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About WORTH ’s Summer Organizing Institute 
 
Women On the Rise Telling HERStory 
(WORTH) is an advocacy group comprised of 
currently and formerly incarcerated women, 
who have the expertise and understanding to 
engage, navigate and challenge policy and 
perceptions concerning incarcerated women. 
Through a unique social change model 
grounded in the power of stories and truth 
telling, WORTH works to bring currently and 
formerly incarcerated women into the 
discourse of policy change, and to offer them 
opportunities to change the oppressive 
conditions that they have survived for 
generations.   
 
As a part of the Coalition for Women Prisoners, 
WORTH staff and members were central to the 
passing and signing into law of legislation to 
end the shackling of incarcerated women while 
in labor. Through this victory, WORTH members and staff gained a deeper sense of their own 
power to affect social change. Building on this coalition experience, WORTH staff and 
members are eager to enhance their organizing skills, so that they can initiate their own 
grassroots organizing projects born out of the power and pain of women’s lived experiences in 
a time of mass incarceration.  
 
Through conversation and mutual mentoring, WORTH staff and members identified several 
key concerns, including the trials of parental incarceration, the perpetual police harassment of 
their children through stop and frisk policies, and the steady diversion of funding away from 
community programming and towards criminal justice expansion. Without the leadership of 
currently and formerly incarcerated women, any movement seeking to address these persistent 
challenges will lack the nuance needed to affect lasting policy change.  
 
And yet WORTH also knows that there are tremendous barriers to women’s effective, 
collective action. Years of experience with the criminal justice system have left many women 
angry and often skeptical that real change is possible. Currently and formerly incarcerated 
women have first hand experience negotiating all but insurmountable power structures; they 
have frequently had to settle for less than they need, because the system refused to bend. For 
currently and formerly women to be involved in movements for social change, they have to 
build trust with the people they are working with and they have to enter into activism in a way 
that makes sense to them.   
 
WORTH was founded to support the women most impacted by the criminal justice system in 
overcoming their fears, frustrations and misgivings so that they can give voice to their truths 
for healing and justice. Through the Summer Organizing Institute, senior WORTH staff were 
able to partner with newer WORTH members, interns and community allies to build the skills 
and trust needed to fight for the world they want to live in. The Summer Organizing Institute 
trainings and practicums enabled WORTH to turn the problems that have already identified 
into community organizing campaigns with ground-up power analyses, communications 
strategies, and outreach materials.  Following the early-August concluding event, WORTH was 
poised to work with a cultivated base of new members and allies to push for lasting change on 
the issues that matter most in currently and formerly incarcerated women’s lives.   
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About Our Trainer 
 
For fifteen years, Laura McTighe has been directly engaged with 
people in our country’s prisons and jails and in the communities 
struggling to rebuild amidst perpetual dislocation. Her organizing 
practice is witness to the generation-honed model of black women’s 
organizing, which approaches social change and mutual aid as 
necessarily interdependent goals. At the local and national level, 
Laura has been able to use her extensive training in coalition 
building and leadership development to amplify formerly 
incarcerated people’s own visions for challenging the epidemic of 
mass incarceration. 
 
Leadership Development: In 2000, Laura convened a committee of 
Philadelphia-based formerly incarcerated leaders and their allies to 
develop TEACH Outside, a community organizing program 
supporting people with HIV through the difficult transition out of 
prison and building their leadership in movements to end the AIDS 
epidemic and transform the criminal justice system. During her six 
years at the helm of the program, she had the privilege of mentoring and collaborating with 
more than 400 TEACH Outside graduates, who have gone on to become leaders in Philadelphia 
and across the globe in struggles for HIV prevention justice, treatment access and community 
awareness. 
 
