition that should be.  When considering adding a new member, it is helpful to ask:  
 

• Have you reached capacity on the quantity of members you can 
realistically use and coordinate?  

 
• Does the current coalition need more influence and power?  

 
• Are the current members able to mobilize and contribute necessary 

resources?  
 

• Does the proposed member agree with the coalition’s mission statement 
and philosophy?  

 
• Can the proposed member provide needed resources?  

 
• Can the proposed member provide something unique to the coalition, 

such as support from an unlikely source?  
 
As you seek and enlist members, it is important to be clear about two issues:  
 

• What can you offer your members?  This may include the opportunity to 
help them meet their own advocacy goals, informational meetings, 
newsletters, email notices, or other services.  

 
• What can you realistically expect from them?  This may include dues, 

presence at meetings, announcements to their constituencies, a 
commitment to support shared resolutions, and other services. 

 
Mission Statement.  Once several different organizations, each with its own agenda 
and goals, come together to form a coalition, they need to be able to decide on what 
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they will work toward together.  As with other processes involved in coalition work, the 
way in which the coalition’s shared vision and goals are developed can vary depending 
on the structure and formality of the coalition.  In loosely configured coalitions, 
especially in those made up of organizations that work together regularly or in short 
term or ad hoc coalitions, members might operate only with a common understanding of 
their shared goals.   
 
However, other coalitions, particularly those that include organizations that are not 
traditional allies, might build a formal, written mission statement that is clear, concise, 
and that tells what the coalition is all about.  In this case, Voices members try to make 
sure that the statement is non-partisan, positively stated, and compatible with the 
organizational purposes of all coalition members.  Since your coalition may include a 
diverse group of organizations, this may mean that the mission statement will be more 
broadly stated than an individual group might prefer.  Many times, coalition members 
need to simply focus on the issues and goals on which they can reach consensus.  One 
way to ease this tension is to stress that coalition members can commit to moving the 
agreed upon coalition agenda, while at the same time continuing to work on their 
individual agendas.  Each group should realize that the mission statement cannot reflect 
every goal of every coalition member, but is simply a direct statement of shared 
coalition goals. 
 
Leadership.  While many coalitions successfully exist with loose commitments among 
its membership, other coalitions take a more formal and structured approach to their 
work.  All coalitions need some type of leadership, and the level of leadership varies by 
the structure of the coalitions.  More formal coalitions that Voices members participate 
in have a clear governance document that defines the manner in which leaders are 
chosen, the length of their terms, and their responsibilities.  Some coalitions also have a 
steering committee, and if so, the structure of the committee might be formally defined, 
including its purpose and responsibilities, the extent of its authority, and its work 
schedule.  Sometimes it is helpful to further define voting regulations and requirements, 
including which members can vote on which issues, the source of the final decision, and 
how the vote will be decided (majority or consensus). 
 
At times, Voices members’ coalitions do not have a separate funding base, making it 
necessary to draw its leadership and much of its staffing from the staff of member 
organizations.  Thus, the leaders of prominent member organizations may also be able 
to serve as coalition leaders, if the coalition work complements their organizational 
duties.  As coalitions become more established, however, it may be possible and useful 
to use member dues or other funding sources to establish paid staff positions. 
 
Communications and Public Relations.  Effective communication is crucial to the 
success of coalitions. One of the first things you will want to determine is the process 
through which the coalition will decide on a message.  The more formal and structured 
your coalition, the more complicated that process might be.  However, once that is 
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accomplished, effective coalitions create a framework through which all other 
communication occurs.  Coalition members will need to decide:  

 
• Who will communicate with the press, and according to what guidelines? 

Who will report on coalition activities in newsletters and other 
publications?  

 
• Who will write, edit, and schedule email and other alerts?  
 
• Who will build, monitor, and update the email and other dissemination 

lists? 
 
When making decisions about the coalition’s communications processes, it might be 
helpful to acknowledge and try to plan for situations in which you might need to respond 
quickly, such as when a new piece of legislation has been introduced and is rapidly 
being debated in your legislature.  For instance, the Executive Committee of The 
Covenant with North Carolina’s Children a formally-structured coalition initiated by 
Voices’ North Carolina member, is permitted to make urgent decisions regarding the 
coalition’s stances and views between meetings.  Sometimes speed and flexibility to 
respond is more important than formal structure, especially in cases where the 
advocacy community works together on a regular basis and operates with some 
unspoken ground rules.   
 
Administration.  Again, because some coalitions are formal and some are informal, the 
administrative structure of each might vary greatly.  For informal coalitions, sometimes 
Voices members create and lead the coalition with an unspoken understanding about 
the shared vision and goals among the membership.  But for more long-standing 
coalitions involving partners that are not traditional allies, it might help to address the 
coalition’s administrative structure in a more formal manner.  If that’s the case, you 
might want to consider:  
 

• Establishing the authority of the coalition chair, coalition members, 
committee chair and committee members in dealing with your policy 
director and/or program associate, 

 
• Creating work plans identifying the roles of your staff and supervisor as 

well as the coalition chair and members, naming the parties responsible 
for the grant-writing and fundraising, and  

 
• Coordinating and organizing letterhead and web sites. 

 
 
Avoiding Conflict of Interest.  Because each individual participant in the coalition also 
represents an organization with its own goals, it is inevitable that potential conflicts of 
interest may arise. Addressing and resolving areas of potential conflict is essential. 
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Unresolved conflict can undermine group effectiveness, and can even cause a formerly 
effective coalition to dissolve.  Many Voices members have found that a key part of 
working effectively and efficiently in coalitions is to agree to disagree.  It is important to 
understand that you don’t have to reach unanimous agreement on every particular part 
of a problem or how you want to solve it.  What is necessary, however, is that you 
determine what you can agree on and move forward on those grounds.   
 
Voices’ New York City member, the Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York 
(CCC), was forced to address this part of coalition building during the recession of the 
early 1990s, when funding for children’s and other important social service programs 
was being cut.  Working within this fiscal climate, CCC realized that single-issue 
organizations would end up pitted against one another if they continued to fight for 
funding for their issues individually.  CCC convened a group of single-issue advocacy 
groups to form the Children’s Budget Roundtable.  The Roundtable identified three 
budget priorities, and each member of the Roundtable committed, as a member of the 
coalition, to taking those three budget priorities to the mayor for that particular year.  
Interestingly, with only three issues to advocate for during the budget advocacy session, 
many of the single-issue organizations found that their individual issues did not make it 
to the final three.  However, the coalition participants were content knowing that as 
advocacy efforts during the budget crises were concentrated on a few critical issues, 
those critical issues were more likely to be successful, and their individual issues might 
be the focus during the next year.  By participating in this particular coalition, many of 
the single issue organizations were forced to put aside their own interests in order to 
strategically work with a group of like-minded child advocates under extreme fiscal and 
political conditions. 
 
However, you might find that there are times when conflicts of interest or differing points 
of view prevent you from working in coalition with other organizations.  For instance, 
when the State of Pennsylvania and the City of Philadelphia committed to spending 
billions in public funds on two new sports stadiums in Philadelphia, Philadelphia Citizens 
for Children and Youth (PCCY) was forced to break with its traditional allies because of 
its position in the debate.  PCCY, although it felt strongly that public funds should not be 
spent on sports stadiums, particularly when funding for children’s programs was being 
cut, would not enter the debate over whether or not public funds should be used in this 
way.  Instead, it chose to influence the debate by taking the stance that if public funds 
were to be spent on stadiums for the privileged to “play” in, then the city must find some 
way to increase funding for children’s programs.  Because of this strategic position, two 
professional sports teams are now contributing $1 million per year each for thirty years 
to a Children’s Fund to support important education, child care, after school, and arts 
enrichment programs for Philadelphia’s children and youth. 
 
Questions you might want to consider at the start of building your coalition include:  
 

• How will decisions be made, including ones that require quick action?  
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• Who do the speakers from the coalition represent in meetings with public 
officials (i.e., the coalition, the organization for whom the individual works, 
or both)?  

 
• How will participants reconcile the desires and requests of the coalition 

with those of their organizational employers?  
 
• How should an organizational member proceed if it wishes to support a 

policy or take an action not supported by the coalition?  
 
• How will conflict among coalition members be resolved?  
 
• How will credit for accomplishments be fairly recognized and allocated? 

 
The Opportunity Presented.  Voices members’ successes over the years are certain 
proof that an effective coalition can extend the reach and influence of your own 
organizational resources.  The substantive tasks described throughout this Primer, such 
as legislative advocacy, electoral advocacy, and administrative advocacy, all can be 
applied not only to your individual organization, but also to your wider coalition work.  
Through effective coalitions, working together can truly mean working stronger.  
 



Summary
Understanding there is strength in numbers, in 1996
Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York
(CCC) recruited single-issue child advocates to form
the Children’s Budget Roundtable. CCC and the
Roundtable agreed upon three budget priorities and
then negotiated with City Hall to win funding for
those priorities. While the Children’s Budget
Roundtable no longer meets formally, the original
member organizations work together on an informal
basis as part of each year’s budget process, so child
advocacy organizations no longer have to work alone
to persuade policymakers to better fund children’s
programs. 

Background
Times were tough in 1994. The country was in a
recession and state and city budgets were getting hit
the hardest. In 1995, the Mayor and City Council
slashed $778 million from the Board of Education’s
budget and $49 million from a program for abused
and neglected children. It was felt that more cuts
would soon follow. It became clear that single-issue
child advocates meeting with the Mayor and City
Council members to discuss their one issue would
no longer be enough. So CCC pulled together 19 dif-
ferent organizations to form the Children’s Budget
Roundtable. 

Each year, CCC continues to coalesce with single-
issue child advocates to take part in budget advocacy,
and the child advocacy community has seen much
success. Budgets for programs serving children have
increased from year-to-year.

Key Elements
In the beginning

✦ CCC began recruiting single-issue child advocacy
organizations in 1996 to form the Roundtable.  

1

✦ In the spring of 1996, the Roundtable chose three
issues: child care, after school programs/youth
services and education. Support for these issues,
the reasoning went, would help determine
whether New York City became a better place to
live, work and raise children as the new Mayor
pledged to improve the quality of life.   

On an annual basis
✦ After the Mayor publishes his preliminary bud-

get plan in January, CCC coalesces with other
child advocacy organizations to choose priority
programs to protect.

✦ CCC strategizes with colleagues regarding an
action plan and message. Individually and
together, CCC and colleagues hold meetings with
the Mayor’s staff and City Council members and
testify at City Council hearings.

✦ CCC sends what has become a standardized one-
pager that includes advocacy against specific bud-
get cuts and for new program initiatives to elect-
ed and appointed officials.

✦ 10,000 colleagues and New Yorkers also receive
the one-pager along with postcards containing a
budget advocacy message they are urged to mail
to their elected officials 

✦ After the Mayor’s executive budget is sent to the
City Council in April and before adoption in
early June, CCC produces a 20-page analysis of
the impact of the Mayor’s budget on children.
The document identifies the Mayor’s proposals
to either cut, enhance or initiate programs in all
of the city agencies serving children and families.
This Impact Analysis identifies the number of chil-
dren impacted positively or negatively by the
budget proposal and includes recommendations. 

✦ CCC then again strategizes with colleagues to
determine priorities and messages for budget
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advocacy.
✦ A one-pager containing recommendations for the

City Council during its budget negotiations is circu-
lated through the mail, in meetings between
Council members and CCC staff and volunteers, and
at City Hall.  The one-pager is included in a packet
and sent to 10,000 New Yorkers with postcards con-
taining an updated budget advocacy message.

✦ The one-pager is used as the basis for testimony
before the City Council’s five borough delegations
and in speaking engagements with business, reli-
gious and civic leaders, urging them to communicate
with their elected officials the need for adequate
budgeting for programs important to children. 

✦ CCC garners media attention through press releas-
es, news stories and testimony at hearings to help
educate the public on the budget process and to
influence decision makers.  

✦ CCC staff and volunteers are present inside and
outside city hall during budget negotiations to
advocate for children and arm negotiators with
important data.  

✦ During this period, CCC keeps in close contact
with colleagues - the original members of the
Children’s Budget Roundtable -  to ensure that
there is a united front for children as the budget is
negotiated.

Staff Involvement
✦ CCC uses a communications consultant on an as

needed basis. This person is contacted when CCC
has questions about dealing with the media. 

✦ During the budget season, CCC’s Executive
Director Gail Nayowith spends 15  percent of her
time working with the media on budget issues, and
coordinating her staff’s efforts. 

✦ The Director of Community and Government
Relations spends about 25 percent of her time dur-
ing budget season working on the budget analysis
and monitoring the budget process. 

✦ Each staff member at CCC plays a role in CCC’s
budget advocacy by analyzing the Mayor’s budget
proposals and monitoring their portfolio of agen-
cies’ needs. It takes the knowledge of everyone on
staff to put together a successful budget advocacy
campaign. 

Possible Sticky Issues
✦ While convening a large number of single-issue

child advocates can provide a powerful voice, it can
also lead to complications when picking the top
budgetary issues to address. Choosing priorities
enables CCC and colleagues to carry a common
message for children, open doors and lay the
groundwork for a broader discussion on children’s
needs. CCC makes certain that issues not chosen as
priorities are included in all materials, and dis-
cussed in meetings and with budget negotiators.

✦ CCC’s success in increasing budget numbers for
children’s programs has also paralleled a growing
economy.  Though it is uncertain how budget allo-
cations would have increased for children’s pro-
grams had the Roundtable not been involved, the
current economic downturn will be a true gauge of
the Budget Roundtable’s effectiveness.  

Outcomes
✦ Since Fiscal Year 1996, the budget that directly

affects children has been increased. Children and
their issues have become priorities with the Mayor
and City Council because of all of CCC’s efforts.

✦ Strong and long-lasting relationships between CCC
and single-issue child advocacy organizations were
strengthened and in some cases formed. This
allowed not only for a single voice, but also for idea
sharing between the organizations. 

✦ Members of the Budget Roundtable formed better
relationships with the Mayor and City Council by
providing cohesive messages around children’s
issues. Moreover, CCC and its coalition actually
helped the Mayor fulfill his campaign pledge to
improve the quality of life in New York.
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w w w . V o i c e s f o r a m e r i c a s c h i l d r e n . o r g

on child safety rather than program
quality, defeating the purpose of the
Abbott rulings.

ACNJ had provided amicus curae
(friend of the court) briefs for pre v i o u s
Abbott hearings over the years, and
saw a significant need in 1998 to get

involved in shaping
actual standards
around the Court’s
mandate of “well-
planned and high-
quality” preschools.
ACNJ believed that
the best solution for
children and families
would be a collabora-
tive effort between
school districts, Head
Start, and community
child care, utilizing the
expertise of all groups
and bringing all pro-
grams under one set 
of standards.

A Coalition Forms
ACNJ began meeting with a few
other concerned parties and began
developing a set of quality standards
for pre-schools, addressing factors
such as curriculum, class size, teacher
qualifications and education, and
facilities. The small dedicated group
would grow into the Early Care and
Education (ECE) Coalition, a collec-
tion of child advocates, researchers,

subsequent series of landmark rulings
by the New Jersey Supreme Court have
constituted the most positive set of
school equity reforms in the nation.
The fifth ruling in 1998 mandated,
among other things, “well-planned 
a n d high-quality” half-day pre-school
programs for three- and four-year-olds.

Attempts to comply
with this part of the
decision proved diff i c u l t .
The state had proposed
providing additional
funding to existing
center-based early
childhood education
programs. H o w e v e r,
these pro g r a m s were
far different from the
exceptional model 
programs on which
their opinion had been
based, often lacking 
a set curr i c u l u m , a
limit on class-size, a
requirement of teaching
credentials, adequate classroom 
space, and comprehensive health and
social services.  

School districts also began contracting
with community-based child care
centers as possible locations for the
p reschool programs, but these were ru n
by a different government entity, the
D e p a rtment of Human Services (DHS).
Standards at these centers were based

The Movement Toward Universal Pre-K: 
Child Advocates Help the Court Help Kids
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The Child Advocates Making a

Difference series profiles the 
extraordinary accomplishments 
of Voices’ member organizations
across the county. If you would 
like to receive this publication 
electronically, email camad@
voicesforamericaschildren.org.
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I
n 1998, the New Jersey State
Supreme Court handed down a
ruling requiring the development

and implementation of “well-planned
and high-quality” pre-kindergarten
programs in the state’s 30 poorest
school districts. Recognizing that clear
standards of quality were needed for
the mandate to have true meaning, the
Association for Children in New Jersey
(ACNJ), a member of Voices for
America’s Children, sought to help
shape program guidelines to ensure that
at-risk three- and four-year-olds have
the stimulating and enriching early
childhood experiences that are the
foundation for later school success.

Addressing School Equity 
in New Jersey
In 1981, the Education Law Center,
a team of legal advocates dedicated to
school equity in New Jersey public
schools, filed Abbott v. Burke on behalf
of disadvantaged children in the state’s
30 poorest public school districts. The
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child care providers, Head Start staff,
school districts officials, college and
university representatives, unions,
business people, and foundations. 

In such a large and diverse gro u p ,
t h e re were bound to be diff e rences of
opinion. One area of disagreement was
over the re q u i red level of education f o r
p reschool teachers. Most pre s c h o o l s do
not require undergraduate or graduate
degrees, but research showed that
requiring a Bachelor of Arts (BA)
degree would lead to higher quality
child care and better wages for child
care professionals. 

The majority of the Coalition support e d
the BA, recommending a 6-year p h a s e-
in with significant support from the
state through scholarships. However,
some groups, those in the child care
community in part i c u l a r, thought such
a re q u i rement unre a l i s t i c and extreme
and felt it could potentially eliminate
suitable teachers. It took a formal vote
for the group to settle on the high
s t a n d a rd of re q u i r i n g p reschool teachers
in the Abbott districts to achieve a 
BA degree; the child c a re community
put aside a significant self-interest to
support the Coalition.

Every Coalition member recognized
the incredible opportunity to make
significant changes for children and
education in the state of New Jersey,
and worked hard to compromise and
operate as a powerful advocating entity.
The Coalition chose ACNJ to lead
because of its neutral and trusted stance
and its extensive advocacy experience.

A Friend of the Court
The Coalition’s efforts gained the
respect of both the plaintiffs and
defendants in the case, and during the
sixth ruling of Abbott, the Supreme
C o u rt invited ACNJ re p resentatives to
p a rticipate in the proceedings, arg u i n g
the case along with the plaintiff and
defendant. The Court was very inter-
ested in hearing from the very group of
people who would have to implement
the decisions it was making.

This legal advocacy would be a critical
i n g redient in the ruling. The Coalition

was cited repeatedly in the Court’s
formal opinion, and one Supreme
Court Justice stated that he felt
“comforted and impressed” by
ACNJ’s participation as the most
objective advocate in the mix.

The Abbott VI decision
spelled out preschool
requirements in detail.
The court:

★ reaffirmed the
importance of an
established early
l e a rning curr i c u l u m

★ made the 4-year 
BA degree m a n d a-
t o ry for child c a re
p roviders ( w i t h a 
4-year phase in
period)

★ reaffirmed a 1:15 teacher/student
ratio

★ a g reed with ACNJ that contractual
agreements with DHS licenses
providers must “include clear
expectations, necessary supp o rt s
and accountability measure s ”

★ ordered the Department of
Education to adjust its cert i f i c a t i o n
regulations to eliminate any dif-
ferences between district-run and
DHS-licensed preschool pro g r a m s .

ECE in New Jersey Today
The ECE Coalition has remained
active in the aftermath of the Abbott

case. ACNJ and the Coalition have
offered officials a critique of proposed
rules for construction and renovation
of community facilities, and sugges-
tions for more appropriate rules. 
They have written recommendations
for the professional development of
child care teachers, which include a
commitment to scholarships for
teachers and encouraging diversity.
They also recently bro k e red a consent
a g re e m e n t between the state and the
Education Law Center regarding
teachers who have not met the 4-year
certification deadline, allowing two
extra years for those who have made
good progress; 85% have already
achieved a BA certification.

ACNJ and the ECE Coalition are also
working to expand the impact of the
Abbott rulings to benefit more children
in need. They recently published a
report on challenges facing non-Abbott

districts with recommendations on
budget issues, and subse-

quently secured a $15
million “Early Launch
to Learning” budget 
initiative with the
potential to extend
quality state-funded 
preschool to 100 addi-
tional districts and 4000
children.

As the journey towards a
unified, comprehensive
education system con-
tinues, all participants
will need to continue to

exercise a skill learned in
their own preschool days: cooperation. 

In the Abbott VI decision, the Court
noted that, given the unprecedented
nature of New Jersey’s efforts to create
a single quality preschool network
funded by social service and education
streams, disputes were bound to arise.
It then noted that “the ACNJ has
built a coalition of educators and
providers that demonstrates the value
of collaboration and consensus building.
It is our hope that the adversarial 
relationship between the parties [in
the case] will give way to a cooperative
effort focused on the provision of 
high-quality preschool programs for
children in the Abbott districts. 
The children deserve no less.”

Contact

Cecilia Zalkind
Executive Director

Association for Children of New Jersey
35 Halsey Street 
Newark, NJ 07102
(973) 643-3876 (phone)
(973) 643-9153 (fax)
czalkind@acnj.org

The ECE Coalition has

secured a $15 million

“Early Launch to Learning”

budget initiative with 

the potential to extend

quality state-funded pre-

school to 100 additional

districts and 4000 childre n .
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P U B L I S H E D  B Y

w w w . v o i c e s . o r g

An established, successful child
advocacy organization, OICA was
the natural choice to house the
Coalition, and assumed control of 
all the administrative and advocacy
functions. The Coalition’s leadership

consisted of two com-
mittees: legislative
a n d media. Anne
Roberts, OICA’s
Executive Director,
headed the legislative
committee.
Leadership from
INTEGRIS Health, a
l a rge, Oklahoma-based
health care organiza-
tion, handled media
efforts, enabling the
Coalition to build an
awareness campaign
with its extensive pub-
l i c relations resources. 

First Steps
As chair of the legislative committee,
R o b e rts spoke publicly about the need
for action, drafted persuasive letters
to be used by the grassroots advocates
of the campaign, gave newspaper,
television and radio interviews, 
testified before committees and 
lobbied members of the Oklahoma
State Legislature. Most importantly,
she helped Oklahoma’s legislators
write the language of the three bills
on the Fit Kids agenda. 

Oklahoma’s first Fit Kids Coalition
meeting brought together a diverse
g roup of physicians, legislators, school
superintendents and other members
of the community, including the
Oklahoma Institute for Child
Advocacy (OICA), an
o rganization commit-
t e d to improving the
health and well-being
of Oklahoma’s childre n
and youth. The goal:
to put public policies
in place in Oklahoma
schools that would
promote the develop-
ment of healthier chil-
dren. The Coalition
settled on three specific
goals derived from the
U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and
Prevention’s goals for
reducing childhood
obesity: 

★ enact minimum physical educa-
tion requirements in schools

★ reduce the number of high-
calorie, sugary foods in school
vending machines

★ create school health committees
to make recommendations in 
the areas of health and physical
education

Fighting Childhood Obesity in 
Oklahoma’s Schools 

MakingaDiff eren c e
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I
n 2004, The Oklahoma Institute
for Child Advocacy, a member 
of Voices for America’s Children,

assumed the leadership role in the
newly formed Fit Kids Coalition.
Initiated by Oklahoma-based INTE-
GRIS Health, the Coalition works 
to reduce childhood obesity. The
Coalition successfully pushed three
bills through the Oklahoma State
Legislature that will produce fitter,
healthier children.

A Growing Epidemic
Over the last 20 years, childhood
obesity has doubled and adolescent
obesity has tripled nationwide. 
The problem of overweight children
has become a burden on the health-
care system; hospital costs associated
with childhood obesity have tripled
over the same time period. Doctors
in Oklahoma became concerned
when they began to see more and
more children with Type II diabetes,
a disease historically seen in adults
over age 40. 
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OICA worked with two key lawmakers
on legislation. The Fit Kids champion
in the Senate was a long-time child
advocate who had previously estab-
lished a task force on child health,
and chaired the Senate Human
Resources Committee that would
consider the Coalition’s bills. In the
House, OICA worked with an equally
passionate child advocate and strong
believer in preventive health policy,
whose father had died of diabetes.

It was not long before the Coalition’s
work paid off. The Healthy and 
Fit Kids Act of 2004 passed in the
Senate in March by a vote of 32-13,
and in the House in April by a vote
of 94-4 and. The Act created school
advisory committees comprising par-
ents, local health care professionals,
and community leaders. Each school
would have its own committee to
make recommendations in the areas
of health education, physical educa-
tion, and school nutrition. Every
community would now be encouraged
and empowered to help kids stay fit
and reduce childhood obesity.

Unlikely Opposition
But the two bills remaining on the
Coalition’s agenda did not pass in
2004. On the surface, healthier food
in school vending machines and a
minimum amount of weekly physical
education seemed like win-win 
proposals for Oklahoma’s schools.
Unfortunately, the Coalition ran
into unlikely opponents to this 
legislation: Oklahoma’s principals
and superintendents.

The Coalition was proposing 150
minutes of physical education per
week—30 minutes per day. Principals
responded that 150 minutes per week
would cause too many conflicts with
the other electives that were re q u i re d
in Oklahoma schools, such as music
and art. And though they shared the
desire to produce healthier children,
their obligation to meet all the
re q u i rements of the school week gave
them no choice but to oppose this bill.

The vending machine issue created 
a similarly precarious situation for

O k l a h o m a ’s superintendents. Ve n d i n g
machine contracts are a significant
funding source for Oklahoma’s
schools, and superintendents were
understandably reluctant to give it
up. Such opposition was daunting,
but the Coalition continued to
a g g ressively pursue the final two items
on its agenda.

Compromise and Innovation
The Coalition would not give up on
the Physical Fitness bill, maintaining
that a minimum amount of physical
education was necessary to help
children initiate
healthier lifestyles.
The groups eventually
reached a compro m i s e ,
agreeing on a mini-
mum requirement of
60 minutes per week
for grades K-5, and
requiring that physical
education be available
as an elective in mid-
dle- and high-schools.
This version of the bill passed the
Senate by a vote of 41-4 and in the
House of Representatives, 89-9. 