Community Mobilization: In 2003, Laura launched the Beyond the Walls: Prison Health Care 
Summit, a day-long Philadelphia-based grassroots strategy summit to address the health care 
needs of people in prison and bring a lasting reduction in the US dependence on incarceration. 
In her four years coordinating Beyond the Walls, Laura grew the summit to a 600-person 
conference. Concerned that this vibrant summit was still not reaching the people most 
impacted by incarceration in Philadelphia, Laura collaborated with a team of formerly 
incarcerated leaders, many of whom were graduates of TEACH Outside, to the launch of the 
Support Center for Prison Advocacy (SCPA). Together, they worked to bring the plethora of 
Beyond the Walls presenters to the neighborhoods with the highest incarceration rates to 
stimulate community engagement and provide immediate crisis intervention. Laura 
contributed an essay on building this “resource center without walls” to the Beyond Walls and 
Cages: Prisons, Borders, and Global Crisis anthology, released in late 2012. 
 
Campaign Strategy:  In 2008, Laura joined the Community HIV/AIDS Mobilization Project to 
launch Project UNSHACKLE, a locally-rooted national network to challenge mass imprisonment 
as a structural driver of the AIDS epidemic. In addition to building the 1,000-member national 
network for resource sharing and skills building, she also partnered with activists in 
Philadelphia, Chicago and New Orleans to develop and implement policy campaigns on locally 
critical issues. Initially through the UNSHACKLE New Orleans partnership and then as an board 
member, Laura has served as a core campaign strategist and communications director for 
Women With A Vision’s NO Justice Project, an internationally renowned campaign to end the 
criminalization of sex work through Louisiana’s 205-year-old crime against nature statute, a 
practice which was officially ruled unconstitutional by federal judicial order in April 2012. 
 
Currently, Laura is a doctoral student in the Department of Religion at Columbia University.  
She received her MTS in Islamic Studies from Harvard Divinity School in 2008, where she 
studied as a Presidential Scholar, and earned her BA, magna cum laude, in Religion from 
Haverford College in 2000.   
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How to Use this Toolkit 
 
Each week of the WORTH Summer Organizing Institute centered on a different community 
organizing skill.  This Community Organizing Toolkit takes you step-by-step, week-by-week like 
we worked.  In each chapter, you will find training materials and worksheets to guide your own 
group through the modules of WORTH’s 2012 Summer Organizing Institute.   
 

First Things First: 
Hopes and Fears ,  Goals and Outcomes ,  Schedules and Activities 

What’s in this section?   
Worksheets and guides to help you set up your own Organizing Institute. 

 
Getting Down to Basics:  
Community Organizing Skil ls ,  Qualities and Resources 

What’s in this section?   
An intensive module to introduce your group to the basics of Community 
Organizing, and help you identify your own organizing skills and qualities. 

 
What ’s the Word?  
Introduction to Strategic Communications 

What’s in this section?   
An intensive module with worksheets to teach you the basics of strategic 
communications and to help you craft your own messages and campaigns. 

 
How Did We Get Here?  
Political Analysis and Tell ing Our Truths 

What’s in this section?   
Resources and reading lists to help you make your own timeline of women’s 
incarceration and explore aspects of our lost movement history. 

 
What Do We Want?   
Moving from Problems to Issues 

What’s in this section?   
An intensive module with worksheets to teach you the basics of choosing an 
issue, and help you identify issues that are strategic and in line with your values. 

 
How Do We Get What We Want? 
Identifying Targets and Choosing Tactics 

What’s in this section?   
An intensive module with worksheets to walk you through the process of 
mapping your campaign goals, resources, allies, opponents, targets and tactics. 

 
Who Can Support Us? 
Building a Base and Recruiting All ies 

What’s in this section?   
An intensive module to support your outreach efforts to expand and deepen 
your organization’s membership. 
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Breaking the Ice 
 
Even if your group has been working together for a while, it is important to find ways 
to honor and hold the space you are creating while doing your own Organizing 
Institute trainings.  At WORTH, we developed a daily practice of doing check-ins.   
 
Here’s a practice we borrowed from our dear allies and friends at Reconstruction, Inc. 
in Philadelphia: 
 
Start every day of your Organizing Institute off by going around person-by-person and 
checking-in about how you are doing personally, in your relationships, and politically.  
When everyone is finished, open the floor up for questions before moving onto the 
day’s work. 
 
 

 
  

Relationships	


Political	


Personal	
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Establishing Ground Rules and Agreements 
 
Developing a shared list of ground rules and agreements is a crucial trust-building exercise.  
This is where you get to voice what you need to be in a safe and supportive training 
environment, and where you get to learn what your fellow participants need, too. 

Put up a large piece of flip chart paper, and have someone play scribe while folks around the 
room call out ideas! 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 
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Voicing Our Hopes and Fears 
 
While the groups we work with may have organizational goals for hosting an Organizing 
Institute, each of us as participants also comes with our own hopes and fears.  Our personal 
goals are just as important to the success of the Institute, if not more! 

To share your hopes and fears with one another, pass around index cards.  Each person should 
write one hope and one fear on the card, and then pass the cards back to the center.  Then 
redistribute the cards around the group, so that no one has their own card anymore.  Close by 
having each person read the card in their hands, so that your personal hopes and fears are 
voiced as the hopes and fears of your Institute team as a whole. 

 

Hopes:   

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

Fears: 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 
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Finalizing Our Goals 
 
Beyond your individual hopes and fears, your work in an Organizing Institute should also serve 
a larger goal or vision for the organization with which you work.  While leadership at your 
organization might draft this in advance, it is important for everyone in your Institute to be 
part of finalizing the organizational goal statement.   
 
Here’s what we came up with at WORTH: 

 
The WORTH Summer Organizing Institute will bring together 
WORTH staff members and interns to explore the intergenerational 
impact of mass incarceration and build the skills and trust needed to 
fight for the world we want to live in.   
 
Weekly skills-building trainings will be paired with intensive 
practicums in research, policy analysis, storytelling, interviewing, 
door knocking and event planning, thereby enabling the Summer 
Organizing Institute team to master the fundamentals of community 
organizing through the process of building each individual’s and 
WORTH’s collective leadership in the community.   
 

In developing or finalizing your own goals, here are a few questions to ask yourself: 
 

• Who are you bringing together in your Institute? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

• Why were they selected?  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

• Where is your organization now?  
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

• Where do you want to be in 6  months? 1  year?  
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

• What skil ls  do you need to learn to be able to get there?  
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

• How can your Organizing Institute help you achieve that?  
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Finalizing Our Outcomes 
 
Before getting started with your community organizing trainings, it is also important to make 
a list of outcomes that you would like to have by the end of your Institute.  These can be 
personal skills-building goals, organization development objectives, tasks related to specific 
campaigns, or support you want to give to others in the coalitions you are a part of.   
 
Here are a few examples from the WORTH Summer Organizing Institute: 
 

Personal Skills-Building 
• Develop our own personal stories for doing this work 
• Refine and message our stores for different WORTH campaigns 
• Take and edit photos to accompany our stories 

 
Internal WORTH Development 

• Engage women in the Sister Inside Project on our work together in the Institute 
• Incorporate train-the-trainer activities on each organizing module to support 

program development at reentry for formerly incarcerated women 
• Upload personal stories and images to enhance the WORTH site  

 
Birthing Behind Bars 

• Research policies surrounding women’s reproductive health in prison in the key 
Birthing Behind Bars project states 

• Complete a PowerPoint on the Birthing Behind Bars project 
• Upload our own birthing stories to the Birthing Behind Bars site 

 
Stop & Frisk/Marijuana Arrests 

• Learn the basics of direct action through engagement in advocacy work around 
Marijuana Arrests 

• Explore how and why Stop & Frisk is a campaign consistent with WORTH’s vision, 
values and goals 

• Discuss additional campaigns we might initiate to address the problems facing 
WORTH members 

 
Network Support 

• Compile Institute materials into a booklet for training other WORTH members 
• Invite prison justice allies and East Harlem contacts to an Open House at WORTH to 

celebrate the end of the Institute 
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Making a Schedule 
 
Hosting an Organizing Institute like WORTH’s is a lot of work, and requires a lot of time from 
all involved.  After you have identified your hopes and fears, your goals and outcomes, all of 
your Institute participants should come together to draft a schedule they can agree on and 
commit to.   
 