The School Vending Machine Bill
provided an even greater challenge.
Resolving the issue of losing a vital
funding stream required multiple
meetings with the Coalition, the
superintendents and the vending
machine companies. The Coalition
convinced both parties that they
could realize the same profits with
healthy snacks in school vending
machines. If granola bars and fruit
juices replaced the sugary snacks,
schools could retain their contracts
and children would not be exposed
to readily available junk food. 

But the battle wasn’t over. Many
Oklahoma state legislators were
uneasy, claiming the bill placed too
many constraints on school systems.
One planned to offer an amendment
that would change every “shall” in
the language of the bill to “may,”
thereby rendering the law powerless.
The Coalition did not want to see the
bill bogged down in a lengthy debate
or with multiple amendments.

In a final push, the Coalition held a
series of press conferences in conjunc-
tion with one of its cosponsors, SUB-
WAY® Sandwiches, a chain known for
having low-calorie options on its menu.
One press event was held at the state
capitol on the day of the vote and
featured Jared Fogle, the chain
spokesperson who lost 245 lbs. on the
“SUBWAY diet.” The conference
received impressive media coverage.
In the end, every “shall” remained a
“shall” and the bill passed the Senate
by a vote of 35-11 and in the House
of Representatives, 76-20.

Still Going Strong
The Coalition, through
the advocacy efforts of
OICA, had succeeded
in moving three bills
through the Oklahoma
State Legislature to
promote healthier
lifestyles for children
and reduce childhood
obesity. The 600,000

students in the Oklahoma
school system will be prepared to lead
healthy lives that include exercise and
healthy food choices. 

The Coalition is now working with the
Oklahoma Department of Education
on a 2006 statewide health confere n c e
and tackling broader societal issues like
the “Together at the Table” initiative,
which emphasizes the importance of
family dinners. Having overcome for-
midable opponents and proven it has
the advocacy power to produce gro u n d -
b reaking legislation, OICA and the Fit
Kids Coalition will no doubt continue
to be successful in improving the health
and well-being of Oklahoma’s kids.

Contact

Anne Robert s
Executive Dire c t o r

Oklahoma Institute for 
Child Advocacy
420 NW 13th
Oklahoma City, OK 73103
(405) 236-5437 (phone)
w w w. o i c a . o rg
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“hot” issue – to build or not to build
stadiums – PCCY urged that if the
city was going to invest in stadiums
for the wealthy to play in, it must also
invest in programs to help kids play
in their neighborh o ods. Although the
outcome looked a little diff e rent than
they anticipated, in the end, PCCY’s
action gave birth to a $60 million
C h i l d re n ’s Fund.

Putting things in perspective
During the 1990s, multi-million dollar
s p o rts stadiums began to sprout up
a round the nation’s cities. Seen as an
investment that would ignite re v i t a l-
ization of urban areas, stadiums became
a part of the rhetoric and reality of
political campaigns at the federal,
state, and local levels.
Pennsylvania jumped
on the bandwagon and
pledged financial sup-
p o rt in the form of
bonds for stadiums in
its metropolitan are a s ,
as did the state’s two
cities that would bene-
fit – Pittsburgh and
Philadelphia. In each 
of these cities, the local
s h a re of the re q u i red public invest-
ment was substantial. Philadelphia
was to undertake a commitment of
$400 million dollars over the life of
the bonds. For child advocates the
size of the commitment for a private
non-essential service like stadiums
seemed inappropriate and in sharp
contrast to the city’s ability or will-
ingness to support the schools and
n e i g h b o rh o od services that kids and
families need. 

PCCY tries to level 
the playing field
Long before the idea of stadium con-
s t ruction arose, PCCY had advocated
for the creation of a fund to finance
“non-mandated” underfunded chil-
d re n ’s programs throughout the city’s
schools and neighborh o ods. Always
looking for new angles to incre a s e
re s o u rces for children, PCCY explore d
linking funding for childre n ’s pro g r a m s
to events held at the sports stadiums
located in the city.

O r i g i n a l l y, PCCY organized an eff o rt
to have a 50 cent surc h a rge placed
on tickets for and parking at sport i n g
events at the city’s stadiums. The
message was clear and simple: “While

paying to see the teams
play in the stadiums,
give kids a place to play
in their neighborh o od s ! ”
PCCY encouraged the
City Council to hold
hearings on the need for
such investment, issued
a re p o rt on the lack of
afterschool programs in
the City, wrote op-ed

pieces and generally
conducted a public awareness 
campaign about the need to make
the city more child- and family-
f r i e n d l y. Both the City Commis-
sioner of Police and t h e R e c re a t i o n
Commissioner testified about the
i m p o rtance of, and need for, more
afterschool programs in the city. But
the eff o rt bumped into many technical
h u rdles that couldn’t be overc o m e .

Child Advocates Innovate: 
Making Lemonade Out of Stadiums 

A Publ i cat ion of the  Nat ional  Ass ocia ti on of  Chi l d Advocate s

MakingaDiff erenc e
Child Advocates

A P R I L  2 0 0 2

D uring the fall of 1999, pro p o s a l s
for new sports stadiums arr i v e d
with a bang in the Keystone

State. Philadelphia Citizens for
C h i l d ren and Youth (PCCY), a mem-
ber of the National Association of
Child Advocates, found that the situ-
ation provided them with a challenge,
and perhaps an opport u n i t y. Accord i n g
to PCCY Executive Director Shelly
Ya n o ff, Philadelphia, like many other
urban areas, was struggling to find
funding for programs that impro v e d
the quality of life for children and
families, like good schools, re c re a t i o n
p rograms, arts enrichment, child care
and afterschool programs. As the
c i t y ’s population had grown poore r,
the demand for services had gro w n
while its tax base had shrunk. Yet the
city seemed poised to support pro-
grams for big people and big intere s t s
– like commercial developments and
s p o rts stadiums – even as it lacked
adequate supports for the pro g r a m s
that would make major diff e rences for
c h i l d ren and families. When the city,
along with two major sports teams
and the state of Pennsylvania, pledged
huge sums of money to support con-
s t ruction of two new sports stadiums
in Philadelphia, PCCY decided to use
the stadiums as a hook to leverage
money for kids’ programs. While
PCCY did not take a position on the

In order to get the city’s

financial support, the two

sports teams will each 

contribute $1 million a

year for thirty years 

to a Children’s Fund.

continued on back
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Down, but certainly not out, PCCY
didn’t give up hope that it could suc-
cessfully convince the city to commit
to kids if it was going to commit 
to stadiums. When the city would
not support the surcharge, PCCY
remained diligent in delivering the
message – you must invest in kids.

The stadiums were debated
while kids waited 
Although PCCY felt strongly that
construction of new sports stadiums
was not the way the city should be
spending scarce public dollars, the
opposition was powerful. The Mayor,
most of the City Council, and the
business community wanted new 
stadiums to improve the
city’s image and to
bring in more visitors.
The building trade
unions, a large and
politically strong force
in Philadelphia,
packed City Hall time
and again in support of
the new construction.
PCCY felt that kids’
advocates could not
compete with the
forces lined up in sup-
port of the stadiums.
PCCY decided that
while it could not influence
the decision about whether the 
stadiums were to be built, it could
develop a strategy to link increased
children’s funds to the stadium 
discussion and decision-making.
PCCY’s position became strategic –
“ We are not taking a position on
whether public dollars should be
spent on stadiums. In fact, we do not
think this is a wise choice of scarce
funds. But should you spend public
dollars so wealthy grown-ups can
watch games, you must link that
expenditure with improving the
chances for low-income kids.” The
organization broke with many of its
traditional allies when it chose not
to fight the stadium issue. Said
Yanoff, “but we felt we were making
a case and seizing an opportunity to
make lemonade out of the lemons
that we were going to get anyway.”

C o n s t ruction of two new sports stadi-
ums in Philadelphia caused quite a
stir among the city’s residents. It was
on every o n e ’s radar screen, part i c u l a r l y
so when the discussion turned to
w h e re the stadiums would be con-
s t ructed. Everyone had an opinion
about where they should go. PCCY
took advantage of the media attention
that the issue was receiving and 
successfully pushed their take on the 
stadium debate to the fore f ront. They
t a rgeted local newspapers, placed 
several op-ed pieces, and re c e i v e d
editorial endorsement from the city’s
major newspapers. The idea of giving
kids a place to play resonated with
the public. PCCY created and dis-
tributed bright yellow placards arg u-

ing their case – “As
negotiations between
the city and the teams
go on, our kids are on
the sidelines. They
d o n ’t have to be!” The
l i t e r a t u re was distrib-
uted at public h e a r i n g s ,
to public off icials, and
to civic gro u p s . A g a i n ,
they were persistent
with the message,
debunking the sport s
teams’ assertion that
P C C Y ’s involvement
was a deal-breaker with

the city. “If that’s the 
deal bre a k e r, then we should say 
‘no deal,’” was PCCY’s response. 

Stadium construction emerged as a
hot election issue. PCCY asked can-
didates about their stance on childre n ’s
funding and the sports stadiums in
the city’s mayoral election, turn i n g
the issue into a test for candidates’
s u p p o rt of kids overall. Although the
issue generally received no commit-
ment from the mayoral candidates,
the idea gained more and more
momentum, and continued to re s u r-
face as negotiations between the city
and the sports teams continued. When
the new mayor came to office, PCCY
w o u l d n ’t let die the issue of cre a t i n g

a dedicated childre n ’s fund. It worked
with a newly-elected councilwoman
who introduced a resolution urg i n g
the city to withhold financial support
for the new stadiums unless it was tied
to supporting children and families.
Although the resolution never came
to a vote, the hearings and discussions
that ensued paid off. Behind closed
doors, the mayor committed to
including what was now called the
C h i l d re n ’s Fund as part of the “must
haves” in the negotiation with the
teams. 

PCCY wins big for 
c h i l d ren and youth!
The result – the two sports teams
committed to contributing $1 million
each to a Childre n ’s Fund every year
for thirty years. The new fund, to
begin later this year when the new
stadiums open, will finance many of
the programs vital to childre n ’s
g rowth and development – afterschool,
child care, re c reation, arts enrichment,
and library programs – that were 
traditionally under-funded in the city
budget. Because of the complexities
of the law, the Fund will not be 
overseen by the city, but by a local
foundation. 

Conclusion 
T h e re ’s more than one way to get the
results you want. PCCY successfully
championed yet another cause for
c h i l d ren and youth in Philadelphia,
p roving that flexibility, opport u n i s m ,
and persistence play important ro l e s
in making a better world for kids.

Contact
Shelly Yanoff
Executive Director

Philadelphia Citizens 
for Children and Youth
7 Benjamin Franklin Parkway
6th floor
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19103
(215) 563-5848 (phone)

The “Child Advocates Making a Difference” series is supported
by a generous grant from The Annie E. Casey Foundation.
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Summary 
Colorado Children’s Campaign (CCC) works with
local leaders in ten communities throughout Colorado
to create a statewide network that is committed to sup-
porting a “Children’s Agenda” in the State Legislature
and in the communities of the local leaders. The pro-
gram is called It’s About Kids, and the core of each com-
munity committee is made up of people the CCC calls
“unusual suspects” because they are not the usual child
care, preschool, child health providers, or youth devel-
opment providers who are the CCC’s colleagues in
child advocacy. These community leaders, including
small business owners, sheriffs, mayors, civic associa-
tion leaders and other professionals, provide grass-
roots support to help CCC carry the agenda through
the legislature. In turn, CCC provides the community
leaders with ongoing updates and information on
pending children’s legislation in Colorado. Twice a
year, the steering committee of It’s About Kids comes to
Denver for a two-day meeting to talk about emerging
children’s issues in their communities and to meet
with key legislators and Governor’s Office staff to dis-
cuss those emerging issues and to communicate their
support for the CCC’s policy priorities.

This relationship between CCC and community lead-
ers has given the organization more influence with leg-
islators. It also gives staff members at CCC a better idea
of which issues are pressing for children and families at
the local level. 

Background
CCC understood that the opinion of several key target
groups was critical for politicians: civic leaders, cam-
paign contributors and frequent voters. They decided to
focus their attention on community opinion leaders
and citizens active in local politics. In a series of focus
group meetings held in 1998, CCC found that many
community leaders across Colorado were deeply con-
cerned about children’s issues and really had their fin-
gers on the pulse of what needed to be done for chil-

1

dren. This left CCC wondering why there was a dis-
connect between local leaders and their state legisla-
tors who did not always support important children’s
legislation. 

Because of this disconnect, CCC decided to start It’s
About Kids. What has ensued is information sharing
between local leaders, child advocates and state legis-
lators. A statewide phone and e-mail tree into the
Legislature has helped key pieces of legislation, and
the CCC has rapid access to credible spokespeople
who can articulate children’s needs and solutions to
the local media. Strong legislative leadership on chil-
dren’s issues has emerged because of the activism by
“unusual suspects” in key districts. 

Key Elements
Getting Started

✦ The organization chose three strategic communi-
ties across the state, communities with legislators
who made up the leadership in their parties or
who straddled the fence on children’s issues. 

✦ CCC built upon already existing relationships with
community leaders that grew out of voter educa-
tion campaigns in 1998.

✦ CCC also directly contacted mayors to either estab-
lish or deepen relationships with them.

✦ Mayors helped get free use of local community
centers or other places where initial meetings
could be held periodically between local organiz-
ers and CCC to establish legislative agendas and to
strategize on implementing policy.

✦ The CCC secured a grant that supported the staff
time, travel and meeting expenses that were
required to identify local leaders who would par-
ticipate and create a strong bond between the com-
mittees and the CCC.

✦ CCC spent three months meeting with three or
four leaders in each community to discuss the
specifics of It’s About Kids. Such specifics included a

Continued on reverse side
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KIDS COUNT briefing on historical trends at the
county level, how past policy priorities have had an
impact on the data, how CCC develops an annual
legislative agenda, and communications strategies
both locally and for reaching their elected officials. 

✦ Each community committee formed a Steering
Committee. The steering committee appointed a
community contact and a local volunteer to main-
tain the local e-mail network. 

Ongoing Work
✦ Now that It’s About Kids is underway, the organiza-

tion holds conferences each year. The conferences
are attended by representatives, chosen by the steer-
ing committees of each of the ten communities, to
help CCC develop a menu of options for its annual
legislative agenda.

✦ CCC provides periodic advocacy workshops for
local leaders, which include media trainings on
message development and media relations. 

✦ CCC e-mails updates to its community contacts on
pending legislative matters at the state capitol. The
contacts then e-mail all the people on their e-mail
distribution lists. 

✦ Local leaders actively develop media coverage of
children’s issues in local newspapers through such
things as editorial board briefings, press coverage of
candidate forums, press releases, and opinion
pieces.

✦ Community leaders, along with traditional child
advocates on the distribution list, contact their leg-
islators encouraging them to make the right votes
on pending legislation. 

✦ When the legislature is out of session, It’s About Kids
committees meet with elected officials and all can-
didates for state office to educate them and ask for
their support for early childhood education, child
health, youth violence prevention programs, and K-12
reforms that would benefit high-risk children.

Staff Time and Organizational Resources
✦ One full-time staff member spends 25% of her time

working on It’s About Kids, with much of the work
built into her normal schedule. 

✦ CCC pays the expenses of the staff member to trav-
el to meet with It’s About Kids committees when the
Legislature is out of session.

✦ CCC does not pay for travel expenses of communi-
ty participants. The community leaders pay for
their own transportation and hotels when attend-
ing the conferences. The CCC pays for lunch and
dinner during the conference.

✦ The communities are also responsible for the costs of
their own local meetings and the upkeep of their e-
mail networks. 

Possible Problems
✦ While so much of the work for the effort can be built

into a staff member’s normal schedule, there is still
much work that needs to go into nurturing such a
program. Close, personal relationships need to be
built and sustained between CCC staff and the It’s
About Kids community contacts.

✦ States that are much bigger than Colorado might
need to develop regional programs that are more
manageable.

✦ Fortunately, all of the chosen communities had lead-
ers who were interested in It’s About Kids. But if no
local leader emerges to host the initial meetings and
then to provide leadership for the committee, the
CCC does not continue to work with that commu-
nity. CCC focuses its resources in places where there
is equal commitment to the project. 

Outcomes
✦ CCC has established better relationships with com-

munity leaders because of It’s About Kids.
✦ There is now more local input in the CCC legislative

agenda, better ensuring its viability. 
✦ Local support for the legislative agenda demon-

strates to state officials and administrators that the
CCC is in touch with the real needs of children and
families, making the “Children’s Agenda” a truly
nonpartisan agenda.

✦ Legislators quickly become aware of where their
community leaders and constituents stand on chil-
dren’s issues, and they see the CCC as an honest bro-
ker between community concerns and state policy. 

Contact
Erin Silver
Director of Public Affairs
Colorado Children’s Campaign
225 East 16th Avenue, Suite B-300
Denver, CO 80203
(P) 303-839-1580 x225 (F) 303-839-1354
Erin@coloradokids.org
www.coloradokids.org
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Chapter 4: Community Engagement 

 
Sometimes child advocates can achieve their goals by drawing upon their knowledge 
and expertise to convince policymakers to make positive policy changes.  Sometimes 
child advocates can succeed by working with the media to draw public attention to their 
cause.  But sometimes, the only way to create change is by demonstrating broad-based 
community support.   
 
Child advocates around the country are working to develop effective approaches to 
involving new constituencies in policy debates that affect children.  Each state and local 
child advocacy organization works within a unique community.  Some have highly 
compact jurisdictions—a single city or county.  Others work in states so large that it can 
take all day to drive to a single meeting.  Some communities are divided along party 
lines, others along geographic lines (urban/suburban/rural).  Voices’ members represent 
communities that range in size from under a half million people to 33 million people.  
Not surprisingly, therefore, the approaches that child advocates use to engage 
communities in advocacy are as different as the communities they seek to engage.  In 
order to gain community support it is important to build your network, educate it, engage 
it, and finally to maintain your network and celebrate accomplishments.  These four 
criteria are discussed in this chapter and will help your organization to hold onto a 
strong base that can step forward in support of your organization’s issues. 
 
Network Building: 
The most successful efforts at community mobilization have all begun with a clear plan 
that identifies which sector or sectors of the community they seek to involve.  Some of 
the sectors that Voices members have chosen to target have included: 
 

• The “choir”—those who already are engaged in and care about 
children’s issues—because they are the group most likely to take action 
when asked (most Voices members include this group in their target 
sectors.)  Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York integrated 
volunteers who were already helping children into their organization and 
taught them how to successfully advocate for the children that they 
already cared about.  To keep this group in the network it helps to keep 
the members aware of the benefits their work has so that they know 
whether their contributions are successful. 

 
• The concerned but busy—those who will speak out for children, if they 

know what the issues are and can do so quickly.  Association for Children 
of New Jersey used their Community Orientation Course to educate the 
community about issues affecting children and also about volunteer 

Community Engagement: Recruiting, motivating and preparing individuals 
and organizations affected by or interested in an issue to take action. 
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opportunities.  Sometimes this community has just not had the time to 
become educated on the issues but is willing to become engaged.  The 
key with this group is making its involvement as simple as possible while 
still being informative.  Utah Children’s Child Advocacy in a Box allowed 
trained volunteers to educate hundreds of people on concrete, simple 
steps they could take to get involved and make a difference. This way they 
can fit advocacy into their busy schedules. 

 
• The politically active—those who vote, give campaign donations, and 

are opinion leaders in their community, because when they speak out, 
elected officials are likely to pay attention.  The best thing to do with this 
group is get as many people involved with your issue as possible.  The 
more aware this demographic is of the issue the more likely they are to be 
actively involved.  Voices for Illinois Children has created the Voices 
Leadership Committees to unite local community leaders and create a 
statewide network while the Colorado Doll Project has dramatically 
broadened and strengthened the Colorado Children’s Campaign 
grassroots network.   

 
• The business community—because when members of the business 

community speak out, elected officials listen.  The key again here is to 
expand awareness of your issue.  Kentucky Youth Advocates created the 
Early Childhood Advocacy Fellows and chose key members representing 
business, academic, research, family resource centers and childcare 
communities to get them involved in policies shaping children’s issues.  
This gave them a powerful voice in the media and with their legislators.  A 
successful tactic with the business community is to try to show how their 
support for children can benefit their business/economic success.  The 
Children’s Alliance of New Hampshire produced The Bottom Line Report 
to illustrate the impacts of investments on children on the state economy.  
They used two economists to explore the correlation between children’s 
well-being and the well-being of businesses and communities.  It is also 
helpful to specifically focus on getting the support of businesses that 
already have a stake in issues that affect children, such as physicians. 

 
• “Unlikely allies”—these may range from members of law enforcement to 

presidents of universities to senior citizens.  Wisconsin Council on 
Children and Families’ Intergenerational Advocacy Project targeted senior 
citizens because they had already established a strong voice in the 
community.  They wanted to get senior citizens to use their voice to 
advocate for children as well.  Philadelphia Citizens for Children and 
Youth developed the Picasso Project to provide grants for funding music, 
art, dance, and drama programs in the schools.  This attracted 
foundations that may not have usually been interested in children’s issue 
but were interested in the arts to provide funds.  Sometimes by including 
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groups such as these in advocacy efforts, you can bring additional 
attention to the cause.  

 
• People who live in the districts of key policymakers or swing votes in 

the legislature—these supporters could become the deciding factor for 
certain controversial issues.  Some Voices members have chosen to 
concentrate their community mobilization efforts in rural districts whose 
legislators believe that the policies in question only benefit constituents of 
members from inner cities.  
 
To engage these supporters it is important to personalize the issue for 
them.  Coleman Advocates for Children and Youth used polls in San 
Francisco in order to find out what the public wanted and to build a 
successful campaign message.  Advocates should make sure to explain to 
this group how the issue affects them and why their particular support is 
so important.   

 
• Members of the community who are most affected by the policies 

that the Voices member works on—this community can be the hardest 
to engage because the families are often overwhelmed and burdened by 
the demands of everyday life.   However, when members of this 
community do become engaged they often are the most effective.  
Coleman Advocates for Children and Youth united these groups who held 
some stake in early child care such as child care teachers, directors, and 
parents to help develop more political push and activity. 

 
Many child advocates also believe that it is an important part of their work 
to empower people to speak out for themselves rather than having others 
speak for them.  One effective example of a way to reach this sector of a 
community is by holding town meetings or forums.   Agenda for Children in 
Louisiana did this by holding meetings to mobilize residents in public 
housing.  They educated these residents on how to advocate for 
themselves, and, in turn, the residents have been able to shape legislation 
on child welfare. 

 
• Engaging Youth—when this group speaks it puts a personal face on the 

issues.  These are the children and young adults who are affected by the 
policies that are in place.  New Mexico Advocates for Children and 
Families started a Youth Link Project that provided leadership training for 
youths ages 12-21 in order to develop a youth policy agenda that came 
from the children themselves.  Citizens’ Committee for Children of New 
York has a similar project called the Youth Action Community Leadership 
Course in which students focus on an area of the city and decide how they 
want to focus their advocacy efforts.  South Dakota Voices for Children 
has also brought youth advocates together to help develop their agenda.  
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When this group engages in advocacy it sends the powerful message that 
they themselves, those actually affected by a policy, feel that things need 
to change. 

 
• Reaching Minorities—this is a community that is often forgotten or left 

out.  Minorities are often not asked to participate, even though quite often 
it is most important for them to contribute.  Many of their needs are not 
being met.  Voices member Michigan’s Children began Impact: Innovation 
for Moving Policy Action for Children of Color Together, in an effort to 
target and mobilize this group.  One strategy for engaging this group is to 
partner with a church or another community-based organization.  Often, 
these organizations already have many active supporters who would be 
interested in supporting other issues that would benefit their community.  
Like any other community it is important to give the message and then 
provide an easy or convenient way to advocate.  The Children’s Alliance in 
Washington State has done this by making their legislative hotline 
multilingual in order to make it accessible to those people whose first 
language was not English. 

 
Each sector requires a different approach for successful engagement and mobilization.  
For example, child advocates targeting busy professionals who care about children but 
who have little free time, often use email alerts to communicate with their networks; 
these alerts usually include links to web sites that allow the recipients to send emails to 
their legislators.  Such an approach allows the network members to read email at their 
convenience and communicate with their legislators in moments.   But it assumes that 
the network members have regular access to email and are already convinced of the 
importance of the issues and the justice of the cause—that they are eager to speak out 
if only they can do so with little inconvenience.   
 
By comparison, child advocates who seek to engage low income or vulnerable families 
cannot rely upon email and cannot assume that these families are familiar with the 
policy process or are comfortable speaking out.  Child advocates interested in engaging 
these families need to undertake intensive relationship building, perhaps offering 
trainings on the substantive issues or on advocacy skills, and they need to develop 
methods of communicating with the community that do not depend on access to 
technology.  They may also need to offer transportation, food and child care at 
meetings, since otherwise these families may find it impossible to attend.  These 
families can be very difficult and resource-intensive to engage—but time after time, 
when these families do speak out, child advocates have found that their voices, telling 
of their experiences first hand, have made powerful statements and have often been 
crucial in swaying the policy debate. 
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Educating your network: 
Frequently, people are unaware of opportunities they have to advocate on behalf of 
children.  The first step to recruiting members of the community is often just to ask.   
Making this information accessible to them is important and can be enough to motivate 
them to take action. 
 
As a child advocate, educating the public is one of the most important advocacy 
strategies you can use to garner support for your efforts and encourage people to join 
your campaign.  Often, apparent apathy or lack of support does not arise because 
people don’t care about issues affecting children, but because people don’t know about 
them.  Public education is the process of getting information about issues affecting 
children, youth, and families to individuals and organizations so they know about and 
can make informed decisions on how to impact policy debates.  You may engage in 
public education for a variety of reasons, for example, because you are training 
community activists and introducing them to the issues and skills necessary to be an 
effective advocate, or because you are holding community meetings for parents to 
inform them about a particular policy or program that will impact their children. 
 
Public education includes a range of components: 
 

• Disseminating information and materials on issues affecting children, 
youth, and families. 
 

• Translating data that is collected through research or analysis into formats 
that are readily understood and used by non-experts. An example of this is 
Arizona’s Children’s Action Alliance’s their report, Raising the Minimum 
Wage. 
 

• Including recommended actions steps for supporting your issue priorities 
and advocacy objectives, when appropriate, and providing necessary 
materials and contact information to make action quick and easy. 
 

• Serving as a clearinghouse or information center for data and referrals to 
other information on the status of children, youth, and families that you 
advertise as a resource for the public and for policymakers. 

 
Educating the public can take any number of forms.  While publishing reports, 
maintaining web sites, and sending electronic updates are common, there are other 
highly creative methods of disseminating information, including: 
 

• calendars 
 

• postcards  
 

• community forums  
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• videotapes  

 
• public service announcements  

 
• radio news services  

 
• training community members to give presentations  

 
These formats can be designed to target key audiences and present information in 
ways that catch their attention.  For examples of ways that Voices members have 
incorporated these techniques into their work look at: Mississippi Forum on Children 
and Families, Philadelphia Citizens for Children & Youth, and Utah Children. 
 
Your organization’s public education efforts will be enhanced by planning ahead and 
developing an information dissemination plan with clear objectives, strategies, and 
timelines.  Your plan should identify primary, secondary, internal, and external 
audiences for your information, and you should always frame your messages 
strategically for each of your audiences taking into account each audience’s attitudes, 
opinions, beliefs, and operating constraints(see Chapter 2 for more information on 
message framing).  Each major informational product should be linked to your 
information dissemination plan and have a defined target audience, timing, and 
method(s) of dissemination, and all products should be consistent in their style and 
language.  Disseminating your products will be much more efficient if you are 
maintaining and regularly updating computerized mailing and e-mail lists of individuals 
and organizations interested in your issues, including the information necessary to 
identify target audiences.   
 
It is important to use methods that attract media coverage to your issues.  Maintaining a 
database of your organization’s most important media contacts can be helpful in getting 
coverage for your issue.  A media spokesperson can also be effective in getting your 
organization’s message out (see Chapter 2 for more information on using the media). 
 
Engaging in a wide range of public education activities, while maintaining a consistent, 
professional presence, will enable you to attract the attention of a diverse audience 
while also mobilizing community members to be effective advocates for children. 
 
Engaging your network: 
One of the most common approaches to community mobilization, for any of the possible 
targeted sectors, is providing community advocacy training.  Child advocates nationwide 
have held such training programs with several goals in mind:  
 

• To build awareness of children’s issues;  
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• To help single-issue advocates broaden the range of issues on which they 
will speak out; 
 

• To help concerned citizens become more effective advocates; 
 

• To help citizens understand the value of advocacy; 
 

• To build relationships between advocates and community members, 
develop a shared vision and build a movement; 
 

• To train advocates who can in turn educate the broader community;  
 

• To demonstrate the strength of the child advocacy community to elected 
officials who may be invited to speak, participate or observe. 

 
The length of such training programs may vary from two hours to a year. Some 
organizations offer training on issue areas (e.g., child welfare, education, juvenile 
justice, child care); others concentrate on teaching the skills and strategies that will help 
the participants in the program effectively advocate for children (for example, how to 
meet with or call government officials, how to develop a message, how a bill moves 
through the legislature); still others concentrate on building relationships and exploring 
the value of advocacy, as a base for developing community involvement in the 
organization’s work.  Organizations use a variety of techniques to present this 
information, including role playing, interactive discussions, simulations, speakers, site 
visits, advocacy manuals, and writing exercises.  Some organizations have begun to 
strategically select the participants for these trainings, selecting people from legislative 
districts where the organization most needs representation or several people from the 
same community so that they can work together and support each other.  Some of the 
Voices organizations that have developed the most formalized training programs 
include Coleman Advocates for Children and Youth, Louisiana’s Agenda for Children, 
the Association for Children of New Jersey, Oklahoma’s Institute for Child Advocacy, 
Utah Children, Washington’s Children’s Alliance, and the Wisconsin Council for Children 
and Families.19 

 
Once a network of community members has been developed, child advocates need to 
be able to reach them quickly and have them speak out at key moments in an advocacy 
campaign.  The most common method for this is email or fax alerts, but other 
approaches include calling key figures in the community (for example, ministers), 
slipping flyers under doors in housing projects, or sending postcards to the network.  
The method should be selected based on the community you are trying to mobilize.  
Any alert should be concise, and include all the information needed for the network to 
respond, including the target policymakers, their contact information (preferably phone 

                                                 
19 In 1999 Voices for America’s Children offered a seminar on the Elements of Community Advocacy Training.  
Contact Voices for copies of the materials provided at the meeting. 
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or email), the message that the network is being asked to deliver, and background 
information that explains why it’s important and when the message needs to be 
delivered.    
 
Most organizations deliver periodic news updates, so that when it is time to send an 
urgent alert, the network already is familiar with the issue.  For example, the 
Washington Children’s Alliance has developed a weekly (during legislative session) 
email alert that updates child advocates on legislative developments but kicks off with a 
different key issue each week.  Its theme is “Take Five!” the concept behind it being that 
people can take five minutes a week to speak out for children.  Their web site includes 
an electronic form for signing up for the alert, and they disseminate information about 
the alerts at any event or function they attend.  They also periodically evaluate the alert 
by surveying the recipients to see how often they act on the alerts, and also use their 
alert list to help generate their agenda for the next legislative session.  It should not take 
longer than 15 minutes for an advocate to respond to this type of alert.20  Alerts should 
be simple and informative making it easy for the reader.  Other Voices members also 
have similar alert systems, including Colorado Children’s Campaign, Michigan’s 
Children, Maryland’s Advocates for Children and Youth, Action for Children North 
Carolina and Wisconsin Council on Children and Families.  
 
Retaining your Network and Celebrating Victories: 
It is important to prove to your network that they have some stake in what the group is 
working toward.  If the members have something to gain or lose based on the work the 
organization is doing they are more likely to remain active in the group.  It is also 
important that each member individually believes that s/he can personally make a 
difference in the group’s efforts.21  The first step in accomplishing this task is to make 
sure you know how the group currently perceives the issue at hand.  Learning about 
their feelings and perceptions ahead of time makes it easier to understand what 
additional information they need and gives you the ability to make it a personal and 
therefore powerful and motivating issue for each member. 
 
One of the most important aspects of community mobilization, and one that is all too 
often overlooked, is celebrating victories that have been secured through the 
involvement of the network.  Once network members see that their efforts can and have 
made a difference, they are far more likely to continue to speak out and respond to the 
child advocacy organization’s alerts and requests.  Remember, a key to engaging all 
communities is to develop passion within its members.  Furthermore, they are more 
likely to remain engaged if child advocacy is fun!    
 
 

                                                 
20 Robinson, Adele, and Deborah R. Stark. Advocacy in Action: Making a Difference for Young Children. 
Washington, DC: National Association for the Education of Young Children, 2002. 
21 Beckwith, Dave, and Christina Lopez. "Community Organizing: People Power From the Grassroots." Center for 
Community Change. 9 Nov. 2006 <http://comm-org.wisc.edu/papers97/beckwith.htm>. 



Summary
Thanks to the work of The Children’s Alliance 
(The Alliance), Washington State has made its 
toll-free Legislative Hotline accessible to more 
communities within the state by going multilingual. 
The hotline allows citizens to express their concerns
and views about legislation with operators who then
relay the information to state policymakers. The
hotline is now available in 120 different languages
(this interpretation service is available nationwide
from Marino Language Link), giving more citizens
in Washington State a say in their government.

Background
It was clear to The Alliance in 1999 that state 
residents with Limited English Proficiency  were
not being fully represented by the state’s Legislative
Hotline.  While a valuable resource, the hotline
only served English speakers even though Latinos
are Washington’s largest community of color (12%)
followed by Asian Pacific Islanders (5%). Thousands
of immigrants and others who either did not speak
English, or did not speak it well enough to convey
their opinions, were disconnected from their 
government as a result. Washingtonians fluent in
English, on the other hand, could call the state’s 
legislative line to inquire about legislation, voice
their concerns or just express displeasure with 
decisions that had been made at the state capitol and
have it all relayed to legislators. 

The Alliance realized that the language barrier
affected children in a variety of ways, many of them
stemming from an inability to communicate with

1

decision-makers. Many of the non-English speaking
communities had needs and concerns of their own
that some policymakers didn’t know about or didn’t
understand well.  Furthermore, when the Children’s
Alliance began conducting advocacy trainings in
Spanish, it became obvious that Spanish-speaking
constituents needed access to the legislative hotline
to convey their opinions to their elected representa-
tives.  A prime example of the need for immigrant
communities to express their voice involved a last
minute decision this past legislative session cutting
25,000 poor, undocumented children from health
insurance.  

To make certain more action that could negatively
impact immigrants wasn’t taken, The Alliance 
convinced the state to make the hotlines more
accessible and then worked with it to implement
the new multilingual system. While there is still
much work to ensure that every community has a
voice in state government, the multilingual hotline
has given non-English speaking people a better
chance of getting their messages to policymakers. 

Key Elements
Convincing the State to Implement the Plan

F The Alliance tapped into its base of single-issue
groups that dealt with immigrant issues and
formed a coalition to help convince the state 
legislature to make the hotline multilingual. 
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F The Alliance developed a proposal on how the 
hotline could become multilingual. The proposal
consisted of information on costs of the interpreters
and technology that would enable the state to make
the hotline multilingual. 

F It prepared a letter supporting the multi-lingual
hotline capability and secured support from mem-
bers of the coalition and policymakers representing
non-English speaking areas.

F The letter and the proposal were sent to members
of the legislature.

FWriting the letter and developing the proposal to
convince legislators of the need for a multilingual
hotline was fairly easy, with most policymakers
showing little resistance. The process, in fact, 
started in the fall of 2000 and the multilingual lines
were approved by legislators in December and
implemented in the spring of 2001.

Implementing the New System
FThe legislature added a Spanish-speaking operator

to the hotline since Spanish is the most commonly
used language among non-English speakers. 

FTo make sure the hotline is accessible to other
groups, such as Chinese, Vietnamese and Russian
callers, The Alliance worked with the legislature to
secure services from Marino Language Link, which
interprets 120 different languages. They charge the
state $1.95 per minute of call time, no monthly fee
and no minimum calls.

FThe Alliance marketed the hotline with non-
English speaking groups. The state, however, has
done very little to promote the hotline. The
Alliance is working with state officials to ensure
that they will take whatever steps are needed to get
the word out about the hotline in targeted non-
English speaking communities. 

Staff Time
FOne full-time policy staff member spent 1/5 of her

time over the course of eight months working to
convince legislators of the need for the hotline and
helping them implement it. A second policy staff
member dedicated 20 hours to researching infor-
mation around the hotline and to writing letters.

Problems
F Because the state has yet to market the hotline to

non-English speaking groups, there is still little
knowledge of its multilingual capabilities, thus
calls from those groups to the hotline remain low. 

FMany policymakers continue to respond in English
to non-English speaking constituents.  So while
one barrier to calls coming into the hotline has
been broken down, other barriers still need to be
addressed. 

Outcomes
F Legislators are slowly but surely becoming more

educated on the issues that face non-English 
speaking people. 

FNon-English speaking people are now better able
to access information through the hotline on 
policy issues and pending legislation that could
affect their lives. 

FWhile there is still so much more to be done to
include non-English speaking people in the state’s
political system, the mutilingual hotline is an
important first step that will lead to outreach 
programs targeting immigrant communities. 

F The multilingual hotline will benefit The Alliance
and its agenda as many of its coalition members are
made up of non-English speaking people. Those
people can now contact and communicate with
their legislators about issues important to children. 

Contact
Jon Gould, Deputy Director
The Children’s Alliance
2017 E. Spruce Street , Seattle, WA 98122 
Telephone: 206-324-0340 x19 
Fax: 206-325-6291
jon@childrensalliance.org 
www.childrensalliance.org 
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Getting Candidates on the Record 
 
Volunteers worked to develop a candidate 

questionnaire, and then met personally 
with candidates in the mayoral, public 

advocate, and borough presidential races. 
They also corresponded with candidates 

running for City Council. 
 

The results were posted in an online voter 
guide on CCC’s Web site. CCC’s report, 

Prospects and Promises 2006, 
distributed by staff and volunteers in 
personal meetings with newly elected 

officials, provided recommendations and 
benchmarks for children to be achieved in 

the next 4 years. 

“If they are not informed, then they are 
not as valuable to us…[H]ere, 

volunteers are involved in every aspect 
of the [advocacy] process.”  

   - Rose Anello, Associate Executive 
Director for Public Affairs. 
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Integrate Volunteers into All Aspects of Your Organization 

Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York 
Rose Anello, Associate Executive Director of Public Affairs, ranello@cccnewyork.org    

 
Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York, Inc. (CCC), a member of Voices for America’s Children, 

believes that no one can better speak for children than New Yorkers who volunteer on their behalf. Since 
the 1960’s, the organization’s Community Leadership Course (CLC) has prepared aspiring community 

leaders to be objective, persuasive, and effective agents for change. 
 
 

The ten-day CLC course features morning visits to 32 
programs directly serving children, youth and families, and 
afternoon seminars with policy experts. Most sessions cover 
one of CCC’s issue areas; the last session focuses on the 
role of government. By the end, volunteers understand 
CCC’s mission and city and state government processes, 
and can knowledgeably advocate for children’s policy 
initiatives. CLC grads become involved in every aspect of the 
organization’s child advocacy, from task force to boardroom.  
 
 
Serving Many Roles  
 
Volunteers conduct, surveys and site visits throughout New 
York City. They meet with elected officials, speak at press 
conferences, deliver testimony at public hearings in City 
Hall, advocate budget priorities for children, and represent 
CCC at coalition meetings. (CCC provides activity-specific 
training.) Having concerned citizens deliver these messages 
often helps to “humanize” the data collected by CCC.  
 
Volunteers also help to train new volunteers, serving as 
mentors, discussion leaders, and site visit leaders for CLC 
and YouthAction NYC. (Since 1999, CCC has also engaged 
children from New York City high schools through the 
YouthAction NYC Community Leadership Course.*)  

 
   

Key Planning Elements 
 
Volunteer make-up: CCC’s volunteers have diverse backgrounds. Only a few have jobs related 
to child advocacy or direct services for children. Some take time off from work to attend the 
CLC. Others are retired, raising children, or in between jobs. The only requirement is a 
commitment to the educational process and making positive change for New York City children.  



 
Recruiting: CCC distributes brochures and, in 2006, began a targeted e-mail campaign. But 
because the program is well-established, volunteers are often recruited by word of mouth, and 
often come from within the family—i.e., children of volunteers or board members. 
 
Retention: CCC consistently informs volunteers of the tangible successes they foster for 
children, via newsletters, e-mails, and a city/state budget impact analysis. Each fall, CCC offers 
a series of policy briefings on the issues coming before its task forces. A series of issue 
updates follows in the spring. These venues provide volunteers with a broad perspective, an 
opportunity to refocus efforts, and positive feedback that helps retention. A sense of ownership 
and belief that their work makes a difference leads many volunteers to stay for decades. 
 
Staff time: For each CCC program/activity, staff are paired with volunteer chairs to develop 
workplans and engage other volunteers. CCC’s teamwork approach requires upwards of 
50% of every staff person’s time, but the return on this investment is enormous.   
Evaluation: Evaluation works both ways. To determine that volunteers are keeping current in 
their knowledge of children’s issues, CCC tracks their participation in educational activities and 
advocacy activities. Volunteers evaluate the organization via oversight committees; 
assessments are forwarded to the Board of Directors. The same process is used to review work 
plans and policy recommendations. Having volunteers evaluate impact and outcomes helps the 
organization remain effective.  
 
Costs: Volunteers pay $900 to attend CLC, which helps cover costs. (Some scholarships are 
also available.) Some costs are factored into CCC’s overall budget, and the organization also 
seeks foundation grants.  
 
Results 
 
CCC’s goal is for the 25 adults who graduate annually to become actively engaged in making 
York City a better place for children. Most do. A typical year’s class yields: 
 
o seven to ten new and very active volunteers; 
o  graduates who attend CCC lectures, fundraisers or advocacy events at City Hall or in 

Albany; 
o graduates who start programs in their own communities; and 
o child advocacy professionals with new expertise. 
 
Lessons Learned 
 
o Consistently engage volunteers in a hands-on manner. Involve them in planning, and 

take them to see where direct service is being done. 
o Emphasize the importance of continuing advocacy education—knowledge of 

government policies, program budgets, legislation related to children, and organization 
initiatives is key to effectiveness.  

o Don’t try to do it all yourself—use your network; allow colleagues (and, eventually, other 
volunteers) to be educators. Showcase colleagues and, as awareness grows, others will be 
anxious to contribute their program/expertise/perspective. 

o Keep the creation of educational courses manageable by limiting the number of policy 
issues you cover. 

 
* see Voices’  “Developing Young Advocates Through the YouthAction Community Leadership 
Course” - A Great Idea!, December, 2004). 
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Developing Young Advocates Through the 
YouthAction Community Leadership Course 

Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York, Inc. 
    Contact: Betsy Guttmacher, Program Coordinator - YouthAction, bguttmacher@kfny.org 

 
Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York, Inc. (CCC), a member of Voices for America’s Children, 
believes that teaching children to be strong and successful advocates results in involved, passionate and 
articulate adults.   Five years ago, CCC developed a free course to teach high school students about the 
important issues facing their city, while also preparing them to become effective advocates for themselves, their 
families and their communities.  The YouthAction Community Leadership Course (YCLC) provides students 
with the tools and the opportunity they need to play an important role in shaping the issues that affect them. 

 
Background: 
 
The idea for the YCLC stems from the Community Leadership Course designed by CCC in the 1960’s to educate adults 
about advocacy and community issues.  In 1999, with guidance from CCC staff, a group of CCC adult volunteers adapted 
this course to educate youth on the same topics.  The course was taken on by CCC as a staff-run project after the first year 
and continues with help from adult volunteers who lead small group discussions and supervise youth on site visits and 
meetings with elected officials.  The YCLC has enjoyed success as a result of partnering effectively with high schools, 
community programs studied as part of the course, and elected officials. 
 
The YCLC is held after school for three hours once a week for nine weeks.  Participants are provided with eight sessions 
of classroom instruction, engage in small group activities, and go on site visits to community programs.  During their 
study, students focus on a community, such as East Harlem, and identify issues on which to focus their advocacy work.  
During the final session, students present their concerns to New York City Council members using a public hearing 
format at City Hall.  At the end of the course, the students are invited to become members of YouthAction, CCC’s student 
membership program.  They also participate in activities with CCC staff and adult volunteers.   
 
 
 

 
 
Key Planning Elements 
 
Creating relationships:  It is important to create strong relationships with volunteers, students, schools, 
legislators, and the staff of programs and sites that will be studied.  (Adult volunteers are recruited from CCC’s 
Community Leadership Course and trained prior to the start of YCLC.) 
 
To recruit for this program, CCC partners with over 40 public and private high schools, setting up face-to-face 
appointments with principals, and speaking to service groups.  The schools recruit students using a short 
enrollment form provided by CCC; schools are asked to recommend interested students six weeks prior to the 
beginning of the course.   
 

“We try to integrate YCLC graduates into all aspects of CCC’s advocacy work just like our adult volunteers.  We 
see them truly as our partners in this work.”  - Betsy Guttmacher, Program Coordinator, YouthAction, CCC 



Publicity:  Staff give speeches at school assemblies and post information about the course on the CCC website, 
www.kidsfirstnewyork.org, but CCC leaves the majority of the publicity for the course up to the schools and the 
community programs. 
 
Funding:  Costs for the course include one dedicated part-time staff person, transportation to and from the site 
visits, dinner and snacks one night a week, overhead and a small stipend for those students who wish to receive 
it.  Funding is provided by grants from foundations. 
 
Timeline:  Because CCC already had the basics of the curriculum developed for the Community Leadership 
Course, it did not take much time or effort to adapt it for students.  But establishing relationships with students, 
schools, community program staff, and elected officials takes a significant amount of time, so start early!  
(CCC is crafting an adaptable form of its curriculum for other organizations to use which should be 
available in early 2005.) 
 
Staff time:  A CCC program coordinator balances two days a week developing, coordinating, and teaching fall 
sessions and spring sessions with her normal work with YouthAction members.  The Executive Director speaks 
to the students about advocacy and the importance of civic participation during the sessions prior to the City 
Hall meeting. 
 
Evaluation:  Each week, CCC staff and adult volunteers meet to evaluate the previous week’s activities and 
prepare for the coming session.  Success is also measured by the number of students who become members of 
CCC’s YouthAction program and continue their advocacy work. 
 
Lessons Learned 
 
While the YCLC participants range from freshmen to seniors, CCC prefers sophomores and juniors because 
they are able to be a part of the program for several years, providing a sense of continuity with the programs, 
sites and legislators from year to year, and are able to serve as mentors to the younger students. 
 
Between 66 and 75% of students who complete the course go on to become YouthAction members.  Those who 
are unable to most often cite scheduling conflicts with other extra-curricular activities. 
 
Results 
 

• Students involved in the YCLC have participated in advocacy efforts that have resulted in the passage of 
legislation restoring $100 million in spending for programs that benefit children and families, including 
a summer youth employment program.  They were also instrumental in urging the legislature to create a 
New York City-based Earned Income Tax Credit – a $50 million initiative. 

• CCC benefits from having a young and passionate pool of members to help in creating and sustaining 
grassroots movements on various issues such as public housing, youth homelessness and substance 
abuse treatment.  Through these activities, students gain a better understanding of the issues facing their 
communities and actively advocate for systems of change.  

• As members of YouthAction, students also are able to take part in a CCC peer-training program, where 
they can share what they have learned with other students. 

• Participants increase their interest in the government process, improve their public speaking skills, learn 
about diversity, and develop their leadership skills. 

• Students have the opportunity to interact with their elected officials and council members.  Elected 
officials and council members benefit from increased insight into what their youngest constituents are 
concerned about. 

• Due to the success of this program, CCC expanded the course in 2004 to include a spring session in 
order to provide more students with this opportunity. 

• To date, over 150 students have been educated through CCC’s YouthAction Leadership Course. 



Council members Katie, Hannah, Emily, Peter, Tootie, and Peter 
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Voices of America’s Children: 
Cultivating Youth Advocates in South Dakota 

 
South Dakota Voices for Children 

Susan Randall (srandall@sdvoicesforchildren.org) & Betsy Rice 
(betsyr@sdvoicesforchildren.org) 

 
 
South Dakota Voices 
for Children (SD 
Voices), a member of 
Voices for America’s 
Children, has long 
been committed to 
involving young 
people in the 
formation and pursuit 
of the organization’s 
advocacy agenda. 
Initially, youth 
involvement was through Board 
service, but in spring 2002, the Board formed a Youth Advisory Council as a more effective, 
developmentally appropriate avenue. A statewide announcement invited youth to apply, and the 
Board amended its own bylaws to formally make the Council an advisory body. Now in its fourth 
year, the resulting Youth Advisory Council gives teens a meaningful way to affect community 
decisions that ultimately influence their lives. 
 
 
 
Key Elements 
 

• Application process – SD Voices distributed nearly 2,000 brochures to high schools 
across South Dakota, resulting in 50 applications for 15 available seats. Advising the 
Council during its first year, the SD Voices Board of Directors selected the initial class. 
The Council subsequently appointed a nominating committee to review applications 
each spring, with the assistance of one organization Board member and two staff. 
 

• Terms of service – Council members may serve more than one term and are asked to 
re-commit annually. 
 

• Regular contact – The Council meets on a quarterly basis, has bylaws and annually 
elects a chair and vice chair. Chosen on a rotating basis, the chair and one Council 
member serve as liaisons to SD Voices’ Board. A summer retreat, which includes 



orientation for new Council members, overlaps by one hour with a SD Voices Board 
meeting, so that Council members can meet directly with Board directors. (SD Voices is 
currently re-examining the need for the Council liaisons to attend the regular Board 
meetings, since coordination and travel logistics have proven difficult.) 
 

• Opportunities for action – SD Voices engages the Council in three ways:  
 
o Influencing decision-makers - SD Voices invites Council members to events such as 

Children’s Day at the State Capitol, where they can lobby legislators. Members also 
testify on youth issues in support of the work of the organization. 

o Conducting research - Council members gather opinions on issues and legislation for 
SD Voices by both interviewing members of their high schools and holding youth 
listening sessions in their communities.  

o Advising the Board - SD Voices’ Board seeks input and guidance from the Council 
on policy positions, particularly those directly affecting South Dakota youth.  
 

• Tracking Participation – Council members record their participation in activities such 
as speaking to a class or community group, writing a letter to the editor of their local 
newspaper, inviting a local legislator to Children’s Day at the Capitol, staffing a SD 
Voices booth or testifying on a bill. Created to answer the question, “What would put you 
in ‘good standing’ as a Council member?,” the tracking document is a useful record of 
accomplishment for graduating seniors as they seek letters of recommendation.”   

 
 
Staff/Program Costs 
 
The Council is not responsible for the management of a budget. The total program incurs 
approximately $5,000 in annual expenses. Two of the quarterly meetings require overnight 
stays, while others are day trips. SD Voices provides a per-meeting travel reimbursement of up 
to $50 to member teens, and pays for meals and hotel costs during both the spring overnight 
meeting and the summer two-day retreat. SD Voices staff plan logistics for each meeting.  
 
 
Things to Think About 
 

• Geographic hurdles – Logistics are harder in larger states with relatively small 
populations.  

• Diversity – SD Voices aims not only for diversity in race and gender, but also age, 
geography, environment (urban, rural, reservation communities) and school experiences 
(public, private, home-schooling). 

• Mentorship – It is essential to support teens so that they feel ownership in their projects, 
yet remain accountable to the larger group. 

 
 
Outcomes 
 
After the first year, interest among member teens seemed to decline.  To circumvent this, SD 
Voices listened carefully to their suggestions, working to ensure that their service on the Council 
became an integral part of SD Voices’ advocacy strategies. Youth have increasingly embraced 
the opportunity to shine a spotlight on important matters. As evidence of its valuable perspective 
and burgeoning influence, the Council has chosen an expanded theme for SD Voices’ first 
public forum in Fall 2006: Addressing substance abuse by youth - and adults. 