Based on our goals and outcomes, the WORTH Summer Organizing Institute team came up 
with the schedule below for our work together Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays.  
 
 

Mondays: Community Organizing Skills-Building 
10am-5pm 

10am-12noon 
Intern Intensive: Skills-sharing, Research, and Planning for the Week 
 
12noon-5pm 
Interns and Staff: Organizing Skills Building Training 
(Lunch Break 1:30-2pm) 

 
 
Tuesdays: Outreach to WORTH ’s Constituents ,  Expanding 
WORTH ’s Reach in the Community 
10am-5pm 

Focus will vary each week: 
• Site Visits at Allied Organizations 
• Presentations from NY Allies 
• Shadowing Staff on Outreach 
• Researching Emerging Criminal Justice Issue Areas 
• Uploading Stories/Research to WORTH and Birthing Behind Bars sites 

 
 
Wednesdays: Supporting WORTH ’s Ongoing Programs 
10am-5pm 

Work @ WORTH on Needs Identified by WORTH Staff Members 
 
 

The training modules included in this toolkit were all completed on Mondays from 12noon-5pm.  
The next page lists some ideas for action items your group might want to include as part of 
your own Organizing Institute, and the appendix includes some of the documents we made to 
support WORTH’s ongoing work. 
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Planning Additional Activities 
 
The training modules included in this toolkit are just the beginning.  Your city or town 
is filled with folks doing interesting and inspiring work, even if they don’t call 
themselves “community organizers.”  And each of you brings your own skills, qualities 
and interests to your Institute. 
 
Here are some questions to guide you in thinking through additional activities you 
might want to plan: 
 

Site Visits: 
Are there people or groups in your area that inspire you?  Ask them if you can spend the 
day with them!  You can do something more formal like a workshop, or just tag along 
for their day-to-day activities. 
 
Guest Presentations 
Are there experts in your area that you want to learn from?  Invite them to give 
a guest lecture or do a training for you! 
 
Group Outings 
Community organizing can be grueling work, but it should also be fun!  Do folks 
in your group have birthdays coming up?  Plan a party – no matter how small – 
to celebrate yourselves and enjoy the journey you’re on together. 
 
Group Activities 
What are the non-organizing activities that sustain your group members?  
Maybe you have an expert chef in your midst, or maybe you have someone who 
is an exercise fanatic.  Think about building time to cook together or work out 
together into your Institute schedule. 
 
Skills Sharing Trainings with Institute Participants 
What are the specific organizing skills and qualities that your group members 
already possess?  Ask group members to plan their own mini trainings for your 
Institute! 
 
Summer Learning Teams 
What new skills do each of your group members want to learn during your 
Institute?  Does someone in your group already have that skill?  Pair up into 
learning teams so that your group members can work together to build capacity 
and achieve your goals. 
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Introduction to Community Organizing 
 
As you progress through this toolkit, you will learn about many different approaches to 
community organizing.  We wanted to get some of those questions and challenges on the table 
from the start.  For example, what is the difference between movement building and 
campaign-based organizing?  Are you trying to win on issues?  Is your group trying to build a 
new society?  Do you have a personal/political approach whereby changing yourselves enables 
you to change the world?   
 