With three years of sustained advocacy,
o rganizing, policy and budget eff o rt s ,
Coleman Advocates and its colleagues
in San Francisco instigated a major
coup. As a result of their crusade, the
City and County of San Francisco 
dramatically increased its ongoing
investment in early child-
h o od programs and the
child care workforc e ,
including two innova-
tive publicly-funded
child care wage supple-
ment programs. In 1999,
San Francisco C.A.R.E.S.
(Compensation and
Retention Encourage
Stability) was cre a t e d ,
and building upon that
momentum, W. A . G . E . S .
Plus (Wage Augmentation
Grants for Entry - L e v e l
S t a ff) was established in
2000. The pro g r a m s
together currently total over $8 million
annually in local and state funding. 

Good Old-Fashioned Organizing – 
Inside and Outside
San Francisco had a number of elements
in place from which to build a more
politically potent and mobilized early
childhood constituency. First, it was
one of 19 cities nationwide selected as
part of the Starting Points Initiative, 
a comprehensive, citywide policy and
planning vehicle for families with
young children. Oversight for Starting
Points was vested in a community-
based monitoring group, the Early
Childhood Interagency Council
(ECIC). The ECIC represented a
c redible group of 24 key early childhood
stakeholders and an effective means 

of building consensus on policy and
budget priorities — from inside local
government — affecting families with
young children. Coleman Advocates’
Executive Dire c t o r, Marg a ret Brod k i n ,
has served on this body for several
years, playing an indispensable role in

shaping policy priorities
and articulating winnable
budget initiatives. In 
a groundbreaking
roundtable strategy 
session involving these
and other stakeholders
in December 1998,
Coleman fashioned
strong consensus on
key early childhood
policy and budget 
priorities – with com-
pensation and benefits
for child care providers
identified as the number

one issue. All that was
left to do was to convince decision-
makers of the need to allocate necessary
resources. 

Although most of San Francisco’s
city supervisors were initially support-
ive of the campaign, many leaders,
including the mayor, were reluctant
to use public funds to subsidize child
care workers’ wages and salaries. In
fact, although the advocates re q u e s t e d
$1.5 million, the original allocation
in the city budget was barely 10% 
of that original request. Coleman
Advocates discovered that while
t h e re was no lobby against the initiative
they were fighting for, there were
competing priorities. 

Advocacy and Organizing Pay Off Big for 
San Francisco’s Early Care and Education Wo r k f o rc e

A Publ icat ion of the  Nat ional  Ass oc ia t ion o f Chi ld Advocates

MakingaDiff erenc e
Child Advocates

F E B R U A R Y  2 0 0 2

T he link between child care quality
and child outcomes is indisputable.
And as child advocates know, a

critical ingredient in the recipe for high
quality child care is adequate compen-
sation rates for child care pro v i d e r s .
During the late 1990s, Coleman
Advocates for Children and Youth, a
member of the National Association of
Child Advocates, set out to address the
low compensation and high turn o v e r
rates of child care providers in San
Francisco by leading a multi-year cam-
paign to secure more public funding for
child care workers. Despite an unparal-
leled period of economic growth, child
c a re providers – c a regivers of the future –
w e re earning on average barely $8/hour,
or about $16,640 annually, in a city
w h e re average monthly rent for a 
2 - b e d room apartment was over $2,500,
and the annual child c a re staff turn o v e r
rate hovered around 30 percent. 

Higher child care wages attract a well-
trained, better educated workforce and
help reduce staff turnover rates. Having
stable, trained, and educated care g i v e r s
is a vital part of child care quality. Child
c a re providers with more education and
training provide more stimulating and
s u p p o rtive care, engage children in
m o re complex play and creative activities,
and provide greater social and intellec-
tual stimulation. Likewise, loss of contact
with any caregiver is stressful for a child.
C h i l d ren in child care programs with
high staff turnover rates tend to be both
m o re aggressive and withdrawn. T h u s ,
higher wages are vital to a child’s social
and emotional development, not to
mention school readiness. 

“Coleman Advocates 

and their colleagues in 

San Francisco secured 

public funding for two 

child care provider wage 

supplement programs, 

together currently totaling

over $8 million annually.”

continued on back
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According to Joe Wilson, Associate
Director of Coleman Advocates, the
way leaders were won over re p re s e n t e d
a coming of age for San Francisco’s
child care field. The mobilization
efforts led by Coleman Advocates
united groups that shared a common
stake in the quality of early care and
education offered in the city: child
care center directors and teachers,
family child care providers, parents,
educators, faith-based and other com-
munity groups – groups that together
had little experience with the political
process. These groups came to under-
stand that change would come about
only through persistent political
activity. Through concentrated lead-
ership development cultivated by
ongoing trainings and support by
Coleman Advocates, this collective
group of advocates was transformed
into a persuasive and powerful voice
at the forefront of the campaign. 

Coleman Advocates strongly believed
that success would come about by
empowering the leadership existing
within the child care community, and
thus set out to turn a nearly invisible
employment sector into a potent
political force. In rebuilding the infra-
structure of the child care provider
associations and parent organizations,
Coleman Advocates and its colleagues
discovered a wealth of untapped
resources and energies. For instance,
while fighting for San Francisco
CARES, Coleman Advocates, in
partnership with a citywide child care
coalition, helped orchestrate a grass-
roots postcard and media campaign
that bombarded City Hall with over
10,000 postcards, criticizing the
mayor for not prioritizing the city’s
c h i l d ren and urging the city superv i s o r s
to find money needed for the program
in the budget. In a stunning develop-
ment on the eve of the passage of the
City budget, the Board of Supervisors
announced that the mayor had
“found” an additional $1 million to
fund the CARES program. At that
point, it was truly under-stood that
the child care field had arrived as an
active player in city politics. 

As part of the overall strategy,
Coleman sponsored several annual
community mobilization events,
including a Speak Up for Kids Day –
a legislative open house and civic

engagement exercise that enables city
residents to meet with their local 
representatives about issues important 
to children and families – and the
Baby Brigade – an event which allows 
hundreds of parents, child care
providers, and toddlers to flood City
Hall and appeal to the Mayor and
Board of Supervisors to invest more in
child care for working families. At the
2000 Baby Brigade, San Francisco’s
mayor announced the $4.1 million
WAGES-Plus initiative after Coleman
Advocates facilitated a working group
to develop another wage initiative for
child care providers.

What is San Francisco CARES?
“San Francisco CARES” promotes
staff retention and stability by award-
ing stipends or bonuses of up to $5000
for child care staff, both at centers
and family day care homes, who 
continue their education and remain
in the field. The program was originally
funded at $1.15 million annually, but
has grown to $4 million overall, from
both state and local sources. It now
reaches more than 1,100 child care
p rofessionals, a vital part of the potent
early childhood organizing base which
Coleman continues to help mobilize,
support, and cultivate. The child care
professionals receiving these stipends
constitute the Child Development
Corps. Coleman facilitates regular
advocacy and organizing trainings for
this group.

What is WAGES Plus?
WAGES Plus is another city initiative
aimed at bolstering child care quality
by providing direct wage support to
child care centers. The city created
the fund to subsidize wages for pro v i d e r s
at centers whose enrollment includes
at least 25% low-income children.
WAGES Plus grants awarded to quali-
fying centers are used to raise the
wages of the lowest-paid staff, such as
entry-level aides and assistants, to a
minimum of $9 per hour. Teacher and
director salaries are raised a commen-
surate amount to maintain appro p r i a t e
differentials depending on education
levels, length of service, and so forth.

Centers wishing to participate in the
WAGES program must agree to raise
the lowest paid teachers’ salaries to a
pre-determined average wage level 
for each staff classification. Successful
centers then receive the WAGES
grant and use the funds to further
raise staff salaries. The WAGES Plus
program was funded at $4.1 million 
in 2000 and $3.35 million for 2001.
In FY 2002-2003, San Francisco will
launch a similar initiative for family
child care providers, to creatively 
augment income to stabilize these
unique community-based small 
businesses to support working families
needing quality child care.

Conclusion
Taken together, San Francisco CARES
and WAGES Plus have provided
stipends and wage increases to nearly
1,500 child care professionals. Turn-
over among the child care workforce
has been reduced, and the number 
of child care providers pursuing 
professional development has
increased significantly.  Furthermore,
these child care professionals re p re s e n t
a tremendous potential organizing
base of people, each with a concrete
“pocketbook” motivation to get
involved and remain engaged. 

Clearly the inside-outside strategy 
of consensus-building on early child-
hood policy priorities and coalition-
building and mobilizing of hundreds
of child care professionals and parents
realized impressive concrete benefits,
and the strategy succeeded in reallo-
cating an astounding level of local
dollars to craft an early childhood
investment portfolio virt u a l l y
u n m a t c h e d by any city of comparable
size in the country.

Contact
Joe Wilson, Associate Director 

Coleman Advocates for Children and Yo u t h
2601 Mission Street • 4th Floor
San Francisco, CA 94110
(415) 642-1048 (phone)
w w w. c o l e m a n a d v o c a t e s . o rg

The “Child Advocates Making a Difference” series is supported by a generous
grant from The Annie E. Casey Foundation.
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Summary
Child advocates have never had the natural con-
stituency available to our elderly citizens.  The rea-
sons are obvious; children don’t vote and those
who are most in need of a voice are the very chil-
dren whose parents may have few resources to pro-
vide a voice and little access to power.   Meanwhile,
the elderly have had the time, money and skills to
raise their voices and they have been heard.  Social
Security, Medicare and other beneficial programs
reflect the powerful involvement of the elderly on
their own behalf.

In recognition of these credits and debits, the Wisconsin
Council on Children and Families (WCCF) and the
Coalition of Wisconsin Aging Groups (CWAG), a
coalition of 650 member organizations, formed a
partnership, The Intergenerational Advocacy Project
(IAP), to strengthen child advocacy by involving
senior citizens in direct advocacy on children’s
issues.

Background
In 1998, the Annie E. Casey Foundation approached
WCCF and CWAG to discuss the idea of involving
older people in child advocacy.  The two organiza-
tions developed the plan to expand WCCF’s base of
support to include the elderly and to further insti-
tutionalize CWAG’s commitment to bridging gen-
erations which had focused more on program
rather than policy.  The Casey Foundation agreed
to fund the establishment of the Intergenerational
Advocacy Project (IAP) which began in fall 1998.

The executive directors of each organization met to
hire a full-time project director who is an employee

1

of CWAG, but spends several days a week at WCCF
offices.  The partners agreed upon several issues to
pursue in the state budget which was introduced
after the project started.  Plans were laid for CWAG
member organizations to be involved in WCCF’s
public awareness campaign on the importance of
early childhood based on the brain research.

Since its inception, the partnership has expanded to
involve CWAG members more actively and visibly
in child advocacy to stress the interdependency of
the generations.  It became clear that both groups
had some surprising issues in common, such as
child care and elderly day care or the brain research
with themes like “use it or lose it” pertinent to the
young and the old!

Key Elements
✦ Information sharing among agencies is crucial to

the program’s success.
✦ As the project has developed, it has become more

structured.  An IAP Advisory Committee to the
CWAG Board was created.  The Executive Director
of WCCF serves on that committee.  Other orga-
nizations have been invited to participate.
Twenty-one individuals sit on the committee
ranging in age from fifteen to eighty years old.  

✦ The Advisory Committee developed an Inter-
generational Platform to provide a framework for
CWAG members.  Child and family issues are
featured in CWAG’s newsletter, district meetings,
and annual convention.  The CWAG Executive
Director has submitted articles on intergenera-
tional issues for the WCCF newsletter as well.

Continued on reverse side
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Timeline
The IAP staff has worked in the first year to become
an effective ally for WCCF’s child advocacy pro-
gram.  Each of CWAG’s nine districts now includes
child advocacy as part of their regular agenda.  WCCF
held their press conference for the release of the
1999 WisKids Count Data Book at the CWAG
Milwaukee District meeting.

Involvement
The Executive Directors of CWAG and WCCF meet
with the Project Director each month to review the
work.  The Project Director researches issues and
develops materials for CWAG members and partici-
pates in various project activities.  WCCF staff
members meet with the Project Director when
appropriate to discuss issues.  Elderly advocates
have participated in several child advocacy events
such as Tobacco Free Wisconsin’s Kids Day at the
Capitol and Intergenerational Unity Day.

Outcomes
WCCF’s Legislative Coordinator addressed over
3000 elderly persons at the CWAG rally at the State
Capitol during the budget process in 1999 to urge
support for an increase in the benefits to children of
disabled parents, a benefit that was reduced sub-
stantially with the advent of welfare reform.  The
increase in benefits was adopted in October.

The IAP, in collaboration with WCCF, and other
agencies has successfully advocated for expanded
eligibility for child care benefits under W-2, includ-
ing the provision of child care subsidies for children
13-18 years old with a disability.

The project has focused on the need for increased
access to dental services for children receiving
Medicaid.  Working with WCCF and the Children’s
Health Alliance of Wisconsin, the effort paid off as
Medicaid reimbursement rates for pediatric dental
services were increased for the first time in many
years.

Challenges
✦ Some children’s groups were reluctant to include

a senior advocacy group in their advocacy efforts,
assuming it would be an attempt to shift resources
to senior’s issues, essentially accepting the “greedy
old geezer” stereotype.

✦ Allocating staff resources at WCCF to support the
project.

Lessons Learned
✦ There must be a continual flow of information

and regular discussions on advocacy strategies
between WCCF and CWAG, the principal part-
ners in the project.

✦ While sought after as volunteers, older people are
often overlooked as a source of advocacy and sup-
port for children’s issues.

✦ If armed with adequate, accurate information on
children’s issues, many older people like being
included in child advocacy efforts.

✦ Issues must be chosen carefully — not all lend
themselves to intergenerational grassroots work
due to the highly technical and specialized nature
of the issue.

✦ There is a growing discontent among people of
all ages with political strategies that attempt to pit
generation against generation.

✦ It is possible to reframe some policy debates in a
way that considers the needs of people of all ages.

Contact 
Linda Ketcham or Anne Arnesen
Intergenerational Advocacy Project
Wisconsin Council on Children and Families
16 North Carroll Street #600
Madison, WI 53703
608-284-0580 Ext. 304

A publication of the 
National Association of Child Advocates

1522 K Street, NW • Suite 600 • Washington, DC, 20005
202-289-0777  •  Fax 202-289-0776

The Great Idea series is supported by the Annie E. Casey Foundation. 



Summary
Coleman Advocates for Children and Youth (Coleman),
a NACA member, organized a strategic citywide cam-
paign to persuade San Franciscans to re-authorize the
Children’s Amendment. In November 2000, the
Children’s Amendment was re-authorized with an
increase from 2.5% to 3% of property taxes to support
programs for children, youth and families. 

The Children’s Amendment renewal campaign, run by
volunteers and Coleman employees, consisted of a pro-
gram evaluation and public opinion poll, among other
strategies. The evaluation documented the successes of
various children’s programs in the city and the large
number of children served, lending credibility to the
renewal campaign. Poll results further demonstrated to
elected officials the growing public support for chil-
dren’s policies and programs and the importance of re-
authorizing the Children’s Amendment.  Moreover, the
poll helped develop a successful campaign message to
gain public support and momentum. 

Background
In 1991, tired of the constant fight with elected officials
over funding levels for children and youth programs,
Coleman Advocates for Children and Youth created and
sponsored the Children’s Amendment.  This ground-
breaking city charter amendment set aside 2.5% of
property taxes to support programs for youth, children
and families in San Francisco.  In the last ten years this
landmark provision provided more than $122 million
for more than 180 programs such as early childhood-
development centers, health services, and non-school
hour recreation programs.

To secure re-authorization, Coleman had to show the
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public the success of the Amendment.  The organiza-
tion decided to evaluate. The evaluation demonstrated
that 71,000 children were served by the fund and that
the Children’s Amendment improved planning and 
coordination of services in the city.  This, coupled with
a public opinion poll showing that an overwhelmingly
large number of San Franciscans found the city a hard-
er place for children to live than adults, helped garner
support from officials that led to re-authorization.

Key Elements 
✦ Coleman Advocates hired an objective outside eval-

uator to assess the first nine years of the Children’s
Amendment. 

✦ The evaluation assessed program outcomes and
funding levels and analyzed data collected from
structured interviews with service providers,
administrators, and youth program participants.

✦ Disseminating the evaluation to elected officials
and the public lent tremendous credibility to the
renewal campaign. 

✦ The public opinion poll measured the public’s atti-
tudes toward children’s funding and related chil-
dren’s issues in individual neighborhoods, helping
Coleman aptly phrase the campaign message. 

✦ Coleman only released favorable poll results.  Less
favorable results were used to target specific areas the
campaign needed to emphasize to get the amend-
ment passed.

Planning Required
✦ Extensive planning was required to ensure that

adequate resources, staff time, and quality consul-
tants were available for the two-year effort. 

Continued on reverse side
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✦ Coleman assessed the internal costs involved for such
items as staff time and for external costs for the
polling ($20,000) and the evaluation( $35,000) and
then secured support from private foundations.

✦ The organization took great care in selecting the best
evaluators and pollster to ensure credible results.

Timeline
✦ Coleman began organizing and strategizing almost

two years before re- authorization.
✦ The evaluation took 9 months to complete and 3 - 4

months to thoroughly disseminate.
✦ The poll was completed 9 months before the referen-

dum.

Involvement
✦ Coleman’s Executive Director worked extensively

with the polling firm to develop questions and with
evaluators to ensure an objective report.

✦ Coleman went to great pains to find individuals to
interview for the poll who were not direct benefi-
ciaries of the Children’s Amendment to get an
impartial perspective.

Outcomes
✦ On November 7, 2000, the referendum, complete

with Coleman’s requested increase from 2.5% - 3%
of the tax allotment, passed by 74%. 

✦ The combination of a comprehensive evaluation
and a positive public opinion poll allowed for a suc-
cessful renewal campaign.

✦ Coleman’s efforts helped secure one of the most (if
not the most) comprehensive children’s services
planning structures in the country.

✦ San Francisco now must devise a three-year planning
cycle for all children’s services, with extensive com-
munity input, including  hearings in every neighbor-
hood, and a poll conducted by the city controller of
residents’ experiences with children’s services.

✦ A services plan for all children’s services in the city
must be developed, and every city department must
be involved.

✦ The city now has a new oversight and planning
body created for children’s services which includes
parents. 

✦ The campaign mobilized child advocates, and
formed coalitions, many of which are still active.

✦ Many new leaders within the ranks of child advo-
cates emerged.

✦ The campaign increased the political and media
savvy of many child advocates.

Possible Sticky Issues
✦ An organization can receive information from a

poll that is not politically helpful and can be damag-
ing to a campaign.

✦ Securing funds to cover the high cost of an evalua-
tion and polling by a quality firm can be a challenge.

✦ It is important to find pollsters who are familiar
with children’s issues and who will be accurate and
careful.  

Lessons Learned
✦ It takes significant time to produce a thorough eval-

uation and poll and to disseminate the information.
✦ By starting early, advocates can control the political

process.
✦ It is essential to have volunteers, especially youth,

involved in the whole process, from collecting data
to sharing that data with the public. 

✦ Objective assessments tremendously strengthen the
political muscle of child advocates.

✦ The process took more staff time than expected.

Unanticipated Results
✦ The poll proved to be useful in persuading public offi-

cials of the importance of other issues, including
recent efforts to provide a universal health-care plan.

✦ It further showed parents and children how much
all San Franciscans are willing to invest in children’s
programs.

Contact:
Margaret Brodkin
Executive Director
Coleman Advocates for Children & Youth
459 Vienna Street 
San Francisco, CA 94112
(415) 239-0161    •   mbrodkin@colemanadvocates.org
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                                                                community mobilization                                 July 2005 

Demonstrating the Value of Arts Education in 
Schools  

Philadelphia Citizens for Children and Youth 
    Contact:  Bonnie Raines, Youth & Development Director, bonnieraines@pccy.org  

 
 

Philadelphia Citizens for Children and Youth (PCCY) created the Picasso Project to financially support 
art and music instruction in Philadelphia’s public schools and generate advocacy for more school 

funding of the arts.  The Picasso Project makes small grants enabling inadequately funded public schools 
to incorporate an arts education project into the curriculum.     

 
Background: 
 
Art and music programs in Philadelphia have been devalued and sacrificed in favor of basic academic 
subjects in an attempt to raise standardized test scores.  Out of 275 schools, 152 have no art program and 
120 have no music.  In 2001, PCCY issued a report on the academic value of arts and music education, 
citing research on how art and music programs 
actually strengthen critical thinking and problem-
solving skills, as well as benefit overall academic 
achievement and school success.  After reading the 
report, two school district administrators approached 
PCCY to discuss possible solutions.  In the fall of 
2002, through collaboration with a local family 
foundation, PCCY launched the Picasso Project, 
providing small grants to schools to provide for art, 
music, dance and drama projects, and advocating for 
more public funding for arts education in schools.    
 
Key Elements 
 
• Funding 

o The project attracts foundations that ordinarily do not fund advocacy efforts, but that are 
interested in the arts and drawn in by the knowledge that the money will go directly to the 
classroom. 

o Outreach efforts attract additional funding from individuals.  PCCY plans to hold informational 
“house parties” in the city and suburbs to attract new constituencies.  Guests, including current 
PCCY donors and potential supporters, will hear about the project directly from teachers and 
students. 

 
 
 “There are so many rich resources in the city and kids are going through school with no 

exposure to this.” - Bonnie Raines, Youth & Development Director, Philadelphia Citizens for Children and Youth 



• Grants 
o PCCY sends an application packet to all area public schools in November.  (In coming years, 

schools will receive posters for advance publicity.)  Teachers receive application guidelines, 
project evaluation criteria, and possible arts organizations with which to partner. 

o Potential projects must be integrated into core academic subjects and have a duration greater than 
half the school year.  Schools must demonstrate how a proposed project would enrich the 
curriculum. 

o Grants range from $500 to $5000, depending on the projects proposed and current assets.   
o A 15-member Advisory Committee comprised of artists, educators, community leaders, parents, 

and child advocates supervises the projects.  PCCY gathered interested individuals to form the 
initial Committee, which included PCCY staff and board members.  There is no formal rotation 
of Committee members.   

o The Advisory Committee developed a template for an evaluation outcome report, encompassing 
factors such as populations served, problems encountered, and the extent to which goals were 
met.  Each grant recipient submits this report at the conclusion of the grant period.   

 
• Advocacy  

o Schools receiving grants must also carry out an advocacy activity and report on it in the 
evaluation outcome report.  The Advisory Committee provides schools with a “menu” of possible 
activities, such as visiting the city council or writing letters to elected officials.  

o A subcommittee meets with elected officials to encourage them to write articles and op-eds about 
the Picasso Project. 

o In order to raise public awareness and generate publicity, PCCY plans to contact artists, 
musicians and dancers who have come through the Philadelphia public school system and 
encourage them to become ambassadors and spokespersons. 

 
Staff Time 
• PCCY developed the project over a 6-month period between the beginning of the year and the fall. 
• The busiest time each year is from mid-December, when applications are due, through mid-January, 

when grant recipients are notified.  The Advisory Committee reads over submissions and meets in 
small groups to score each of the applications. 

• The entire Advisory Committee meets four times per year. Three subcommittees—fundraising, 
publicity/public awareness, and operations—meet as necessary.   

• One PCCY staff member spends two days per week on fundraising for the project and administration.   
• A member of the Advisory Committee is linked to each school grantee in order to provide support 

and advice about the project throughout the school year.  The member visits the school, oversees the 
project, and contacts community newspapers and elected officials to generate awareness of the 
school’s grant. 

 
Outcomes 
• The Picasso Project has raised over $98,000, awarding grants to 30 schools from a total of 70 

applicants, and reaching approximately 7,000 children in elementary, middle, and high schools 
throughout the city. 

• PCCY senses an increased awareness among legislators of the inadequacies of public school funding 
and the importance of arts education.   

• One school worked with a city council member who introduced a resolution in council for “Arts 
Education Day”.  After the resolution was adopted, the school brought children to the city council, 
where they performed a sample from their production of “Annie” and spoke about the value of their 
experience. 

 



Summary
To illustrate the impact of investments in children
on the state economy, the Children’s Alliance of
New Hampshire commissioned two economists to
explore and, if possible, quantify the correlation
between children’s well-being and the well-being of
businesses and communities. The resulting  report,
The Bottom Line: Kids Count to New Hampshire’s Future,
concluded that investments in children yield high
dividends both for businesses and for the state econ-
omy. Among other findings, the report found that a
10-percent reduction in child poverty rates would
mean a $262 million per year increase in personal
income and a $73 million per year benefit to the
state. The report was released at a forum of business
leaders hosted by the Children’s Alliance of New
Hampshire. 

Background
As the Children’s Alliance of New Hampshire
reflected on the impact of its 2000 KIDS COUNT Data
Book, it saw a challenge.  The book had been well
received by child advocates, but it did not reach a
significant portion of policymakers uninvolved in
child and family issues. To broaden the impact of its
work, the organization turned to research highlight-
ing the effectiveness of unlikely messengers. What if
the Children’s Alliance targeted its 2001 book to a
business audience?  What if the data on child health
and well-being were linked to the state economy?
Would not a whole new group of opinion leaders
then understand the need to make greater invest-
ments in children and families? 

The Children’s Alliance of New Hampshire hired
two of the state’s leading economists to conduct the
study and create a special report. An executive sum-
mary was inserted into the state’s only business
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magazine, Business New Hampshire. The Bottom Line
was presented at a statewide forum, during which
representatives from major state-based businesses
such as Verizon-NH participated in a panel discus-
sion and took audience questions. The presence of
well-known and highly respected business leaders
attracted other business people, and added credibili-
ty to the forum and to the message that investing in
children was essential to their bottom line. 

Key Elements
✦ The Children’s Alliance of New Hampshire hired

economists – one a college professor, the other
the president of an economic research firm —
with excellent reputations and credibility with
the business community.  

✦ Funding for the study came through the KIDS
COUNT budget.  The organization and the KIDS
COUNT Committee worked with the
researchers to choose the right indicators, the
right methodology, and the right language to
convey the intended message.

✦ The organization partnered with the state’s only
business publication, with local Chambers of
Commerce, and with the local Public
Broadcasting System station. 

✦ The organization contracted with Business NH
magazine to run the report’s executive summary
and to promote the forum. The publication’s
staff also provided guidance on how best to reach
a business audience, allowed one-time use of its
mailing list, and contacted leaders to encourage
their participation. Business NH also helped
design and print the invitations, with a similar
look to other promotional material and the
report’s cover.

Continued on reverse side
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✦ The organization created a committee of honorary
co-chairs that endorsed the event and provided
lists of suggested guests.

✦ Two months before the event, all the participants
were confirmed, and logistical details such as the
breakfast menu, sponsors’ banners and audio-visu-
al equipment  were finalized. 

✦ Local Chambers of Commerce inserted a forum
flyer into their newsletters. 

✦ At the forum, after a PowerPoint presentation of
The Bottom Line’s findings, the host of a New
Hampshire Public Television news program mod-
erated a discussion among five business leaders.
The discussion ranged from the report’s implica-
tions to  the kinds of investments needed to effect
change for children.

✦ News reporters covering the forum were invited to
interview business and policy leaders, as well as
child advocates.

✦ The report’s executive summary was mailed to
13,000 businesses throughout the state. The full
report was sent to leading lawmakers and made
available at no cost on the organization’s website. 

Staff Time
✦ The project complemented the staff’s regular

responsibilities: from its KIDS COUNT work, to
media and communications efforts, to organizing,
to awareness building. 

✦ Children’s Alliance staff and board members put a
significant amount of time and energy into the
project, from selecting the report’s indicators to
designing the forum’s guest list.

✦ For the six weeks before the event, one full-time
staff member spent all of her time planning the
forum, coordinating the myriad details with the
business magazine, the printer, the facility, and the
participants.  

Problems
✦ A decision was made to coordinate the look of the

executive summary and the full report, and the
similar covers proved confusing. In the future, the
Children’s Alliance will  make separate  pieces
complement, but not mimic, one another.

✦ The organization arranged for a computer expert

to webcast the event. However, technical problems
arose that morning and the webcast failed. Lesson
learned?  Arrange for backup equipment.  

✦ In an effort to respect attendees time demands, the
forum was held from 7:30-9:00 a.m.  Although the
hour ensured a good business turnout, too little
time was allotted for an extended question-and-
answer period.

Outcomes
✦ The report received a tremendous amount of

media coverage, elevating the importance of chil-
dren’s issues, as well as awareness about the organi-
zation. In many cases, the report received “dual
coverage” in both the news and the business sec-
tion of newspapers.

✦ The report and forum conveyed to the business
community the importance of investing in chil-
dren.

✦ Solid relationships were built between the business
and child advocacy communities. 

✦ The organization garnered ideas from business
leaders on how to effect change for children. 

✦ The project was a foundation for further partner-
ships between the organization and business com-
munity. That foundation paid off in the subsequent
legislative session when business leaders spoke on
behalf of early learning legislation.

Contact 
Ellen Shemitz
President
Children’s Alliance of New Hampshire
Two Greenwood Avenue
Concord, NH 03301
Telephone: 603-225-2264  Fax: 603-225-8264
www.childrenNH.org
Eshemitz@childrenNH.org
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Chapter 5:  Legislative Advocacy 

Legislative advocacy is likely to be a central tool in your organization’s work to improve 
the lives of children.  You may be working to pass or amend laws that will help children, 
or to block the passage of legislation which could be harmful to children.  In general, 
legislative advocacy can take many forms, including tracking legislation and reporting 
on it, drafting legislation or developing position statements.  It can also include 
publishing research reports and policy analyses, bringing legislators to see a program 
first-hand, testifying at public hearings, lobbying individual legislators or the governor, 
asking your network of coalition partners and community members to speak out on an 
issue, developing a web site that lets people send emails directly to the legislators on 
your issues, conducting polls to document public support for your proposal and 
organizing a lobby day or call-in day — legislative advocacy is limited only by your 
creativity.  The following guidelines, culled from Voices member materials22 and the 
work of leading national organizations, can help improve your effectiveness. 
 
The Basics 
 
Know the rules.   Legislative advocacy takes many forms and in some cases may be 
considered lobbying.  Nonprofit organizations with are 501(c)(3) tax status23 are allowed 
to lobby, but they are subject to specific IRS rules about what constitutes lobbying and 
about how much they can lobby.  Child advocates who engage in legislative advocacy 
need to become familiar with these rules so that they know when their advocacy 
activities qualify as lobbying.  Being a Player, by the Alliance for Justice, is a very useful 
handbook on the lobbying restrictions on nonprofits.24  Often, foundations that fund 
501(c)(3)s will include language in their grants that limits an organization’s ability to 
lobby using their funds.  In addition, many states require individuals who lobby to 
register as lobbyists; child advocates who lobby regularly should be familiar with their 
state’s requirements.  Nevertheless, nonprofit organizations can lobby, and should not 
be afraid to acknowledge that they do so.  
 
Under the right circumstances, some advocacy organizations consider starting a 
501(c)(4).  This kind of organization does not enjoy tax exempt status and cannot 

                                                 
22Many thanks to the Arkansas Advocates for Children and Families, the Children’s Advocacy Institute (CA), DC 
Action for Children, Advocates for Children and Youth (MD) and the Oklahoma Institute for Child Advocacy, 
which provided the materials from which these tips were synthesized.   

23 Public charities can qualify for 501(c) (3) status by applying to the IRS; this allows donors to make their 
contributions tax deductible.  All Voices members are 501(c) (3)s.  
 
24  Harmon, Gail, Jessica Ladd, and Eleanor Evans. Being a Player: a Guide to the IRS Lobbying Regulations for 
Advocacy Charities. Alliance for Justice, 1995., can be ordered at www.afj.org.   

Legislative Advocacy: Influencing the drafting and passage of legislation 
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accept private foundation funds, but is free to engage in unlimited lobbying activities.  
Learn more about 501(c)(4)’s in Voices’ May 2005 A Great Idea! edition. 
 
Know your state’s legislative calendar and process.  While most child advocates 
know the basics — when the legislative session starts, by what date bills must be filed, 
how bills move through the legislative process — some of the more detailed aspects of 
the legislative process can be very useful.  For example:  
 

• When does the process of developing the budget actually begin in 
administrative agencies? You will want to meet with agency staff to make 
your recommendations early in the process. Your state agencies may start 
to develop their budgets as soon as the last legislative session ends, 

 
• Can your legislative committees demand that state agencies produce data 

and information?  If so, you may want to work with a friendly legislator to 
set up a hearing that will allow you access to information you otherwise 
cannot obtain.   

 
• Do particular legislative leaders have the authority to appoint people to 

commissions or to oversee bodies that regulate children’s programs?  You 
may want to suggest child advocates who should be appointed — 
members of the community affected, or people with particular expertise in 
the topic who are also strong voices for children.    

 
Work year-round.  Your state legislature may meet for only a portion of the year, or 
every other year, but you can stay ahead of the game by planning and preparing year-
round.  Be aware, too, that the decision-making process for many issues, especially 
major budget decisions, may begin before your state’s official legislative session.  And 
in states with biennial legislatures, oversight committees often meet between legislative 
sessions.  
 
Get to know the players and build relationships.  Most child advocates believe that 
developing relationships with lawmakers is a key part of legislative advocacy.  Build 
these relationships throughout the year, so that when your legislative session starts, 
elected officials will already know who you are and what you support.  In general try to: 
 

• Become familiar with your representatives and (if they have them) their 
staff.   

• Try to identify the following in your legislature:  
 Key Players – Look for legislators who are in a position to move 

legislation through the legislative process, perhaps because they 
chair a key committee.  Learn about the wider interests, politics, 
and leadership positions of any key legislators, so you have a 
context for negotiation.    
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 Supporters – Learn who has been supportive of your organization’s 
agenda in the past and find out which legislators are willing to 
dedicate time and energy to it now.  Look especially for one or two 
key legislators with whom you can work most closely.  Particularly if 
you hope to propose legislation, you’ll need one or more legislators 
you can count on to introduce and support your bill.  For example, 
Voices’ member Oklahoma Institute for Child Advocacy 
successfully passed a bill to improve the health and nutrition of 
children in their state in part by partnering with a state senator and 
a member of the House — both of whom had track records of 
supporting children’s issues.  

 Opponents – It is important to determine who has stood in 
opposition on your priority issues.  Anticipating how they will 
counter your arguments will enable you to more effectively defend 
and advocate for your position.  

 Influential Staff – Get to know the staff of legislators and legislative 
committees.  Since legislators are increasingly dependent on their 
staff for information about specific policy issues, such individuals 
are in key positions to shape policy and may also be a good point 
of access when introducing legislation.  Also, staff may stay in 
place even as new legislators are elected.   

• Reach out to your governor and agency heads.  While most of your 
lobbying efforts may involve your legislature, it is also important to educate 
and involve your governor’s office and administrative agency heads.   

 Governor – At a minimum, you will need the governor to sign any 
positive legislation that may be passed or veto any harmful 
legislation that you may work to block.  Additionally, an active and 
involved governor can work wonders in promoting key legislation 
and new initiatives.  For example, Voices’ member organization 
Children’s Action Alliance in Arizona capitalized on its governor’s 
commitment to reform the state’s child protective services and 
successfully advocated for more resources for the system and for 
critical policy changes. 

 Agencies – Legislators will often check a proposal you offer with the 
relevant agency head, to see if it is desirable and feasible.  So you 
are better off if you know, in advance, what kind of reception the 
legislators will receive and prepare them accordingly.  Often the 
agency head will be grateful to your organization for raising an 
issue — even if they cannot support it in public.  Even when they 
oppose your position, knowing what arguments they will raise will 
help you to prepare to effectively counter such opposition.  

 Staff – Just like with legislators, staff in the executive branch play 
pivotal roles in their respective offices.  If there is a specific 
executive staff person who specializes in children’s issues, or staff 
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people dedicated to human services or other related areas, try to 
build a relationship with these staffers. 

 
Building relationships with elected officials has never been easy, but now that many 
states have strict term limits, it is both more important and more difficult, because you 
may need to work with brand-new legislators who are completely unfamiliar with your 
organization or your issues.  Consider getting a head start on educating them.  (See 
below for more information on how to do this).    
 
Support children, not political parties.  As you are working to build relationships with 
elected officials keep in mind that most child advocates, whether they come from states 
and communities dominated by one political party or divided down party lines, feel that it 
is very important to be nonpartisan and to work with legislators from both parties.  In 
many jurisdictions, legislation may be more likely to succeed if it has sponsors from both 
parties. As you are working to establish contacts with officials from both sides of the 
aisle, keep in mind that your messages should be tailored to the specific individual you 
are trying to reach.  Lawmakers come from a variety of backgrounds and political 
persuasions so it is not enough to simply say the same thing to everyone.  Voices’ North 
Carolina member, Action for Children, has put together a summary of the differences 
between the two political poles that is helpful to use when developing messages25. 
  
Know your resources.  Many child advocates feel intimidated or overwhelmed by the 
task of advocating to staff and legislators.  There are supports available to help.  
Advocates may be able to collaborate with analysts who are more sophisticated about 
the issue but not knowledgeable about or capable of advocacy; these partners might 
include legislative staff who are asked by legislators to work with you, or, in the case of 
budget issues for example, university professors who analyze state fiscal matters.  
Additionally, the Voices network is a great resource, so you might want to consider 
consulting your colleague organizations.  For example, Voices’ Kansas City member, 
Partnership for Children, hosts legislative advocacy courses that are designed to help 
advocates gain an enriched understanding of both the state and federal level 
policymaking processes.  In addition, in about half the states, there are State Fiscal 
Analysis Initiative (SFAI) groups (of which a number are Voices members) that 
undertake state budget analysis and advocacy.  Voices can facilitate these connections 
for members of the Voices network.  
 
Building on the Basics 
 
Educate legislators.  A key element in building relationships with elected officials is 
establishing your organization as a knowledgeable and trusted voice on children’s 
issues.  Think long-term and begin efforts to try to educate legislators about your 
organization and its agenda before the legislative session begins.  For example:   

                                                 
25 Solari, Anthony. "How to Adapt Your Advocacy Message." North Carolina Partnership for Children. 2006. North 
Carolina Partnership for Children. 9 Nov. 2006 http://www.ncsmartstart.org/conference/Handouts06/242b.doc .  
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• You may want to prepare and personally deliver “briefing books” for 
legislators.  These could include information about: 

 the status of children in your state 
 your organization 
 a list of your members or supporters 
 your legislative agenda for the year 
 reports or studies that support your agenda 
 polling results that show popular support for the agenda you are 

pursuing 
  press clips that show media attention to the issues of concern to 

you and that demonstrate your organization’s capacity to work with 
the media   

• Consider compiling a children’s budget agenda — your budget proposal 
—complete with legislative priorities for children and families.  This not 
only raises awareness among legislators about children’s issues but works 
to increase the visibility of your organization.  Many child advocacy 
organizations hold legislative breakfasts at which they release their 
legislative agenda. 

• Voices for Children in Nebraska begins even before the legislators are 
elected, by having key volunteers conduct surveys of each legislative 
candidate’s positions using materials that also educate the candidate 
about children’s issues.  

• To help win support for your issues, you may want to offer to take 
legislators on a “reality tour”, showing examples of the problems that need 
to be addressed, or of the positive results of programs that need continued 
or increased legislative support.  

• Develop legislative fact sheets that are targeted to each legislator’s 
district.  For example, the Association for the Children of New Jersey 
developed fact sheets for each legislator that showed how many people in 
a legislator’s district would benefit from a state earned income tax credit.  
Kentucky Youth Advocates put information by legislative district up on 
their web site, so that network members could share data with their 
legislators about the impact of a state earned income tax credit in their 
districts. 

 
If you consistently provide good information, legislators will turn to you as a resource 
even if they do not share your views, because they will know that they can rely upon 
your data. 
 
Target your advocacy. 

• To the key players—Once you have figured out who really makes the 
decisions, target your advocacy work to them.  In most states, a few 
players — the governor, the leaders of the two chambers, perhaps a few 
key committee chairs — control many of the big decisions.  When key 
legislation is hammered out or the final budget packages are negotiated, 
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they are the ones who will be in the room.  In some states, children’s 
legislation will succeed only if it is supported by legislators from many 
areas of the state — for example, in areas where there is a significant 
divide between perceived urban and rural issues.  In those states, you will 
want to be able to demonstrate how important this issue is in legislative 
districts across the state.  

 
• To strong proponents—Once you have a legislative “champion”— 

someone who is willing to introduce and move your legislation — support 
them.  Give him or her the information he or she needs, draft legislation, 
provide witnesses for hearings and press events, and share information 
regularly.  If you do much of the legwork, it will be easier for the legislator 
to move the legislation, and he or she will be more willing to sponsor 
future legislation. 

 
Using the Basics 
 
Define your goals.  Try to define exactly what in your state’s law you want changed. 
Sometimes it is tempting to include everything that you would like to see changed in a 
program, but having clearly defined goals usually makes it easier to get legislation 
passed. Keep in mind that legislators and legislative staff have many priorities, while 
you, as a child advocate, have a very specific focus.  If you can come to the table with 
clearly defined, workable suggestions for legislative change, you will vastly improve 
your chances of having an impact.  For more on defining your goals, see Chapter 1: 
Setting an Advocacy Agenda. 
 
Be strategic.  Once you have identified your goal, you need to develop a strategy to 
move it through the legislative process.  As you’re doing so, be sure to identify a few 
key elements: 

• Figure out who you need to reach, and what you can do to make them 
adopt your position or proposal.  What pressures do those targets respond 
to, and what message frame is likely to sway their thinking? For more, see 
Chapter 2: Strategic Communications. 

• Figure out a realistic timeline; often big legislative advocacy campaigns 
take years to come to fruition.  If you think it may take several years to win 
passage of your legislation, let your allies know, so that they won’t be 
discouraged.   

• Think ahead so that you know where you may be asked to compromise, 
and what is acceptable to you.   

• Identify the steps that you need to take to implement your strategy, and 
secure the resources you need to do so.  The implementation of your 
legislative strategy may include anything from meetings with the governor 
to conducting a poll or a study, but nearly every child advocacy legislative 
campaign will include some core components:   

 remaining in step with progressing legislation 
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 producing materials that make the case for the legislative proposal 
 advocacy and lobbying by organization staff, media advocacy 
 coalition work 
 grassroots mobilization.   

In general, remember that each activity of your strategy should be 
selected with a particular goal in mind. 

 
Track and analyze relevant legislation.  When your legislature is in session, make 
sure you know what bills are being proposed that would affect your priority areas and 
analyze the governor’s or mayor’s budget as it affects programs and services for 
children and families.  If they seem likely to move ahead, make sure you understand the 
consequences of each piece of legislation, so you can decide whether to take positions 
on them.  It is important to carefully read bills that are clearly harmful as well as bills that 
appear to be innocuous or even generally good, because even one provision can be 
problematic.  When this is the case, you will need to decide whether or how to take a 
position on the bill. 
 
Provide data and research-based information that supports your position.  Most 
child advocacy organizations find that in order to be effective legislative advocates, they 
need to be recognized as knowledgeable, nonpartisan, honest, and reliable about the 
problems being addressed and solutions being proposed.  If you plan to propose or 
support legislation, be prepared to explain and defend it.  While it is important to show 
that there is a need for the legislation, be sure that you can also show that your 
proposal will meet the need (or, if you are suggesting an innovative, untested approach, 
be up-front about this and include an evaluation component).  It is also important to be 
able to offer a realistic assessment of the cost and be able to identify possible sources 
of funding for the proposal. 
 
Provide information in accessible formats.  Once you have identified the key pieces 
of information that you think policymakers need, prepare materials that convey that 
information clearly and effectively.  Since few policymakers will read lengthy reports, 
provide information in several formats.  Develop longer reports that tell the full story and 
convey your thoroughness, as well as shorter pieces that provide the key information 
quickly and talking points ⎯ one-pagers that you or a legislator can use to refer to 
during a meeting. 
 
Use many strategies to reach out to legislators.  Effective child advocates use every 
possible tool to make their voices heard.  Some of the common approaches include: 
 

• Personal visits ⎯The strongest way to spread your message as an 
organization is generally face-to-face.  Whenever possible, schedule 
personal meetings with legislators.  Be sure to prepare clear and concise 
written materials in advance, so everyone leaves the meeting with a clear 
understanding of exactly what problem needs to be solved, and what 
change in the law you are seeking.  At a minimum, you will probably want 
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to have a one-pager that describes your organization and a one-pager that 
describes the particular legislative change you are seeking.  With your 
written materials providing the details, you can then focus on being 
impassioned and persuasive (but brief and to the point) in your oral 
presentations.  Mention how many constituents your organization 
represents.  You may want to bring some of your network or coalition 
partners with you.  For example, if lobbying for improved health care 
coverage for children, a good team might be a member of your 
organization, a concerned health care administrator and the parent of a 
disabled child who was unable to afford needed treatment.  You will want 
to use these visits not only to convince the legislator but also to gather 
information about what other legislators are thinking, who else you should 
talk to, what proposals are being floated, and what you should do to 
persuade key legislators.  Regardless of the outcome of the meeting, send 
a follow-up note, thanking the legislator and reinforcing your message. 

 
• Draft legislation ⎯ If you have a champion who is willing to introduce 

your legislation, you will probably want to draft the legislative language to 
ensure that it does exactly what you want.  Most state legislatures have 
staff who can turn draft language into the proper format for a bill, and your 
champion will probably ask them to revise your work.  Make sure that your 
meaning is not distorted in the process. 

 
• Offer testimony ⎯ If you are working closely with a legislator, or have 

established a reputation for expertise, you may get the opportunity to give 
oral testimony at a legislative hearing, and/or submit written testimony into 
the legislative record.  This is an important chance to make your case 
persuasively, and perhaps to gain support for your positions. 

 
• Oral testimony ⎯ If your organization is invited to testify, consider asking 

whether you can also bring members of the community who support your 
position.  Identify two or three of your most persuasive network 
participants (with a mix of perspectives and demographics), and ask for a 
time allotment for each.  Typically, there is a strict time limit per speaker, 
such as five minutes or less.  Your speakers should prepare and practice 
comments in advance, carefully observing the time limit.  Bring along 
written copies of the comments as well, observing any rules about paper 
size, spacing, etc.  Speakers should arrive early and be prepared to wait, 
so ask your speakers to plan accordingly.  Once the preparation and 
planning is done, however, each speaker should focus on only one thing: 
You have an important message, which needs to be heard.  Speak your 
message plainly and from the heart, and you will do fine. 

 
• Written testimony ⎯ In some jurisdictions, written testimony is relied 

upon by staff and legislators, while in other jurisdictions it is ignored.  
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Check around in your state or locality to see whether it is worthwhile for 
you to produce written testimony.  Written testimony may be included with 
oral testimony, or accepted on its own. While oral testimony is generally 
by specific invitation, written testimony may sometimes be accepted from 
the public at large. Opportunities to offer written testimony are typically 
announced in a state’s legislative record, legal or leading newspaper, 
and/or state web site. Typically, there are strict rules about length, paper 
size, spacing, and other details, so be sure to follow them scrupulously.  
You will want to be brief, clear, and well-reasoned, but also passionate 
and persuasive. Both your organization and your network can use this 
tool, so you may want to work with individual network members to develop 
effective written testimony. 

 
Work with the media.  Legislators care about how they are presented in the media.  
They pay attention to issues that get press attention and they are more likely to respond 
favorably to your concerns if those concerns appear to draw widespread attention. 
Chapter 2 discusses working with the media in depth, but there are some additional 
points to consider when you work with the media as part of your legislative advocacy 
efforts. 
 

• Make sure your legislator knows of the media coverage you have 
generated. This increases the attention he or she will pay to that issue 
and to your organization the next time you approach him or her.  If you 
give a legislator a briefing book to introduce your organization and 
children’s issues, include relevant press coverage and highlight references 
to your organization.  If you secure important press coverage of your issue 
during the legislative session, send it with a cover note or bring it by the 
office. 

 
• Look for opportunities to draw press attention to the legislator.  If the 

legislator is an ally, consider holding an event, such as a visit to a program 
site, and invite the press.  Get your legislator to use the event to speak out 
in favor of your agenda item.  If the legislator is opposing your position, 
consider how you can use the media to pressure him or her.  For example, 
Advocates for Children and Youth (ACY), in Maryland, needed to pressure 
a legislator who generally supported their positions but who was refusing 
to support major educational legislation on the grounds that it was 
irresponsible to support it without knowing where the money would come 
from.  ACY ran a paid editorial (an ad) that said that this key legislator was 
the person who could pass this popular legislation; while he was unhappy 
at being put on the spot publicly, he did move the legislation.  

 
Use your coalitions.  Coalition support, which is discussed in Chapter 3 of this Primer, 
is often crucial to the effectiveness of your legislative work.  By working with other 
groups and individuals to support or oppose specific legislation, you dramatically 
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increase your strength.  Legislators are more likely to listen and to support your group’s 
position if you can show that others support it ⎯ especially groups that have high 
credibility and visibility, and groups within the legislator’s constituency.  
 
Effective coalition building may sometimes breed unlikely allies ⎯  partnerships on a 
particular issue between two or more organizations that fundamentally disagree on 
other issues.  Improved child support enforcement, for example, may be favored by 
progressive groups because it decreases child poverty, while conservative groups 
appreciate that it emphasizes parental responsibility and decreases dependence on 
government benefits. 
 
When working with groups whose legislative goals only partially overlap your own 
organizational mission, it is essential to keep a clear focus on your goals.  If you think 
the negatives outweigh the positives (for example, if you think your group’s credibility 
would be undermined by working with a group that is perceived as hostile on related 
issues), you can tactfully decline to be involved in joint initiatives.  But if you think 
working together will help you gain a broader base of influence, you can work together 
on shared goals, while agreeing to disagree on other issues.  
 
Beyond official coalition partners, there are at least four other important powerful voices 
you should consider involving: 

• Legislators who may have had personal experiences with your area of 
concern may be willing to champion or support your proposals even when 
they do not generally support children’s programs.  These may be some of 
the best “unlikely allies.”    

• Campaign donors who ask the legislator to support your position also will 
be likely to at least be heard.   

• Business leaders, because of the respect they command in the legislature, 
are important allies.  For example, Children’s Alliance of New Hampshire 
wanted to catapult child and family issues into the spotlight.  To do this 
they knew they had to increase support from the business community.  
Therefore, they decided to document the link between child well-being and 
the economy in order to garner the business community’s support for 
investment in child and family programs.  The Children’s Alliance in 
Washington State hired economists to produce a report that was 
presented at a forum for community business leaders and mailed to 
businesses throughout the state.  The project successfully garnered 
support from the business community.  In subsequent legislative sessions, 
business leaders spoke on behalf of child and family legislation.  

• Professionals from related fields are a ready source of data and expert 
testimony regarding your issues.  Such individuals might also have 
valuable connections to other community leaders. 

 
Involve your network.  Using your expertise, your access to the media, and your 
coalition partners are all important strategies, but your greatest strength may be in your 
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network of community members.  Network members can be asked to make phone calls, 
write letters or emails, meet with legislators, participate in public events, or engage in 
other creative strategies to draw attention both to your issue and to its popular support.   
 
Chapter 4 on Community Mobilization reviews ways to reach out to your network and 
get them involved.  Keep in mind, as you try to involve your network of supporters, that 
you want to give them the tools they need to be effective ⎯ your organization’s network 
members will be best able to influence your state’s legislative process if they know how 
the process works, who the players are, and when and how citizens may participate.  
Many child advocacy organizations offer community advocacy trainings to their 
networks.  When organizing such trainings to prepare community members to 
undertake legislative advocacy, it is helpful to offer them general information on how a 
bill becomes a law, training on how to call, write or meet with a legislator, and simulated 
opportunities to practice these skills.   
 
You will also want to make sure that they have clear, brief fact sheets and materials to 
leave with the legislator if they are conducting lobbying visits.  You should consider 
developing a tip sheet that your network can refer to before undertaking these activities.  
Some of the points that you may want to include in your tip sheet include: 

• Keep what you want to say simple; 
• Present the issue the way you want others to see it—frame the issue for 

the legislator; 
• Practice how you will present it; 
• Always be honest; 
• If you are asked a question you can’t answer, offer to find out the answer 

and get back to them (and then follow up!); 
• Ask whether the legislator will support your position, but don’t press for a 

commitment the first time; 
• If the legislator won’t commit to your position, ask what his or her concerns 

are so that you can learn whether there is information that you should 
provide to help persuade him or her; 

• Ask the legislator what he or she can tell you about your agenda item—
who else you should speak to, what other legislators are considering, and 
what suggestions he or she has for you; 

• Be polite and positive; don’t threaten or insult the policymaker or staff; 
• Do not “write off” any policymaker. 