When we posed these questions in the WORTH Summer Organizing Institute, here are some 
additional ones our participants came up with: 
 

• Is community organizing ever finished? 
• How do we do outreach? 
• Who needs to be at a demonstration? 
• How do we do follow up after an action? 
• What is our long-term vision? 
• How do we keep our people safe? 
• What are the personal stories that bring all of us to this work? 
• How do the personal stories connect with our collective vision? 
• What does it mean to be nonjudgmental in every step of our work? 
• What can we learn from the people we organize with? 
• What do we have to teach? 
• How do we take care of ourselves? 
• How does food justice connect with prison justice? 
• How do we actively combat white supremacy in our work? 
• What does it mean to center the experiences of women in the prison system? 
• What does it mean to center the experiences of gender nonconforming people? 
• Do we need the police? 
• Do we need prisons? 
• How do we work in coalition without losing our vision? 
• How do we impact the coalitions we are a part of? 

 
We’re sure that each of you working through this toolkit will have your own answers to these 
questions, and that you’ll come up with plenty more questions of your own.   
 
To get you started though, we wanted to begin with a commonality of any good community 
organizing project:  organizing is something that must grow out of and be sustained by the 
skills and qualities of the people you work with.  That means that good community organizing 
is, at its core, about building leadership.   
 
In this presentation, you’ll not only be able to identify the skills and qualities of the people in 
your group, but you’ll also be able to put those skills and qualities to work in planning a mock 
action.   
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Adapted from Philadelphia FIGHT’s Project TEACH 
  http://www.fight.org/fight-programs/project-teach/ 
  

INTRODUCTION TO 
COMMUNITY ORGANIZING: 
Developing Community Leadership!

Taking action to make change 
for women in prison, our 
families and #
our communities…!
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  

What Is Community Organizing?!
  Many goals…!

Many approaches…!
2!

Issue !
Campaigns?!

Movement 
Building?!

Liberation?!
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  

How Did You Learn about 
Community Organizing?!

3!
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  

The Little Fish, Being Picked Off One by One #

4#
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  

Building Power:!
The little fish can join together to eat the big fish!#

5#
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  

The Activist Formula!
!  Power is the ability to make things happen!
!  A good organizer has an analysis of power 

that allows them to develop strategies to 
increase the power of their allies and "
decrease the power of their opponents!

!  A good leader knows their personal qualities 
and skills and works with others to use them 
strategically in this power analysis.!

6!
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  

Thinking Like Organizers!

!  Power gives us the ability to turn our 
convictions into real change!

!  It’s not enough to be fair or correct in order 
to win change…!

!  It’s not enough to win change unless we 
become more powerful…!

!  Everything and everyone around us is a 
resource. If you’ve got square pegs, forget 
about round holes… figure out what to do 
with square pegs.!

7!
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  

Thinking like Leaders!
!  What are my strengths, and what do I like 

to do?!

!  How can I communicate my beliefs and 
ideas while respecting process and 
experience?!

!  How can I ensure that I follow through on 
what I commit to?!

8!
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

**Use the worksheet on page 42! 

  

Skills & Qualities of Leaders!

!  Qualities: !Khadijah is _____________!
                                          patient, loud, kind, direct"

!  Skills: !Joyce is good at _________!
!                                       cooking, carpentry, drawing"

!
Organizers know that people have qualities 

that can help us build power. !
!
People have, and can learn, all sorts of skills.!

9!
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  

YOU ALREADY HAVE 
COMMUNITY ORGANIZING 
QUALITIES AND SKILLS…!
!  My qualities are:!
!
!  Some of my skills are:!
!
!  Some skills I would like to learn are:!
!
!
Remember, we have skills as family members, students, church members, from 

our interests and hobbies, and even from very good or very bad life 
experiences…"

10!
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  

Roles for Leaders & Organizers!
! Outreach, outreach, outreach!!
! Learning the issues!
! Reminder calls!
! Coordinating transportation, food, etc!
! Marshalling protests!
! Talking to the press!
! Research on issues!
! Making sure research people speak in plain language!
! Designing posters and flyers!
! Representing the group at meetings!
! Forming affinity groups to take on specific projects!
! Speaking at rallies or presentations!
! Chanting loudly at protests, keeping people involved!!