 
In order to engage your network in your advocacy, you will want to have a system of 
regular communications with them that keeps them up to date on what is happening and 
that allows you to make clear specific requests of your network.   Many child advocacy 
organizations offer email and fax alerts to their networks to ensure that their networks 
can be reached promptly when needed.  
 
When you ask them to speak up, sometimes you will want your network to identify their 
connection with you, to bolster the legislators’ impression of your organization as 
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powerful and widespread; sometimes you will want them to only identify themselves as 
constituents.  In every case, however, they should clearly state what they want the 
legislator to do and why.  
  

• Phone calls to legislators.  Never underestimate the power of phone 
calls, especially from individual constituents to their local representatives.  
Voices member organizations report that as few as 10 to 15 phone calls or 
letters may sway a state legislator’s vote, particularly if the issue is 
controversial or the legislator undecided.  In larger states where legislators 
have staff, calls are typically taken by staff members that tally the 
constituent positions and report to the legislator.  For this reason, callers 
need not insist on speaking to the legislator, but should simply: 1) identify 
themselves by name and as a constituent, and 2) state whether they 
support or oppose a proposed bill. The caller may then also, if desired, 
give a brief explanation or personal example of why the issue is so 
important.   

 
• Letters and e-mail.  Regular and e-mail letters are good ways for 

individual network members to register positions and garner support. In 
states with legislative staff, letters, like phone calls, will be summarized 
and tallied for the legislator ⎯ and some may be read by the legislator 
personally.  It is helpful to provide your network with a sample letter, but 
also to encourage people to adapt the letter and/or add brief personal 
examples, if possible.  Be sure to include, in any request or alert to your 
network, full contact information for legislators, as well as information on 
which legislators serve which geographic region.  It is also helpful to 
include specific information about which key contacts are doing what on 
specific pending legislation. For example, if a bill is about to be marked up 
by a Committee, in your alert you could give the names and contact 
information for the Committee members.  One tool that some child 
advocacy organizations are using is a web site that individuals can use to 
send email to their legislators — they can use a preformatted email text or 
adapt it, and the web site sends it directly to their representatives.  The 
organizations include links to the site in their email alerts.   

 
• Some good examples of alerts can be found on the Voices’ web site 

(www.voices.org) as well as Maryland’s Advocate’s for Children and Youth 
(www.acy.org) and North Carolina’s Action for Children 
(www.ncchild.org/covhome.htm).  Voices for America’s Children has 
partnered with a company that provides such a service to give its 
members to utilize this powerful tool at a reduced rate.  Contact the Voices 
office for further information. 

 
• Attending or speaking at hearings.  You may want to bring your network 

to legislative events.  Louisiana member Agenda for Children brought a 



 47

busload of New Orleans housing residents to a hearing on the 
implementation of welfare reform in the state capitol, over an hour away.  
Legislators were so impressed that they began to schedule some hearings 
in New Orleans to facilitate attendance.  While the observers were not 
supposed to speak, legislators were known on occasion to refer questions 
to them to figure out, for example, how a welfare payment really is 
calculated.  If you do bring network members, make sure they can be 
identified as such.  Signs are usually prohibited, but buttons work well — 
or have them all carry pads and folders with the name of your organization 
written prominently across the back.   

 
• If possible, you may want to have network members speak at hearings or 

public events.  Five minutes from a person impacted by the policy who 
describes how the proposed policy change would help them can often be 
far more effective than any number of experts.  In one Capitol Hill hearing 
about developing services for youth graduating out of foster care, a 
legislator asked a young speaker what services were the top priority, since 
resources were limited.  The youth replied “Which would you rather have 
your child have, a home or health care?”  The final bill included at least 
seed money for a full range of services.  But make sure that your 
witnesses cannot be perceived as irresponsible, or having failed to do the 
best they could — all too often that feeds into negative stereotypes or 
message frames about why people need and use these programs. 

 
• Public rallies and events.  Well-designed public events can draw media 

attention to your issue — and that increases legislator interest.  Bringing 
children to a rally about children will often increase media exposure, as it 
gives the media a chance for great pictures.  As described above in 
Chapter 2, Voices member Coleman Advocates for Children and Youth 
has developed a Baby Brigade of moms and children who march down to 
City Hall, with clowns, balloons, and entertainers.  At City Hall, various 
parents who are members of Coleman’s network speak out about their 
concerns.  This event has become so highly visible that various city 
legislators feel compelled to come and speak to the rally and promise 
specific legislation.  Be creative in these events.  Once, when Voices’ 
member Arkansas Advocates for Children learned that their state 
legislature planned to address a budget shortfall by taking money from 
Medicaid funding, the group orchestrated events in nearly every 
legislator’s district to draw attention to the importance of Medicaid.  The 
events featured speakers from statewide health advocacy organizations 
and direct service groups and gave attendees the opportunity to sign their 
name and city on a banner which was displayed on the steps of the 
Capitol just before the final vote took place.  In general, make sure that the 
event is clearly tied to your specific policy concern.  

 



 48

Successful? The work isn’t over 
 
Say thank you—publicly!  Everyone likes to be appreciated, but elected officials need 
to be appreciated in order to win reelection.  When your legislation has passed, thank 
your legislative champion publicly.  You may also want to make sure that as legislation 
moves through the legislature, you thank the key people who have moved it along, and 
let your network know to do so as well. 
 
Follow up on implementation.  Once legislation has passed, legislators may not hear 
anything more about it.  It is your role to track the implementation, and to let legislators 
know how it is going.  If it is working well, they will want to work with you again to further 
help children.  If it needs modification, your organization may be the only voice letting 
them know.  And if the program is slow getting off the ground due to administrative 
delay, one of the best ways to move it along is to ask the legislators who got it enacted 
to lend a hand.   
 
Evaluation.  It is helpful to assess your work both as an ongoing part of your advocacy 
efforts and after the completion of a measurable timeframe.  How closely have you 
followed your legislative strategy?  What has worked and what hasn’t — and how will 
this impact future efforts?  What new relationships have been created that should 
continue to be nurtured?  What has actually been accomplished?  Such questions will 
position your organization to be more effective in future legislative advocacy efforts (see 
Chapter 10 for more information on advocacy evaluation). 
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Chapter 6: Electoral Advocacy 

 
An election year provides advocacy organizations with an opportunity to raise the 
visibility of the needs of children, youth, and families.  Electoral advocacy is a powerful 
strategy that can encompass a broad range of actions, from reaching the candidates 
through the public to developing a candidate briefing book.  Child advocates can get 
involved in this process on all levels, from city council elections to congressional 
elections.  Although federal law places certain limitations on the electoral advocacy of 
nonprofit organizations, there is a wide range of opportunities open to them within those 
constraints. 
 
This chapter is a brief overview of electoral advocacy.  For more detailed information 
check out Voices’ Electoral Advocacy Toolkit 2005 located on our webpage at 
www.voices.org.  This chapter helps to explain how federal law applies to 501(c)(3) 
nonprofit organizations conducting electoral advocacy.  However, it should only serve 
as a guide for your efforts – the chapter is not legal advice.  Your organization may want 
to contact a lawyer before starting an electoral advocacy campaign. 
 
Federal Law 
 
Before conducting an electoral advocacy campaign, it is crucial for nonprofit 
organizations to understand the laws that govern such activity. The Internal Revenue 
Code (IRC) and its accompanying regulations adopted by the Internal Revenue Service 
(IRS) define the legal requirements for 501(c)(3) charities and other nonprofit 
organizations conducting electoral advocacy at any level – federal, state, or local. The 
primary federal election law, the Federal Election Campaign Act (FECA), and the 
accompanying regulations adopted by the Federal Election Commission (FEC) govern 
certain election activities related to campaigns for federal office – United States 
President, Vice President, Senator, and Representative. Election laws at the state and, 
in some cases, local levels govern activities related to all state and local races.  
 
Electoral Advocacy Strategies 
 
Consistently, polls demonstrate that U.S. voters rank children’s issues high among their 
political priorities. Yet when child advocates ask politicians to support children’s 
measures, all too often they hear that other policy goals are more important, from 
financing roads to cutting taxes. Elections offer child advocates an opportunity to focus 
political attention on children’s issues and to bring popular opinion to bear on policy 
makers. 

Electoral Advocacy: Raising the visibility of a particular issue, such as 
the needs of children, youth, and families, during electoral campaigns.   
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Electoral advocacy is all about increasing awareness. It is your job to make the public, 
the media, and the candidates see how important children’s issues are and to show 
them what they can do to improve child well-being. Your main goals should be to: 

• Educate candidates about children’s issues so that they are better 
prepared to act if they are elected. 

• Motivate candidates to commit to specific activities that will promote 
children’s well-being, although you cannot ask them to sign any sort of 
pledge. 

• Direct public attention to children’s issues that may not receive 
attention at other times of the year. 

• Draw public attention to the positions of the candidates on these 
issues so that voters may make informed decisions; however 501(c)(3) 
organizations should not suggest to voters which of the candidates have a 
better position on children’s issues.  

• Educate candidates about your organization so that they will respond 
to you when you approach them later about legislative issues.  

Equally important to educating candidates is educating the public to create an informed 
voter base. Your target audience might include persons involved in the political process 
in your state, such as community leaders, regular voters and other individuals who have 
the candidate’s attention. Your target audience may also include parents and the 
communities most affected by the issues you work on. If your target audience 
understands and prioritizes children’s issues, then candidates will too. 

Electoral advocacy encompasses a broad array of activities. Following are some of the 
strategies available and the laws that govern their usage.  There is much more detailed 
information on each of these strategies, including more legal information, is available in 
the Electoral Advocacy Strategy section of Voices’ toolkit. 

Voting Records and Legislative Scorecards: 

Voting records provide a broad-ranging list of bills and show how elected officials voted 
on each bill.  Scorecards take voting records one step further and provide a rating for 
how well each legislator’s votes compare to the advocacy organization’s preferred 
position.   

Scorecards can be released to the organization’s membership ONLY.  Voting records 
can be released to both the membership and the general public.   Scorecards (only 
released to members) can focus on a few issues important to your organization.  
However, a voting record (released to the general public) must address a broad range 
of issues.  Both reports must include all legislators from your organization’s state or 
region served, not exclusively the candidates running for office. 
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Although the IRS has recognized the value of voting records and scorecards to a 
501(c)(3)’s legitimate education and advocacy activities, 501(c)(3)s must not use voting 
records and scorecards to attempt to intervene in elections. For this reason, the IRS has 
said that a 501(c)(3)’s release of voting records and scorecards should not be “timed to 
coincide with an election.” Practically, that means that any voting record or scorecard 
that you produce in an election year should either be separated by a number of months 
from the election or released at the same time of year that you always release a similar 
voting record or scorecard, even in non-election years. 

For an example see Child Advocates' Use of Legislative Report Cards. 

Voter Polls: 

Voter polls allow you to connect your message to issues that your target audience 
already finds important. Polls also demonstrate to candidates that children's issues are 
important issues to voters, specifically, voters in their districts. However, because the 
information would have value to a campaign, charities cannot give polling results to 
candidates except as part of a general release of this information to the public. 

Candidate Briefings: 

Nonprofit organizations can visit, call, or send materials to candidates addressing their 
issues of concern. Charities should offer to provide all candidates with the same 
research materials. It is illegal to provide one candidate with issue research without 
making it available to all candidates. 

An issue briefing can attempt to persuade a candidate to lean a certain way on an 
issue, but the organization should not publicize the names of candidates that pledge or 
refuse to pledge their support.  

Note that if the candidate is an incumbent, the communication would be considered 
lobbying if the materials address a view on a specific legislative proposal.  If no 
reference to legislation is made, then lobbying has not occurred. 

Colorado Children's Campaign, a Voices member, holds candidate briefings for 
Gubernatorial, State Attorney General, and State Legislature candidates.  This 
practice, begun in 1998, paid off when a new Governor-elect announced that child 
health would be a top priority during his administration.  The Governor went on to sign 
into law several bills that increased health insurance coverage for low-income children.  

Candidate Questionnaires: 

Candidate questionnaires are a great avenue to gauge candidate support for children’s 
issues and to allow the public to differentiate between candidates. However, federal 
regulations only allow nonprofit organizations to impartially educate voters with their 
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questionnaires. Therefore, your questionnaire should ask questions concerning a broad 
range of issues. Questions should be worded in a non-biased way that does not 
suggest the correct answer. Your organization must provide the questionnaire to all 
candidates. When publishing the responses, make sure that all candidates are treated 
equally. Don’t present the responses in a way that would indicate favoritism and don’t 
edit the responses in a way that could be seen as mischaracterizing a candidate’s 
response. Only questionnaires that follow all these rules can be distributed to the 
general public. 

Candidate Forums: 

Forums encourage the media and members of the community to discuss relevant 
issues with candidates.  This in turn, encourages candidates to educate themselves on 
children’s issues and to take those issues seriously.  501(c)(3) organizations sponsoring 
a candidate forum should take steps to ensure an unbiased event, such as: 

• Inviting all candidates for an office (or at least all of those that meet some 
objective standard of being a viable or credible candidate). 

• Having an independent panel prepare questions on topics that cover a 
broad range of issues. 

• Providing each candidate with an equal opportunity to present his or her 
views. 

• Finding a neutral moderator to run the forum in an unbiased manner.  

Oklahoma Institute for Child Advocacy gathers a panel of Oklahomans from diverse 
backgrounds to ask the gubernatorial candidates questions relevant to their life 
experience. This panel provides the candidates a better understanding of the issues 
facing a full range of societal needs. (Remember that the questions need to be diverse 
and not designed to indicate support or opposition to a candidate.)  

Voter Registration: 

Voter registration drives are about registering qualified individuals to vote. Voter 
registration involves contacting individuals by phone or by another individualized means 
to assist registration. Federal regulations allow nonprofit organizations to operate a 
nonpartisan voter registration drive, but this campaign must be designed solely to 
educate the public about the importance of voting. The voter registration campaign is 
strictly prohibited from presenting a biased opinion or information for or against any 
candidate or party. Issue advocacy can be mentioned, but only if the presentation of the 
issue does not favor a candidate or a political party. (Avoid focusing on particular issues 
on which the candidates or parties are publicly divided.)   

The geographic locations in which a 501(c)(3) chooses to run a voter registration drive 
must be nonpartisan as well.  Targeted populations can include underrepresented 
groups (such as people who are homeless, low-income, or members of an 
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underrepresented minority) or people your organization serves (such as members, 
donors, clients, or people who live in your area). 501(c)(3) voter registration must not 
target people who belong to a certain political party or particular electoral districts 
selected because the 501(c)(3) supports or opposes the policy positions of the 
incumbent representing that district. 

Arkansas Advocates for Children and Families, conducted a campaign in 87 child care 
centers across Arkansas, which targeted mothers with young children.  The campaign 
was very successful—50 parents registered and over 170 parents pledged to vote. 

Early Voting & Absentee Ballot Initiatives: 

Many voters are unable to vote in their precincts on Election Day. Nonprofit 
organizations may choose to focus on assisting voters with obtaining absentee ballots, 
publicize early voting locations or provide rides to the polls on Election Day to increase 
voter turnout. In most states voters can obtain an absentee ballot by contacting their 
county or city election official. Many jurisdictions have early voting sites the week before 
the official Election Day. State laws on absentee ballots and early voting vary widely, so 
check your state law before developing an absentee or early voting strategy. Also, 
review the targeting guidelines in the voter registration for more details on targeting. 

Voices’ Arizona member, Children’s Action Alliance (CAA), includes an early ballot 
request form with its voter education materials. In 2000, CAA mailed its voter education 
materials to a group of its members. After the mailing, CAA received a significant 
number of phone calls regarding how to obtain early ballots.   

Get Out the Vote: 
 
Get Out the Vote (GOTV) campaigns are last-minute drives to encourage registered 
voters to turn out at the polls on election day.  The goal of GOTV campaigns is to 
encourage voting and overcome voter apathy. Therefore, your GOTV message must 
stick to broad campaign issues, nothing that will show support or opposition for any 
candidate. When choosing whom to target for your GOTV campaign remember to follow 
the targeting guidelines in the voter registration section. 
 
Campaign Follow-up: 

The passage of Election Day does not signal the end of your advocacy efforts. During 
the election season you have worked diligently to build strong relationships with the 
candidates. Campaign follow-up allows you to continue building and maintaining those 
relationships. Follow-up activities include: 

• Continue being an information source.  
• Say thank you to the policymakers and their staff and to your supporters.  
• Track their campaign promises. 
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• Debrief pollsters after the elections using a pollsters’ forum.  

 
Educating candidates and receiving their support is an important step in reaching the 
long term goals of your organization.  With their support, you will have obtained a short 
term victory which will help to build momentum in achieving the desired future your 
organization wishes to obtain.26 

                                                 
26 "Strategy Planning Objectives." Advocacy Institute. Advocacy Institute. 8 Nov. 2006 
http://www.advocacy.org/planning/objectives_intro.htm. 
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Chapter 7: Administrative Advocacy27 

 
Sometimes the best way to improve the policies that affect children’s lives is by 
advocating with the administrative agencies that are in charge of implementing the law.  
Administrative advocacy is often necessary to ensure that a legislative victory for 
children is implemented effectively.  Administrative agencies tend to receive far less 
public scrutiny than other policy making bodies such as the legislature and the courts, 
so advocacy at the administrative level — and calling attention to the acts of agencies 
— often can have a significant impact. 
 
Administrative agencies have significant control over many programs that support 
children and families, so administrative advocacy can take many forms.   
 
Agency responsibilities can include: 

• issuing rules and other policies interpreting the law 
• managing budgets 
• making legislative proposals 
• hiring, training and supervising the staff charged with carrying out the law 
• managing the computer system used to administer programs 
• reporting data on the implementation of the program 
• handling the processes by which children and families are brought into a 

program or service 
Each of these functions is an opportunity where administrative advocacy might be 
valuable.   
 
A law may be written so generally that the agency must make many decisions about 
how the law will actually work.  In such a case, advocates can work with the agency to 
help develop the interpretation of the law in the way that will best serve children.  In 
another instance an agency may have misinterpreted the law, failed to issue rules to 
implement the law, or issued rules but failed to take the other steps necessary (such as 
training case workers).  In these cases, advocates may negotiate with the agency to get 
agency policy issued, clarified or implemented.   
 
Often administrative advocacy also includes obtaining agency data and tracking agency 
processes in order to be able to understand what is happening to children.  When data 
is not available, advocates may work to persuade or compel the agency to track and 
release the data.  Advocates also work with administrative agency staff to help shape 
their budget requests and develop legislative proposals.  In some cases, administrative 
advocacy may include testifying at hearings, or sitting in on advisory or oversight 

                                                 
27 This section draws upon materials developed by the Children’s Advocacy Institute. 

Administrative Advocacy: Influencing agency deliberations or decisions on 
regulatory issues and rule-making. 
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committees.  Advocates may work with the federal agencies charged with overseeing 
the federally-funded programs in their states to help ensure that their state complies 
with federal requirements.   
 
In short, administrative advocacy is influencing agency deliberations or decisions on 
regulatory issues and rule-making.  Sometimes administrative advocacy is necessary to 
ensure that a legislative victory for children is implemented effectively.  If agencies have 
the power to address the policy concern as part of their regulatory powers, no additional 
legislative action is necessary.  Administrative advocacy includes  
 

• Identifying the relevant regulatory agencies 
• Developing and maintaining a relationship with key agency staff 
• Tracking the passage of laws and implementation of administrative rules 
• Providing input before rules are finalized 
• Engaging in discussions or negotiations with administrators about specific 

policies or procedures  
 
Identifying the Agency and Developing Relationships 
In order to undertake administrative advocacy, the first step is to identify the regulatory 
agency or agencies in question.  Every governmental program that serves children and 
families is housed within, or has governmental oversight from, at least one 
administrative agency.  Some programs may be managed by several administrative 
agencies — for example, in a state where cash assistance is linked to Medicaid and 
Food Stamp benefits, and is also run by county agencies, nine separate agencies could 
be involved; the federal, state and county agencies responsible for TANF, the federal, 
state and county agencies responsible for Medicaid and the federal, state and county 
agencies responsible for the Food Stamp program.  Each of these agencies has some 
regulatory discretion, and the state and county agencies are also legally constrained by 
the regulations issued by the federal and (for county) state agencies.  
 
If an agency regulates a program that your organization cares about, you will want to 
develop and maintain a relationship with the agency head or key staff as Voices 
member, Colorado Children’s Campaign did so effectively in their ’98 Campaign for 
Kids.  Building relationships will allow you to provide input informally, raise concerns, 
and perhaps (depending on the nature of the relationship) comment on policies as they 
are developed rather than once they are proposed publicly.  This will also allow you to 
make budget suggestions early in the cycle of developing legislative budget proposals. 
 
Tracking Laws and Implementation  
Another aspect of administrative advocacy is tracking the implementation of legislation. 
Federal and state agencies issue rules, sometimes called regulations, to interpret and 
clarify federal and state laws.  Some agencies also issue various other kinds of policy 
guidance that are less formal than rules.  Even the desk books that agencies develop 
for case workers to use in their daily work constitute interpretations of policy.  As a 
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practical matter, even the way computers are programmed or the topics that staffs are 
trained on can determine the implementation of policy. 
 
 
Providing Input Before Rules are Finalized 
Federal agencies and most state agencies are required to publish proposed rules for 
public comment before actually passing them.  This gives you and your advocacy 
colleagues a chance to provide input before the rules are finalized.   For example, in 
California, state regulatory agencies must announce proposed rules or rule changes in 
the California Regulatory Notice Register at least 45 days before they become final.  
Your state probably has a similar publication.  For important regulatory changes, 
agencies may also hold public hearings.  Advocates can submit comments that identify 
the implications of proposed regulations for children, and inform the media of the 
proposals and their expected effects.  You can also attend and testify (or submit written 
testimony) at hearings and encourage families that will be affected by the policies to 
attend and testify.  You may want to request hearings if none are available.  You may 
even want to submit proposals of your own for new regulations.  In California, Voices’ 
member the Children’s Advocacy Institute uses the public notices to create the 
Children’s Regulatory Law Reporter, which describes regulatory proposals and explains 
how they will affect children.  This strategy of publicizing agency regulations and their 
impact on children has led to increased media coverage of these issues and thus 
increased public awareness.  It also helps other child advocates act more efficiently and 
effectively for children.  However, this is a huge undertaking.  Make sure to consider the 
costs and benefits of this carefully. 
 
Your state may also have a distinct state regulatory body responsible for considering 
the proposed rules and changes made by state agencies.  In California, the Office of 
Administrative Law (OAL) performs this task, and individuals can request that it make a 
“determination” of whether an agency has followed rulemaking guidelines when 
proposing its rule or change.  The OAL’s “determinations” also appear in the California 
Regulatory Notice Register.  These “determinations” are helpful to child advocates 
because they identify violations by agencies when writing their regulations.  iI you 
suspect an agency transgression, you should consider requesting a “determination” (if 
available) and publicizing the results..  
 
Engaging in Discussions or Negotiations with Administrators  
In addition to commenting on proposed laws, you may want to engage in discussions or 
negotiations with administrators about specific policies and/or procedures.  This kind of 
administrative advocacy is often linked to monitoring administrative agencies, which 
involves reviewing agency records and processes.  Sometimes, this data is readily 
available in regularly published sources.   
 
However, even if it is unpublished, you probably still have a right to see it. The federal 
government, and most states, have freedom of information laws (sometimes called 
“Sunshine Acts”) that require public agency meetings and hearings to be open to the 
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public, and  administrative records to be produced for the public (with a few exceptions 
for items like personnel decisions).  If your state doesn’t have such a law, you may still 
be able to obtain much of the information you want about a federal program by asking to 
see the reports that your state is required to make to the federal agency that oversees 
the program.  These laws usually apply not only to state agencies but also to school 
boards and other deliberative bodies that set public policy.    
 
Depending on your organization’s relationship with agency staff, you may be able to 
obtain information informally, simply by asking, or you may need to present a written 
request for the documents you wish to see, and if denied, ask for an explanation.  Even 
if you do not know the particular documents you wish to see, you may describe them 
(e.g., “I hereby request any documents that include information regarding...”), but try to 
include as many specific details as possible.  If you need to make a formal request, it is 
helpful to include a note at the end of your request, such as “Failure to respond to this 
request within ___ days will be deemed to be a categorical denial of this request.”   This 
way, if they don’t respond within the set time, you have legal standing to go to court to 
seek a court order for the release of the information.   
 
In addition to reviewing data, sometimes it is helpful to review policies below the level of 
rules, or even to go to an agency office and watch what happens there.  The problem 
may be as simple as that the agency computer system has not been programmed 
appropriately to allow case workers to implement a change in policy. Consider asking 
whether you can have a demonstration of how the system works; a friendly agency 
staffer may be able to walk you through a typical case and let you see whether the 
computer can do what it should be able to do. 
 
After collecting available data and documenting the problem you wish to address, you 
may begin negotiations with administrators.  Such negotiations will likely involve 
scheduling private meetings in order to exchange ideas, resolve differences, and 
develop relationships.    
 
Voices members often engage in this type of advocacy.  For example, Maine Children’s 
Alliance developed an ombudsman program in order to receive calls and monitor child 
welfare services in Maine to make sure caseworkers were doing everything possible to 
help children.   
 
Advocacy with Federal Agencies 
While most state advocacy organizations deal with state agencies, you may also find it 
necessary to engage in administrative advocacy with federal agencies.  In programs 
that are established under federal law, such as the Food Stamp program, or state or 
local child welfare programs receiving federal foster care reimbursement, federal 
agencies are responsible both for issuing regulations and for administering the program.  
This offers state- and locally-based child advocates an advocacy route that often goes 
unused: working with the federal agency to resolve a problem in your state.   
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If a state is running a federally funded program in a way that violates federal law, or if it 
seems to be misinterpreting the law, you can contact the federal agency to request that 
it investigate the practices or policies of the state and clarify the matter.  If you cannot 
obtain data from the state, it may be possible to obtain it from the federal agency.  Also, 
when the state is submitting a plan for operating the program, it usually is required to 
first provide an opportunity for public comment, and then submit those comments with 
the plan.  These comments are considered in the decision whether to approve the plan.  
If the state is seeking a waiver of federal law, the federal agency will consider whether 
advocates and community members support or oppose the waiver.   
 