11!
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  

Issues and Goals!
!  Issues are solutions to problems!
◦  The violence and humiliation new mothers have to survive while 

giving birth to their children behind bars is a problem!
◦  Ending the shackling of women during labor is one issue that 

addresses that problem!
!
!  Goals are the steps towards winning our issue. 

There are many goals that will help us win this 
issue. There are both long- and short-term 
goals. $
Examples of long-term goals are:"
◦  To reduce the number of mothers in prison!
◦  To get anti-shackling legislation passed in every state!
◦  To remove the provisions still in NY’s anti-shackling legislation!
Short-term goals include:"
◦  To collect birthing stories of 30 new women!
◦  To get four new core members to work on this issue in the next year!

12!
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  

Criteria for Choosing Issues!
1.  Result in a “real improvement” in people’s lives!
2.  Be deeply and widely felt!
3.  Be easy to understand!
4.  Have a “money” angle:  how does it impact tax-payers?!

5.  Have a clear target!
6.  All people working together – building unity !
7.  Build leadership – remember, we’re building power here…!
8.  BE WINNABLE!

Adapted from the Midwest Academy!

13!
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  

Why is this important?!
!  Our society masks the truth, and discourages 

us from speaking out about it.!
◦  Example: “You live in the greatest country on earth, what do 

you have to complain about?�!
◦  Reality: Our country still has a lot of problems. There’s no 

motivation for the people in power to change anything, 
because they’re making money the way it is now.!

!  We need to educate our folks on the 
importance and safety of taking a stand and 
give them time to grow into it. !

!  If you don’t stand for something, you will fall 
for anything.!

14!
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

**Use the worksheet on page 43! 

  

Putting it to work: The Scenario!
!  Your group has been fighting for #
6 months to increase housing options for 
formerly incarcerated women. !

!  You have done research that found 
$500,000 in the City Budget that could be 
used for housing programs. !

!  Your group submitted your plans to the 
Mayor on May 1st, and told him he needed 
to say if he agreed with your demands by 
July 31st.!

15!



WORTH 
WOMEN ON THE RISE TELLING HERSTORY 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
WORTH ’s Community Organizing Toolkit |  by Laura McTighe 

40 

 

 
 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  

The Update:!
!  On June 18th, you received a letter from the 

mayor’s office saying they needed more 
time to consider the issue. !

!  You also got a email saying that on June 
30th, the Mayor is hosting a “Conventions 
are Cool” rally at City Hall, announcing a 
new $1 million promotion to bring more 
conventions to New York. !

16!
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• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

**Use the worksheet on page 44! 

  

The Challenge:!
Your group wants to take action. !
!

How can everyone use !
their qualities and skills in a strategic action !
on June 30th that will increase your power !

to win more housing for !
formerly incarcerated women?$

!

17!
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Your Community Organizing Skills and Qualities 
 
In pairs, have your group members interview each other about their qualities, skills and the 
skills they want to learn.  When you report back to the big group, have each person introduce 
their partner to the rest of the participants. 

 

¢ My qualities are: 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

¢ Some of my skills are:  

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

¢ Some skills I  would like to learn are:  

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Remember, we have skills as family members, students, church members, from our 
interests and hobbies, and even from very good or very bad life experiences… 
  



WORTH 
WOMEN ON THE RISE TELLING HERSTORY 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
WORTH ’s Community Organizing Toolkit |  by Laura McTighe 

43 

 
Putting It to Work 
 
When you break into small groups, pass out this handout so that everyone has the scenario, 
update and challenge in front of them. 

 
THE SCENARIO 

• Your group has been fighting for 6 months to increase housing options for formerly 
incarcerated women.  

• You have done research that found $500,000 in the City Budget that could be used 
for housing programs.  

• Your group submitted your plans to the Mayor on May 1st, and told him he needed 
to say if he agreed with your demands by July 31st. 