While federal agencies are often reluctant to impose fiscal penalties, states are equally 
reluctant to incur them, so even mild letters of inquiry from federal officials, or simple 
phone conversations, can dramatically alter state policymakers’ positions or encourage 
them to pay attention to problems previously ignored. 
 
In order to take full advantage of this advocacy avenue, it is important for you to 
understand what the federal law requires, what it allows, which agency is responsible 
for enforcing the law and what the penalties are.  It is also a good idea to know what 
data the state must report to the federal agency, and to identify the regional office 
responsible for regulating the state.  Some agency regional offices maintain mailing lists 
of advocates and community members; you may want to ask to be included, so that you 
can participate in conference calls and meetings hosted by the office.   
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Chapter 8: Legal Advocacy 

 
 
Legal advocacy can be a valuable tool for child advocates in certain contexts.28  A law 
suit can allow advocates to win victories for unpopular causes that will not succeed in 
the political arena.  When children are being harmed, a court’s preliminary injunction 
order may be the quickest way to protect them, even in cases where the long-term 
solution must be found through other avenues.  The process of litigation may allow you 
to gather important facts that you could not access in other ways, and use them to draw 
attention to the problem or to craft a remedy.  Litigation may draw media attention to a 
problem, or force a legislature to allocate increased funding.   
 
Since policymakers do not like to be sued, even the possibility of litigation can 
strengthen your efforts.  Washington Children’s Alliance was able change their state’s 
welfare program by making the problems public and therefore putting more pressure on 
the Governor to make a change.  Sometimes, negotiations with a state agency are 
much more effective if a lawyer is on the team, and the agency knows that you are 
willing to go to court.  An organization that has sued in the past may get more attention 
and carry more credibility when it raises other issues. 
 
In some situations, you may also want to participate in a lawsuit brought to the table by 
others.  If a case affects children, you may want to ask the court to allow you to 
intervene as a party or to file an amicus curiae (Latin for “friend of the court”) brief.  Both 
of these options will allow you to speak up for children in a law suit where neither of the 
primary parties to the suit are doing so.   
 
Child advocates may also want to consider some forms of quasi-litigation — for 
example, filing complaints with investigative agencies, such as public utility 
commissions.  They may also want to file Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests 
to get access to government records — and may need to sue to get compliance with 
those requests. 
 
You or someone in your organization should have a working knowledge of the different 
types of legal remedies/strategies for legal advocacy (e.g., class action lawsuits, 
individual lawsuits, seeking a declaratory judgment, seeking a writ of mandamus, using 
the threat of litigation) before proceeding to actual litigation and/or filing amicus briefs in 
suits filed by others.  This will help you to undertake a preliminary determination or 
consideration of whether a legal remedy is advisable or possible. 
                                                 
28 This section draws upon discussions among Voices member Executives and on comments provided by David 
Richart of former Voices member National Institute on Children Youth and Families. 

Legal Advocacy: The act of bringing a case or otherwise advocating 
before a court or adjudicative agency to achieve improved outcomes 

for children, youth and/or families. 
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Child advocacy organizations rightly deliberate long and hard before bringing about a 
law suit.  Litigation can be expensive, time-consuming, and risky, and it can create an 
adversarial atmosphere that may damage your relationship with policymakers.  
However, in some situations, it may be the best or the only route to meeting children’s 
needs. 

 
Some of the factors to consider when deciding whether to sue include: 

 
• What kind of remedy are you seeking?   

Is it something that the court has the power to order?  Or would you be 
able to use the pressure the lawsuit creates to significantly increase your 
negotiating power with the other side?  If so, will they agree to have it “so 
ordered” by the judge, thus giving it the force of a court decision and 
giving you the right to return to court on a contempt hearing if they fail to 
comply? 
 

• If you win, will your victory be implemented?   
If you are seeking a change in policy—perhaps a decision that changes 
the eligibility standard for certain benefits—or trying to prevent a change in 
policy, then it will be relatively easy to ensure that the state complies.  
However, if you are seeking administrative changes—such as quicker 
action by the agency on particular kinds of cases, or better training of 
caseworkers—then you will need to monitor their performance.  It can be 
expensive, time-consuming and difficult to prove failure to comply in these 
“agency practice” cases; also, judges are more reluctant to find an agency 
in contempt of court or order specific solutions in such cases. 
 

• If you win, can your victory be reversed by the Governor or 
legislature?   
If you are suing based on the federal or a state constitution, then a win is 
likely to remain in effect.  A victory based on the interpretation of 
legislation may be more likely to be reversed, particularly if it is politically 
unpopular or expensive, by the current or subsequent legislature, while a 
decision based on regulations can be reversed by the Governor or 
administration.  However, even a temporary victory may be valuable if it 
protects enough children, or it may create enough popular support for your 
position that it is unlikely to be reversed. 
 

• How difficult will it be to bring your lawsuit?  How expensive and 
how time-consuming?  
Generally speaking, cases that challenge policies are quicker, cheaper 
and easier than cases that challenge program practice and 
implementation.   
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• Will your lawsuit strengthen the hand of reformers within the 
government, or meet with significant resistance?  
Sometimes staff within the agency may welcome your lawsuit because the 
litigation gives the administration the political force it needs to persuade 
the legislature to increase the program budget or make an unpopular 
political decision.  In these cases, there will be a change maker within the 
institution who will take on the role of ensuring compliance.  Litigation can 
also force government agencies (or different government bodies, such as 
states and counties) to work together to set up a solution that, absent 
litigation, no one had any interest in undertaking.  On the other hand, if the 
administration really opposes what you are seeking, it may be able to 
undermine a victory in many subtle and not so subtle ways. 
 

• Will your victory increase funding for children, or just take money 
from one program to fund another?   
This can be very hard to predict but is an important factor that needs to be 
considered.  
 

• What are your chances of winning?   
You will need to consult with an experienced public interest attorney to 
determine this.  Factors include not only what federal and state 
constitution, law, and regulation says, but also whether your agency has 
standing to bring the case, whether you are likely to get a sympathetic 
judge, whether you have the resources and the proof necessary to win, 
and whether you have sympathetic plaintiffs.  
 

• What is the risk if you lose?   
Will you set a bad precedent that will hurt children down the road?  Will 
you have jeopardized your organization’s fiscal health, political agenda 
and/or reputation?  Will you have used up valuable staff resources that 
could have been better spent in other advocacy pursuits?   
 

• Even if you lose, will the litigation assist you in seeking a solution in 
other venues?  
Will the information you can garner, the public attention you receive, or the 
potential involvement of federal oversight agencies, help move forward 
your agenda?  Remember, as with any advocacy effort, legal advocacy 
may be most effective when used in conjunction with other advocacy 
strategies.  

 
If you decide that litigation is a worthwhile avenue, you will need to find competent 
counsel.  To do this, you must understand the types of cases different attorneys take on 
as well as the availability of resources and the range of possible attorney fees.  The five 
main resources that may help you in your search for an attorney are: 
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• Legal Services.  A legal services program for the poor is one possibility.  
However, curtailment of federal funding as well as restrictions imposed by 
Congress limiting the ability of legal services attorneys to bring class 
actions may cause problems for you.  If you wish to challenge a practice, 
or a policy as it has been applied, you may need to bring a class action 
lawsuit, which federally-funded legal services programs may not be able to 
pursue.   

 
• Law School Clinics.  Law schools often host clinics run by students 

(supervised by faculty) who take cases of clients who cannot afford 
attorneys.  While these clinics primarily accept cases from individual 
clients, they are often willing to take on test litigation or represent 
organizations. 

 
• Public Interest Clearinghouse.  Your state may have something similar 

to California’s Public Interest Clearinghouse, which serves as a center for 
coordination for various public interest law and legal services 
organizations.  California’s Public Interest Clearinghouse created Legal 
Aid/Net, which is a national computer network for individuals involved in 
legal services and public interest law.  Another important activity of the 
Clearinghouse is the publication of directories of public interest 
organizations and private nonprofit law firms that engage in public interest 
and pro bono litigation. 

 
• Public Interest Litigators.  In some states, there are public interest law 

firms (both for-profits and not-for-profits) that might bring litigation on your 
behalf.  In addition, some public interest organizations that address 
specific issues employ attorneys and can be willing to accept test 
litigation.  

 
• Local Bar Associations.  Local bar associations are private trade 

associations of attorneys which are not affiliated with the government.  
They often provide lawyer referral services and directories of attorneys 
who specialize in various areas.  Many private lawyers are willing to 
accept cases on a pro bono publico (for the public good) basis, so as the 
client, all your organization would have to pay would be litigation costs. 
(Keep in mind that these can still be substantial.) 

 
It is also important for you to consider how your attorney’s fees will be covered.  It will 
be easier to find an attorney if you invoke a statute that covers attorneys’ fees.  While 
there are a number of different types of “costs” incurred during litigation, especially for 
the losing side, most significant are the attorneys’ fees, which could be hundreds of 
thousands of dollars if the case reaches the appellate courts.  There are some statutes 
that award attorneys’ fees if the plaintiff wins, especially in a case that enforces a 
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statute that aids the public against a large organization or group.  Such statutes include 
federal and state antitrust laws and civil rights actions. 
 
Throughout the litigation process, you must keep in mind what your attorney’s 
obligations are.  Your attorney cannot drop your case solely because he/she thinks that 
the outcome may be unfavorable or that the judge is hostile, or because it is costing a 
great deal of money.  The only legitimate reasons for which your attorney may abandon 
your case are: if there is a conflict of interest, if the client’s interests would be better 
served if the attorney left, if the client plans to lie or break the law, or if the attorney is 
disabled.  Make sure you are aware of your rights and of the duties of your attorney any 
time you embark on the litigation process. 

 
You should also be aware of your organization’s obligations.  If you bring a class action, 
and the court “certifies the class” (allows you to represent the class) you will have 
certain legal obligations to represent the class fairly. 
 
Above all, remember that a comprehensive understanding of the underlying legal 
framework of your organization’s priority issues and the systems that address them 
allow you to identify when and how legal advocacy might be an option, and when it 
makes sense to seek counsel to explore that option.  
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Chapter 9: Program Monitoring 

 
 
Once legislation is passed, it must be implemented by the responsible government 
agency.  Monitoring and evaluating the agency’s implementation of a program allows 
advocates to assess the extent to which goals are being met and to influence policies 
and programming.  Monitoring program implementation is an important task of child 
advocates across all policy areas. Areas to assess include whether the program is 
reaching its target population, whether the appropriate services are being delivered, and 
whether the program activities are in compliance with any legal or regulatory 
requirements.   
 
Program monitoring is done throughout a project and is useful as an efficient and 
effective tool for pinpointing specific problem areas and responding quickly with 
evidence to address further policy and program changes.  Staying accountable by using 
program monitoring is important in making sure a law passed for children continues to 
be efficient and successful and helps to stay on path toward its goals. 
 
Voices member, the Wisconsin Council on Children and Families (WCCF) began 
monitoring Wisconsin’s welfare reform policy because WCCF knew it could not wait 
several years for the results of many large-scale studies to examine Wisconsin’s 
maverick policy.  Monitoring allowed WCCF to pinpoint problems in the welfare policy 
relatively quickly which enabled it to seek needed policy changes.  Often, program 
monitoring can identify program features which 
need to be changed or modified.  For example, 
monitoring might identify that computers have 
not been reprogrammed to implement the policy 
changes, or that no efforts have been made to 
inform the families of their rights, responsibilities 
and opportunities.  This enables an organization 
to deal with these problems right away. 
 
Program monitoring can be especially effective 
in cases where policymakers would benefit from 
having information linking the effects of a 
particular policy or program to those who are 
directly impacted by it.  For example, providing 
feedback from welfare recipients about the 
strengths or weaknesses of particular benefits 
programs could be helpful in assessing specific 
aspects of welfare reform.  Program monitoring 

Program Monitoring: An external process that is designed to determine whether an 
established program is being properly implemented by the responsible party. 

Program monitoring serves 
advocates by: 

 Pinpointing specific 
implementation problem 
areas 

 Providing evidence 
advocates can use to 
promote fast policy and 
program changes. 

 Assessing whether adequate 
resources have been 
dedicated to a program. 

 Communicating with policy 
leaders and attracting media 
attention 

 Exposing ineffective or even 
harmful programs. 
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provides the opportunity for advocates to:  
• shed light on specific aspects of a policy problem;  
• illustrate the need for policy changes through real examples;  
• include people in the policy process who are not typically part of the 

process. 
 

Monitoring program implementation is a useful advocacy tool for communicating with 
policy leaders and for getting media attention for a particular program.  Political leaders 
and policymakers want to know if the programs they authorize and implement are 
successful, but they may be content to do so using data that addresses program 
outcomes.  However, there may be important effects on children and families during 
their participation in a program that do not show up in the final program outcome.  
Because such detailed, process-oriented analysis often does not directly benefit 
policymakers, and because they don’t have the time or resources to track all of the 
programs they establish, it is your job to provide them with information about how the 
program affects people.  In order to see progress for children, you must engage in 
monitoring program implementation.  A lack of monitoring may lead to ineffective, or 
even harmful programs; and effective programs falling by the wayside.   
 
Planning your monitoring project – Program monitoring can be conducted through 
review of administrative data, study of administrative procedures, surveys, interviews, 
telephone hotlines, or focus groups.  Each of these methods provides direct feedback 
about impacts of a program or an aspect of a program.  It can be helpful to document 
the perspective and experiences of people in the system receiving services, or the 
caseworker perspective on problems in the system.  For example, Kentucky Youth 
Advocates organized a toll-free hotline to solicit stories on the effectiveness of child 
protective services in Kentucky.  KYA collected powerful stories to document how the 
child protective services system was not effectively meeting the needs of Kentucky’s 
children.  Often, program monitoring will result in identifying unintended consequences 
of the program.  In this way, an advocacy organization can determine which families 
may need more assistance, and more broadly, which policies and programs need to be 
reformed.  
 
Assessing resources – It is always a good idea to collaborate with others in order to 
increase your resources, connections, information base, and skills.  Working in 
conjunction with others may afford you access to people affected by the program.  It 
may also allow you to distribute your final result more quickly and to a larger audience.  
Coalition partners you should consider include: foundations that can issue grants, 
grassroots organizations that have connections to the target population, colleges and 
universities that have technical information and support, national advocacy 
organizations (e.g., Voices) that have sample materials and can provide technical 
assistance, and service providers that can provide ideas for topics and questions as 
well as facilitate data collection.  For more information on coalitions refer to Chapter 3: 
Working in Advocacy Coalitions. 
 



 67

Reporting your results- In reporting results, it is important to consider:   
 

• Who is your target audience?  This will likely consist of government 
officials and others who help to dictate public opinion (e.g., business 
executives), as well as the media and possibly service providers and 
community and faith-based groups.   
 

• What do they want/need to know?  That is, what is your message?  
Your message should be ten words or less, remain compatible with the 
principles and mission statement of your organization, and connect your 
research results with the consequences for children.  (See Chapter 2 on 
Strategic Communications for more information on message framing.) 
Also, use your findings to devise some talking points that will help you 
maintain consistency as you present your message to the media and the 
public.  You may wish to test your message on a focus group drawn from 
your target audience so that you can refine it (if necessary) and better 
predict questions or objections that may arise. 
 

• How can you present your results to the media and to your target 
audience so that they can use it effectively to benefit children?  You 
may hold press conferences and media briefings as well as meetings with 
editorial boards, which will allow you to discuss your results in more depth.  
It is a good idea to issue both a long report, which will enhance your 
credibility and serve as a reference, as well as shorter reports, summaries, 
and fact sheets that will be easier for the media and policymakers to use.  
You may hand out your reports in public places and locations that families 
visit as well as encourage coalition partners to distribute the reports to 
their contacts. The families who are affected by the programs in question 
are often particularly eager to learn about the broad-scale consequences 
of the program; they may also be interested in speaking out to help 
exemplify some of your findings. Other avenues you may wish to follow 
include choosing spokespersons (often from the population you studied) 
and creating speakers’ bureaus to communicate with community groups. 
(For more information on working with the media, see Chapter 2, Strategic 
Communications.) 

 
Once you have gone through the program monitoring process and called for 
improvements, it is important to repeat the process.  By continuing to monitor a 
program, you are able to ensure that the changes made are beneficial to the program 
and also make sure that no new problems arise.  Establishing a monitoring cycle will 
provide continuous checks on the government agencies which are implementing the 
programs to make sure that they will continue to benefit children. 
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Chapter 10: Evaluation of an Organization 

 
It is important for any organization to regularly and systematically undertake a process 
of assessment that is guided by clearly defined goals and measurable objectives, based 
on both qualitative and quantitative information.  Evaluation is particularly important for 
child advocacy organizations, which generally secure most of their limited funding from 
foundations.  You must be able to document the effectiveness of your work in order to 
compete for limited funding opportunities.  Funders want to know that your 
organization’s work is improving the lives of children.  Assessment and evaluation 
results can be used to demonstrate that their funding and the work of your organization 
are making a difference, and to justify continued or increased funding in the future.    
 
Evaluation is a process that allows organizations to assess their work and to improve 
the design, the administration, the implementation, and the overall effectiveness of a 
particular initiative.  Organizations should evaluate their work not only to demonstrate 
whether the initiative was successful or worthwhile, but to improve the way it works in 
the future and ensure successful replication of effective initiatives.   
 
However, evaluating the work of advocacy organizations can often be fraught with 
difficulties.  It can take years of building coalitions, educating the public, forging 
connections with policymakers and other advocacy efforts to lay the ground for policy 
change.  Therefore, it is often difficult to present funders with an assessment of an 
organization’s progress, especially given the short-term nature of many grants.  In 
addition, when you work in coalition with other organizations and have to acknowledge 
the work and roles of all members, as child advocates often do, it is often difficult to 
demonstrate how your specific role was crucial to the work of the group as a whole.  An 
evaluation process can actually help reduce the inherent tension that often exists 
between your need to work in coalitions, and your efforts to document your critical role 
in achieving change.  
 
The first step to a successful evaluation process is to establish clear expectations, roles, 
and visions from the beginning.  The more specific the goals and processes are from 
the beginning the easier it will be to know what you need to evaluate. 
 
 
 
 
 

Organizational Evaluation: Internal review of an advocacy organization’s 
work that is intended to find out whether the organization did what it 

planned and accomplished what was expected. 
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When setting up your evaluation process it is important to plan it well so that it is 
beneficial for your organization.  Key things to consider include:29 
 

• Use an outside facilitator if possible.  This will help to give you the most 
objective evaluation of your organization. 

• Get input from the people who are supposed to be benefiting from your 
work.  They will be able to give you feedback as to whether your work is 
actually having an affect on their lives. 

• Make sure that you have all the resources and time you need to complete 
the evaluation.  This includes the time to do the evaluation and also a time 
to go over the results with your organization. 

• Set a timeframe for making changes that are needed based on your 
findings.  This could be good when presenting to possible funders, 
especially if they see you evaluated your organization and then took steps 
to make sure improvements were made. 

 
There are three important things to consider when doing your evaluation: purpose, 
audience and the tasks performed.30  By establishing a purpose you focus on what 
exactly your organization tries to accomplish.  It helps to have specific and established 
goals for your organization.  This makes it easier to stay on target throughout your 
organization’s programs and other work. 
 
The audience to whom you are presenting your findings is very important during the 
evaluation process as well.  What you may present to a potential funder can often be 
very different from the evaluation you go over with the staff of the organization.  When 
you are presenting to a funder you want to show the great advances your organization 
has made for children so that the funder will see that your organization is worthy of 
receiving money.  When evaluating within your organization, however, it is more likely 
you will highlight the things that need improvement so that your organization can 
improve in the future. 
 
The tasks performed are what programs and activities you did in order to reach your 
organization’s goals and purposes.  This is helpful in looking at what activities were 
productive and what can be done away with. 
 

                                                 
29 "Evaluations: the Art of Organizational Self-Examination." Community Change Agents Project. 8 Nov. 2006 
http://www.communitychange.org/resources/orgdevtools/downloads/evals.pdf . 
30 "Goals, Objectives, Assessment, Evaluation: Which One and Why?" NP Action. 2005. NP Action. 8 Nov. 2006 
http://www.npaction.org/article/articleview/222 . 
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In order to evaluate your work, tools such as survey instruments, focus groups, 
individual interviews, and/or community forums can be helpful.  You may also conduct 
evaluations in-house or hire an outside consultant.  The Children’s Alliance in 
Washington conducted an in-house evaluation of the effectiveness of its Children’s 
Action Alerts via a survey to its membership.  The survey was distributed to each 
member in the same way the Children’s Alliance distributed the alert – via fax or e-mail.  
The survey results gave the Children’s Alliance useful feedback on what type of 
information members want in the alert, such as information on the local impact of state 
legislation, and what motivates members to take action, which they planned to 
incorporate into the field organizing work plan.   

 
There are many different approaches and methods of evaluation that advocates can 
use to measure the outputs and outcomes of their work but whatever evaluation 
process you use, it is important to remember to include interim program monitoring in 
your evaluation design.  Many initiatives will have unsuccessful outcomes but this does 
not necessarily imply that the advocacy effort is futile.  Often, a negative evaluation is 
the result of poor implementation rather than of design.  Monitoring can help resolve 
implementation obstacles early on and help to ensure that the initiative is off to the right 
start.  It can also help you to identify which strategies work best as you go, allowing you 
to use the resources that you have most efficiently.  Ongoing project assessment can 

The Logic Model 
The first step of project evaluation can be done even before the program starts.  At 
the outset, it is a good idea to create a logic model, which is like a map of your 
program.  It indicates important aspects of the program, such as goals, necessary 
resources needed, activities, and desired outcomes.  This model may be drawn like a 
flow chart, with the goal of the program written at the top.  Below the stated goal, the 
first column consists of inputs, or the resources needed for your program.  Next is the 
activities column, identifying specific endeavors involved in the planning, 
implementation, and monitoring of the program.  The third column is for detailing 
outputs, which are the products of the activities, such as the number of Public 
Service Announcements developed, alerts issued, or newsletters distributed.  Finally, 
list the immediate and long-term desired outcomes of the program.  The logic model 
may be drawn differently if you choose, but should include these major elements.  
Creating a logic model allows you to document stakeholders’ assumed connections 
between the program’s goals, activities, and outcomes.  If stakeholders disagree 
about the issue or problem the program attempts to address, creating a logic model 
gives each one a chance to provide input and also allows discrepancies to be viewed 
and resolved openly.  The model will also give you a basis when planning your 
evaluation because staff and stakeholders have to decide which aspect of the 
program (or column of the model) warrants the focus of the evaluation.  Additionally, 
when you are analyzing and interpreting the data from your evaluation, the logic 
model can provide a means of determining where changes or adjustments are 
needed. 
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also help you identify and correct problems as they arise.  While this task may seem 
challenging and time-consuming, it is actually easier than waiting until the end of the 
program to start data collection and assessment and will likely save you time, and 
resources, in the long-run.  
 
Some suggestions that can help you evaluate your project on an ongoing basis include:  

• planning your program with specific outcomes in mind,  
• continually collecting data that will help you assess the program’s 

effectiveness, and  
• including evaluation activities in the actual structure of the program.   

For example, when Pennsylvania Citizens for Children and Youth developed an 
SCHIP/Medicaid outreach and enrollment strategy, they collected data from early on in 
the process.  This enabled them to learn whether their efforts were working early on, 
and even to make mid-course corrections where necessary. 
 
Overall, evaluation is crucial to your work as a child advocate.  Implementing programs 
with no means to assess them could lead to inefficient programs that eat up valuable 
time and resources.  Evaluation gives you a way to correct problems as they arise, and 
allows you to provide concrete data for funders regarding the effectiveness of your 
programs.  Most importantly, evaluation of your work lets you know when what you are 
doing is actually making a difference for children. 
 
 



 72

Additional Resources 
 
 
Foreword: The Challenge of Child Advocacy 
 

• Effective Advocacy With City Hall and County Government. Coleman Advocates 
for Children and Youth. Contact VOICES for a copy. 202-289-0777 

 
Chapter 1:  Setting an Advocacy Agenda 
 

• Fairness Is A Kid’s Game, Children, Public Policy, and Child Advocacy in the 
States, by David Richart and Stephen Bing, April, 1989.  (502) 451-2929 or 
email: david@millerconsultants.com.   ($17.50) 

 
• From Sand Boxes to Ballot Boxes, by Margaret Brodkin and Coleman Advocates 

for Children and Youth, 1994. (415) 239-0161. ($10) 
 

• Identifying How Issues Are Addressed:  A Tapestry of Choices for the Local 
Advocate; 2001; Yanoff, Shelly, Philadelphia Citizens Committee for Children & 
Youth, Philadelphia, PA, www.pccy.org  

 
Chapter 2:  Strategic Communications 

 
• Effective Language for Communicating Children’s Issues, Susan Bales, Coalition 

for America’s Children with the Benton Foundation, May 2000.   
 

• The Jossey-Bass Guide to Strategic Communications For Nonprofits:  A Step-by-
Step Guide to Working with the Media to Generate Publicity, Enhance Fun, by 
Kathy Bonk, Henry Griggs, and Emily Tynes, The Communications Consortium 
Media Center, 1999.  Order from http://www.amazon.com.  ($30)  

 
• The Frameworks Institute website – www.frameworksinstitute.org  

 
• Building Your Knowledge: Focus Group Responses to Media Messages About 

Children VOICES Members Only Forum www.voices.org  
 
Chapter 3:  Working in Advocacy Coalitions  
 

• Building Coalitions Fact Sheet, by the Ohio State University College of Food, 
Agriculture, and Environmental Sciences. Downloadable online at 
http://ohioline.osu.edu/bc-fact.  
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Chapter 4:  Community Engagement 
 

• So You Want to Make a Difference: Advocacy is the Key, by Nancy Amidei, 
published by OMB Watch, 1724 Connecticut Avenue, NW, Washington, D.C. 
20009 (202) 234-8494. Fax or e-mail request. Fax-202-234-8584, 
westernb@ombwatch.org. Cost-$7 per copy, $5 each for over 10 copies. 

 
• Co/Motion: A Guide to Youth-Led Social Change, Chapter 2:  Power and 

Change; 1998; Alliance for Justice, Washington, DC, www.afj.org 
 

• Building Bridges: Linking Child Advocacy and Community Organizing Strategies 
to Improve Children’s Interests, David Richart. The National Institute on Children, 
Youth & Families, Inc. 502-451-2929. 

 
• Nurturing Children, Caregivers, and Working Families: A Policy and Organizing 

Primer. Coleman Advocates for Children and Youth. Copies available at 
VOICES. 202-289-0777. 

 
• San Francisco Campaign For Kids Advocacy Guide: Turning Up the Heat in San 

Francisco for Happy, Healthy Kids. Coleman Advocates for Children and Youth. 
Copies available at VOICES. 202-289-0777. 

 
Chapter 5:  Legislative Advocacy 
 

• Budget Advocacy Resource Guides, Volumes 1-5, National Association of Child 
Advocates, 2000.  (A copy was sent to each VOICES member.) 

 
• Stretched Thin: The Effect on Children’s Service in San Francisco. March 2002. 

www.colemanadvocates.org     
 

• Budget Advocacy at the Local Level: Helpful Hints from Shelly and Margaret; 
2001; Yanoff, Shelly & Brodkin, Margaret, Voices for America’s Children, 
Washington, DC, www.voices.org  

 
• Economic Downturn and the San Francisco 2002-2003 Budget; Priorities, 

Principles and Questions. April 2002. www.colemanadvocates.org 
 

Chapter 6: Electoral Advocacy 
 

• Being A Player, A Guide to the IRS Lobbying Regulations for Advocacy Charities, 
by Gail Harom, Jessica Ladd, and Eleanor Evans, Alliance for Justice, 1995 
(202) 822-6070. 

 
• Charity Lobbying in the Public Interest. Available online at http://www.clpi.org.  
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• E-Advocacy for Nonprofits:  The Law of Lobbying and Election-Related Activity 

on the Net, Elizabeth Kingsley, Gail Harmon, John Pomeranz and Kay Guinane, 
Alliance for Justice, 2000.   

 
• Electoral Advocacy Tool Kit, Voices for America’s Children, 2002.  Each VOICES 

Member was sent a copy but please call  
           VOICES for additional copies 202-289-0777. 
 

• Foundations and Ballot Measures: A Legal Guide, Thomas R. Asher. The 
Alliance For Justice, 1998.  

 
• Do’s and Don’t for 501(c)(3) During an Election Season: Federal Tax Law 

Governing 501(c)(3) Public Charities’ Activities During a Political Campaign, 
1999. www.clpi.org    

  
• Local Elections:  A Not-to-be-Missed Opportunity for Child Advocates; Brodkin, 

Margaret, Coleman Advocates for Children & Youth, San Francisco, CA, 
www.colemanadvocates.org  

 
• Connecting Non-Partisan Politics to Children’s Issues: The Florida Model 

VOICES Management Brief 
 

Chapter 7: Administrative Advocacy 
 

• A  Citizen’s Guide On Using The Freedom Of Information Act And The Privacy 
Act Of 1974 To Request Government Records, Committee on Government 
Operations, Government Printing Office, 1999.  (202) 512-0000. 
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/index.html    

 
 
Chapter 10: Evaluation of your Organization’s Work 
 
The Program Manager’s Guide to Evaluation, by the Administration on Children, Youth, 
and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.  
 
Also: 
 

• Advocacy Institute www.advocacy.org 
• NP Action www.npaction.org 
• Public Interest Clearinghouse www.pic.org 

 
For other resources check out our members websites listed at the end of the Primer
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Voices’ Mission and Services 
 
 
Our Vision 
 
Voices for America’s Children works to create a society in which children∗ are a priority 
and all children are valued, respected, and able to achieve their full potential. 
 
Our Mission 
 
The mission of Voices for America’s Children is to improve the lives of children in the 
United States by advocating for effective public policies.  Voices works on behalf of all 
children, but is particularly concerned about those who are most vulnerable and in need 
of the greatest support. 
 
Voices accomplishes this mission by: 
 
Promoting effective public policy at the federal level by: 

• Raising the visibility of the best interests of children; 
• Engaging in partnerships; 
• Employing members’ experiences with state policy to advise federal policy goals 

and Voices’ strategy; 
• Mobilizing members to participate in federal policy advocacy; and 
• Supporting effective implementation of federal policies and effective utilization of 

federal resources at the state and local level. 
 
Strengthening Voices members by: 

• Facilitating connections and networking among member organizations; and 
• Providing training, information, and technical assistance to members 

 
Core Values 
 
Voices believes that all children should have: 

• quality health care; 
• quality educational opportunities throughout their childhoods; 
• protection from all forms of abuse, neglect, exploitation and violence; 
• a nurturing family in a supportive community committed to children’s 

development to their maximum potential;  
• economic security and freedom from poverty; and  
• equal opportunities and freedom from racial disparities. 

 
 

                                                 
∗ Voices recognizes “child” to include ages 0 to 21 years. 
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Voices has member organizations in nearly every state and a growing number of cities 
and communities.  It serves as the forum where professional child advocates nationwide 
convene to share ideas, exchange information, formulate joint efforts, and coordinate 
strategies.   To support its member organizations, Voices provides a range of services, 
including timely information on critical issues affecting children and families, national 
conferences and regional training opportunities that enable child advocates to gain 
knowledge and augment skills, and individualized technical assistance that is tailored to 
the needs of state and local child advocacy organizations.   
 
 
Examples of some of the services Voices provides are: 
 
• Voices Update:  This bi-weekly report, delivered electronically, includes updates 

on child health, early care and education, child welfare, technology, 
communications, and fund development.  Staff at Voices members who wish to 
receive the Voices Update should email Nick Geisinger at 
geisinger@childadvocacy.org or sign up on our website at www.voices.org. 

 
• Speaking Out: Voices sends out a regular electronic update on legislative 

activities to keep child advocates in the know on what’s happening at the federal 
level.  

 
• Members Only Forum:  Voices’ Members Only Forum, a private, password-

protected area on the Voices website, www.voices.org, is available to all 
members.  To get a username and password, send an e-mail to 
geisinger@voices.org or use the link on Voices’ website. 

 
• Listservs: Voices hosts a listserv for member Executive Directors to share 

information and exchange ideas.  Voices also offers listservs in a variety of 
subject areas which provide both timely alerts and the opportunity to 
communicate with your colleagues nationwide.  You may join list serves in any of 
the following areas – Voices member Executives, Budget Advocacy, Child 
Health, Child Welfare, Communications, Early Care and Education, Electoral 
Advocacy, Fundraising, Income Supports, Reauthorization, and Youth 
Development.   Please log into the members only section of the Voices web site 
at www.voices.org if you are interested. 

 
• Engaging Members in Federal Advocacy:  Voices provides information, tools, 

and technical assistance to support members that want to engage in advocacy 
on children’s issues at the federal level 

 
• Child Advocates Making a Difference:  This bi-monthly publication highlights 

outstanding Voices member successes in passing legislation, promoting program 
improvement, or other policy “wins” for children.  It is an excellent tool for learning 
about and replicating key policy and program successes.  It also can be useful in 
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explaining to funders just what it is that child advocates do, and why they should 
support your work.  Each month’s edition is sent to all members and the full 
series is available on the public section of the Voices web site. 

 
• A Great Idea:  This bi-monthly publication of "great ideas" and innovative 

strategies help child advocacy organizations learn from each other's successes 
and replicate effective strategies or approaches on topics including: fundraising, 
communications, use of technology, community mobilization, organizational 
development, and electoral advocacy.   The full series is available on the Voices 
web site. 

 
• Ongoing technical assistance:  Voices staffers provide ongoing technical 

assistance to members.  Please call or email us with questions you may have. 
 
• Conferences/Workshops:  Voices convenes a variety of issue-specific child 

advocacy meetings.  Meetings include: the Child Advocacy Leadership Institute 
and the Forum, as well as various issue- or strategy-specific conferences.  From 
time to time, Voices also holds meetings on both issue areas and advocacy 
skills.  Recent topics have included child welfare, children’s health, and strategic 
communications.. 
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Voices for America’s Children 
Staff List 

 
Dr. Valora Washington 
Interim President   
Ext. 211 
washington@voices.org 

 
Kevin Deliee 
Business Manager  
Ext. 216 
deliee@voices.org 

 
Natalie Eisenbarth  
Ext. 213 
Assistant to the President 
eisenbarth@voices.org 
 
Paula Felder 
Director, Development ext. 215 
felder@voices.org 
 
Dan Hooks 
Vice President for Finance and 
Administration 
Ext. 218 
hooks@voices.org 
  
Susan Kilbourne 
Vice President for Advocacy and 
Outreach 
Ext. 204 
kilbourne@voices.org 
 
David Laird 
Government Affairs Associate 
Ext. 212 
laird@voices.org 
 
Lisa Macey 
Director, Member Services 
Ext. 205 
macey@voices.org 

 
Elizabeth Meitner 
Vice President for Government 
Affairs and Policy 
Ext. 209 
meitner@voices.org 
 
Samantha Molden 
Administrative Assistant 
Ext. 200 
molden@voices.org 
 
Arohi Pathak 
Government Affairs Associate 
Ext. 220 
pathak@voices.org 
 
Carla Plaza 
Senior Government Affairs Associate 
Ext. 231 
plaza@voices.org 
 
Olga Zimonjic 
Communications Associate 
Ext. 206 
zimonjic@voices.org 



Member List 
 

With 59 members in nearly every state, as well as the District of Columbia and the U.S. Virgin Islands, Voices for America's  Children (Voices)  
is the only nationwide network of state and local child advocacy organizations.  Members of Voices are independent, nonprofit, multi-issue 
organizations dedicated to the well-being of children in their locations.  By gathering data and conducting research, educating the public and the 
media, working with elected officials, monitoring government programs, and offering creative solutions, ,Voices' members advocate for children 
across the country. 
 
 
 
VOICES for Alabama's Children * Children's Advocacy Institute * 
P.O. Box 4576   University of San Diego Law School  5998 
Montgomery, AL  36103 San Diego, CA  92110 
Linda  Tilly Robert  Fellmeth 
Executive Director Executive Director 
Ph: (334) 213-2410 (800) 444-5437 Ph: (619) 260-4806 
Fax: (334) 213-2413 Fax: (619) 260-4753 
Website: www.alavoices.org Website: www.caichildlaw.org 
E-Mail: vfac@alavoices.org E-Mail: childrensissues@sandiego.edu 

Arkansas Advocates for Children & Families * Coleman Advocates for Children & Youth * 
Union Station, Suite 306  1400 West Markham 459 Vienna Street   
Little Rock, AR  72201 San Francisco, CA  94112 
Richard  Huddleston NTanya  Lee 
Executive Director Executive Director 
Ph: (501) 371-9678 Ph: (415) 239-0161 
Fax: (501) 371-9681 Fax: (415) 239-0584 
Website: www.aradvocates.org Website: www.colemanadvocates.org 
E-Mail: aacf@aradvocates.org E-Mail: generalinfo@colemanadvocates.org 

Children's Action Alliance * Kids in Common * 
4001 North 3rd Street  Suite 160 1605 The Alameda   
Phoenix, AZ  85012 San Jose, CA  95126 
Carol  Kamin Dana  Bunnett 
President & CEO Co-Executive Director 
Ph: (602) 266-0707 Ph: (408) 882-0900 
Fax: (602) 263-8792 Fax: (408) 882-0909 
Website: www.azchildren.org Website: www.kidsincommon.org 
E-Mail: caa@azchildren.org E-Mail: info@kidsincommon.org 

Children Now ** Colorado Children's Campaign * 
1212 Broadway  5th Floor 1120 Lincoln Street  Suite 125 
Oakland, CA  94612 Denver, CO  80203 
Ted  Lempert Megan  Ferland 
President President 
Ph: (510) 763-2444 Ph: (303) 839-1580 
Fax: (510) 763-1974 Fax: (303) 839-1354 
Website: www.childrennow.org Website: www.coloradokids.org 
E-Mail: children@childrennow.org E-Mail: info@coloradokids.org 



  

Connecticut Voices for Children * Idaho Voices for Children Foundation,Inc.* 
33 Whitney Avenue   1471 Shoreline Drive  Suite 202 
New Haven, CT  06510 Boise, ID  83702 
Shelley  Geballe Douglas P. Fagerness 
Co-President Board President 
Ph: (203) 498-4240 Ph: (208) 292-1646 
Fax: (203) 498-4242 Fax: (208) 667-6757 
Website: www.ctkidslink.org Website: www.idahovoicesforchildren.org 
E-Mail: yalie4567@aol.com E-Mail: voices@idahovoicesforchildren.org 

DC Action for Children * Voices for Illinois Children * 
1616 P Street, NW  Suite 420 208 South LaSalle Street  Suite 1490 
Washington, DC  20036 Chicago, IL  60604-1103 
Angela  Jones Hackley Jerome  Stermer 
Executive Director President 
Ph: (202) 234-9404 Ph: (312) 456-0600 
Fax: (202) 234-9108 Fax: (312) 456-0088 
Website: www.dckids.org Website: www.voices4kids.org 
E-Mail: dcaction@dckids.org E-Mail: info@voices4kids.org 

KIDS COUNT in Delaware ** Children's Coalition of Indiana * 
298K Graham Hall  University of Delaware 1800 N. Meridian Street  Suite 402 
Newark, DE  19716-7350 Indianapolis, IN  46202 
Terry  Schooley Candes  Shelton 
Project Director Board President 
Ph: (302) 831-4966 Ph: (317) 496-6189 
Fax: (302) 831-4987 Fax: 
Website: www.dekidscount.org Website: 
E-Mail: terrys@udel.edu E-Mail: cshelton1@aol.com 

Children's Campaign, Inc. * Kansas Action for Children * 
P.O. Box 1718   720 SW Jackson  Suite 201 
Tallahassee, FL  32302 Topeka, KS  66603 
Roy W. Miller Gary  Brunk 
President/CEO Executive Director 
Ph: (850) 425-2600 Ph: (785) 232-0550 
Fax: (850) 425-2620 Fax: (785) 232-0699 
Website: www.iamforkids.org Website: www.kac.org 
E-Mail: campaign@iamforkids.org E-Mail: kac@kac.org 

Voices for Georgia's Children * Kentucky Youth Advocates * 
100 Edgewood Avenue, NE  Suite 550 11001 Bluegrass Parkway  Suite 100 
Atlanta, GA  30303 Jeffersontown, KY  40299 
Patricia  Willis Terry  Brooks 
Executive Director Executive Director 
Ph: (404) 521-0311 Ph: (502) 895-8167 (888) 825-5592 
Fax: (404) 521-0287 Fax: (502) 895-8225 
Website: www.georgiavoices.org Website: www.kyyouth.org 
E-Mail: info@georgiavoices.org E-Mail: info@kyyouth.org 

Child & Family Policy Center * Agenda for Children * 
218 Sixth Avenue  #1021 Fleming Building P.O. Box 51837   
Des Moines, IA  50309-4006 New Orleans, LA  70151 
Charles  Bruner Judith  Watts 
Executive Director President/CEO 
Ph: (515) 280-9027 Ph: (504) 586-8509 
Fax: (515) 244-8997 Fax: (504) 586-8522 
Website: www.cfpciowa.org Website: www.agendaforchildren.org 
E-Mail: info@cfpciowa.org E-Mail: information@agendaforchildren.org 
 
Massachusetts Citizens for Children * Partnership for Children * 



  

14 Beacon Street  Suite 706 4510 Belleview  Suite 200 
Boston, MA  02108 Kansas City, MO  64111 
Jetta  Bernier Janice S. Ellis 
Executive Director President 
Ph: (617) 742-8555 Ph: (816) 531-9200 
Fax: (617) 742-7808 Fax: (816) 531-8996 
Website: www.masskids.org Website: www.pfc.org 
E-Mail: mail@masskids.org E-Mail: infopfc@pfc.org 

Advocates for Children & Youth * Mississippi Forum on Children & Families* 
8 Market Place  5th Floor 737 North President   
Baltimore, MD  21202 Jackson, MS  39202 
Jann K. Jackson Jane  Boykin 
Executive Director President 
Ph: (410) 547-9200 Ph: (601) 355-4911 
Fax: (410) 547-8690 Fax: (601) 355-4813 
Website: www.acy.org Website: www.mfcf.org 
E-Mail: info@acy.org E-Mail: msforum@meta3.net 

Maine Children's Alliance * Action for Children North Carolina * 
303 State Street   1300 Saint Mary's Street  Suite 500 
Augusta, ME  04330 Raleigh, NC  27605-1276 
Elinor  Goldberg Barbara  Bradley 
President Executive Director 
Ph: (207) 623-1868 Ph: (919) 834-6623 
Fax: (207) 626-3302 Fax: (919) 829-7299 
Website: www.mekids.org Website: www.ncchild.org 
E-Mail: mainekids@mekids.org E-Mail: admin@ncchild.org 

Michigan's Children * North Dakota KIDS COUNT! ** 
428 West Lenawee   P.O. Box 5636, State Data Center IACC 
Lansing, MI  48933-2240 Fargo, ND  58202 
Sharon Claytor Peters Richard  Rathge 
President/CEO Executive Director 
Ph: (517) 485-3500 (800) 330 8674 Ph: (701) 231-7980 
Fax: (517) 485-3650 Fax: (701) 231-9730 
Website: www.michiganschildren.org Website: www.ndkidscount.org 
E-Mail: info@michiganschildren.org E-Mail: ndkidscount@yahoo.com 

Priority Children * Voices for Children in Nebraska * 
806 Tuuri Place   7521 Main Street  Suite 103 
Flint, MI  48503 Omaha, NE  68127 
Gail  Stimson Kathy Bigsby Moore 
Interim Executive Director Executive Director 
Ph: (810) 234-5007 Ph: (402) 597-3100 
Fax: (810) 234-5017 Fax: (402) 597-2705 
Website: www.prioritychildren.org Website: www.voicesforchildren.com 
E-Mail: kids@prioritychildren.org E-Mail: voices@voicesforchildren.com 

Citizens for Missouri's Children * Children's Alliance of New Hampshire * 
One Campbell Plaza  Suite 2A Two Greenwood Avenue   
St. Louis, MO  63139-1781 Concord, NH  03301 
M. Elizabeth Griffin Ellen J. Shemitz 
Executive Director President 
Ph: (314) 647-2003 (888) 287-5437 Ph: (603) 225-2264 
Fax: (314) 644-5437 Fax: (603) 225-8264 
Website: www.mokids.org Website: www.childrennh.org 
E-Mail: cmchild@mokids.org E-Mail: info@childrennh.org 
Association for Children of New Jersey * Oklahoma Institute for Child Advocacy * 
35 Halsey Street   420 NW 13th Street  Suite 101 
Newark, NJ  07102 Oklahoma City, OK  73103 



  

Cecilia  Zalkind Anne  Roberts 
Executive Director Executive Director 
Ph: (973) 643-3876 Ph: (405) 236-5437 
Fax: (973) 643-9153 Fax: (405) 236-5439 
Website: www.acnj.org Website: www.oica.org 
E-Mail: acnj@acnj.org E-Mail: info@oica.org 

New Mexico Voices for Children * Children First for Oregon * 
P.O. Box 26666   P.O. Box 14914   
Albuquerque, NM  87125-6666 Portland, OR  97293 
Bill  Jordan Robin  Christian 
Deputy Director Executive Director 
Ph: (505) 244-9505 (888) 671-5437 Ph: (503) 236-9754 
Fax: (505) 244-9509 Fax: (503) 236-3048 
Website: www.nmvoices.org Website: www.cffo.org 
E-Mail: nmvoices@nmvoices.org E-Mail: office@cffo.org 

Children's Advocacy Alliance ** Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children * 
2245 N. Green Valley Parkway  #432 20 North Market Square  Suite 300 
Henderson, NV  89014 Harrisburg, PA  17101-1632 
Gard  Jameson Joan L. Benso 
Board Chair President & CEO 
Ph: (702) 228-1869 Ph: (717) 236-5680 
Fax: Fax: (717) 236-7745 
Website: www.communitylink.reviewjournal.com Website: www.papartnerships.org 
E-Mail: gardj@attglobal.net E-Mail: info@papartnerships.org 

Citizens' Committee for Children of New York * Philadelphia Citizens for Children&Youth* 
105 East 22nd Street  7th Floor 7 Benjamin Franklin Parkway  6th Floor 
New York, NY  10010 Philadelphia, PA  19103 
Gail  Nayowith Shelly  Yanoff 
Executive Director Executive Director 
Ph: (212) 673-1800 Ph: (215) 563-5848 
Fax: (212) 979-5063 Fax: (215) 563-9442 
Website: www.cccnewyork.org Website: www.pccy.org 
E-Mail: info@cccnewyork.org E-Mail: info@pccy.org 

Westchester Children's Association * Rhode Island KIDS COUNT * 
175 Main Street  Suite 702 1 Union Station   
White Plains, NY  10601 Providence, RI  02903 
Cora  Greenberg Elizabeth Burke Bryant 
Executive Director Executive Director 
Ph: (914) 946-7676 Ph: (401) 351-9400 
Fax: (914) 946-7677 Fax: (401) 351-1758 
Website: www.wca4kids.org Website: www.rikidscount.org 
E-Mail: cgreenberg@wca4kids.org E-Mail: rikids@rikidscount.org 

Voices for Children of Greater Cleveland * Voices for South Carolina's Children * 
4019 Prospect Avenue   P.O. Box 11644   
Cleveland, OH  44103 Columbia, SC  29211 
Amy Nicholls Swanson Sue  Oliver 
Executive Director Executive Director 
Ph: (216) 881-7860 Ph: (803) 256-4670 
Fax: (216) 881-7863 Fax: (803) 256-8093 
Website: www.voicesforclevelandschildren.org Website: www.scchildren.org 
E-Mail: info@voicesforclevelandschildren.org E-Mail: info@scchildren.org  



  

South Dakota KIDS COUNT ** Voices for Children of San Antonio * 
University of South Dakota BRB  414 East Clark Street 210 Lewis Street   
Vermillion, SD  57069 San Antonio, TX  78212 
Carole  Cochran Charles A. Messina 
Project Director Executive Director 
Ph: (605) 677-5287 Ph: (210) 737-0742 
Fax: (605) 677-5427 Fax: (210) 226-9151 
Website: www.sdkidscount.org Website: www.voicesforchildrensa.org 
E-Mail: ccochran@usd.edu E-Mail: cmessina@voicessa.org 

South Dakota Voices for Children * Voices for Utah Children * 
P.O. Box 2246   747 E. South Temple  Suite 100 
Sioux Falls, SD  57101-2246 Salt Lake City, UT  84102 
Susan M. Randall Karen  Crompton 
Executive Director Executive Director 
Ph: (605) 367-9667 Ph: (801) 364-1182 
Fax: (605) 335-3836 Fax: (801) 364-1186 
Website: www.sdcchildren.org Website: www.utahchildren.org 
E-Mail: office@sdvoicesforchildren.org E-Mail: uchild@utahchildren.org 

Black Children's Institute of Tennessee * Voices for Virginia's Children * 
301 Starboard Court   701 East Franklin Street  Suite 807 
Nashville, TN  37217 Richmond, VA  23219 
Jaunita  Veasy Suzanne Clark Johnson 
Executive Director President 
Ph: (615) 366-5530 Ph: (804) 649-0184 
Fax: (615) 360-7843 Fax: (804) 649-0161 
Website: www.bcitn.org Website: www.vakids.org 
E-Mail: voicesfortnchildren@bcitn.org E-Mail: voices@vakids.org 

Tennessee Commission on Children & Youth ** Community Foundation Virgin Islands** 
710 James Robertson Parkway  9th Floor P.O. Box 11790   
Nashville, TN  37243-0800 St. Thomas, VI  00801-4790 
Linda  O'Neal Dee  Baecher-Brown 
Executive Director President 
Ph: (615) 741-2633 Ph: (340) 774-6031 
Fax: (615) 741-5956 Fax: (340) 774-3852 
Website: www.tennessee.gov/tccy/kc.html Website: www.cfvi.net 
E-Mail: pam.k.brown@state.tn.us E-Mail: dbrown@cfvi.net 

CHILDREN AT RISK * Vermont Children's Forum * 
2900 Weslayan  Suite 400 P.O. Box 261   
Houston, TX  77027 Montpelier, VT  05601 
Robert  Sanborn Carlen  Finn 
President & CEO Executive Director 
Ph: (713) 869-7740 Ph: (802) 229-6377 
Fax: (713) 869-3409 Fax: (802) 229-4929 
Website: www.childrenatrisk.org Website: www.childrensforum.org 
E-Mail: info@childrenatrisk.org E-Mail: vtkids@childrensforum.org 

Texans Care for Children * Children's Alliance * 
814 San Jacinto Boulevard  Suite 307 2017 E. Spruce Street   
Austin, TX  78701 Seattle, WA  98122 
Susan Hopkins Craven Paola  Maranan 
Executive Director Executive Director 
Ph: (512) 473-2274 Ph: (206) 324-0340 
Fax: (512) 473-2707 Fax: (206) 325-6291 
Website: www.texanscareforchildren.org Website: www.childrensalliance.org 
E-Mail: info@texanscareforchildren.org E-Mail: seattle@childrensalliance.org 
 
Wisconsin Council on Children & Families * 



  

16 North Carroll Street  Suite 600 
Madison, WI  53703 
Charity  Eleson 
Executive Director 
Ph: (608) 284-0580 
Fax: (608) 284-0583 
Website: www.wccf.org 
E-Mail: celeson@wccf.org 

West Virginia KIDS COUNT Fund * 
1031 Quarrier Street  Suite 313 
Charleston, WV  25301 
Margie  Hale 
Executive Director 
Ph: (304) 345-2101 
Fax: (304) 345-2102 
Website: www.wvkidscountfund.org 
E-Mail: staff@wvkidscountfund.org 

Wyoming Children's Action Alliance * 
3116 Old Faithful Road  Suite 100 
Cheyenne, WY  82001 
Deanna  Frey 
Executive Director 
Ph: (307) 635-2272 (800) 400-3999 
Fax: (307) 635-2306 
Website: www.wykids.com  
E-Mail: dfrey@wykids.org 
 
 

 
 

Voices for America’s Children 
 

1000 Vermont Ave NW, 7th Floor, Washington, DC 20005 
Phone:  202-289-0777 Fax:  202-289-0776 

Website: www.voices.org   
Email: Voices@voices.org   

 