 

 

THE UPDATE 

• On June 18th, you received a letter from the mayor’s office saying they needed more 
time to consider the issue.  

• You also got a email saying that on June 30th, the Mayor is hosting a “Conventions 
are Cool” rally at City Hall, announcing a new $1 million promotion to bring more 
conventions to New York.  

 

 

THE CHALLENGE 

• Your group wants to take action .   

How can everyone use their qualities and skil ls  in a strategic action  
on June 30th that will  increase your power  

to win more housing for formerly incarcerated women? 
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Take Action! 
 
Group Member ’s Skills/Qualities Components to Your Action 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

¢ What does your group want to do? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

¢ How do you want to do it? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 
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What ’s the 
Word? 

 
Introduction to  

Strategic Communications 
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Introduction to Strategic Communications 
 
All of us come up against attitudes every day in our personal and professional work 
incarceration. We may face a gatekeeper who holds the keys to a client getting into a 
transitional housing program. Or we may try to explain to the media why mandatory 
minimums are bad for our communities. Whatever the scenario, we’ve all had a lot of practice 
figuring out what biases people hold around incarceration, so that we can know how to best 
frame the issues that we’re advocating for. That’s strategic communications at work!  
 
WORTH considers strategic communications to be a critical part of meeting our goals. We 
intentionally talk about “strategic communications” rather than simply “media skills” or 
“communication.” Whether we’re working on individual advocacy or changing institutional 
systems, a strategic approach to all of our communications will help us achieve our vision. And 
if we hold true to our vision in all of our communications – whether in an organization 
newsletter, during a staff in-service, in a coalition meeting or at a press conference – we’re 
more likely to make our vision a lived reality. 
 
As a group, here a few questions to think about: 
What is  a challenging situation you have had to deal with in your everyday l ife? 

How did you handle it? 
What worked? 

What didn ’t work? 
Make a list! 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

• _______________________________________________________________ 

Bottom line:  You are ALREADY a strategic communicator! 
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The Steps in a Strategic Communications Plan 
 
One of the most important parts of strategic communications is planning. A lot of background 
work goes into launching an effective communications strategy – whether it means making a 
flyer about an upcoming community meeting or holding a press conference about the issue 
your organization is working on. You have to know what you want, who you’re trying to reach, 
why they should care about your issue, and how you want them to help. 
 
Most of these questions are intuitive – you probably answer them without even knowing that 
you’re doing it. But strategic communications means intentionally thinking about the 
questions we ask and the plans we develop. That way, we know we’ve considered all of the 
problems that could come up, and that our communications will be as effective as possible. And 
when we’re effective, we win on the issues we’re fighting for!  
 
Here’s the diagram we used in the WORTH Summer Organizing Institute for developing a 
strategic communications plan: 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Analyze Your Capacity 
Establish Your Goals 

Identify Your Target 
Identify Your Audience 

Assess Your Audience 
Frame Your Issue 

Craft Your Message 
Practice 

Your Media 
Tactics 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Track,  Evaluate  
& Celebrate 
Your Work 

    Launch Your 
 Communications 

        Strategy! 

 
Review Lessons  
Learned from Previous  
Communications Work  

Adapted from the SPIN Academy  
http://www.spinacademy.org  
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Now let ’s go through each of the steps in more detail… 

 
1.  Review Lessons Learned in Previous Communications Work .   
Before you start planning your communications strategy for the work your organization wants 
to do, take a minute to think through your previous communications work. What were your 
biggest wins? What were your biggest blunders? Since everything from prison statistics to 
your organization’s membership is always evolving, try to restrict your examples to the last 
year or two. And think broadly here. There’s more to communications work than holding a 
press conference. Are people in your organization speaking with a shared language around 
incarceration? Has your organization put out any new brochures or educational materials? 
How are communications decisions made in your organization? 

 
2.  Analyze Your Capacity .   
This is the first and probably most important step in making a communications strategy. All of 
us have our own communications wish lists – what we wish we saw in television programming, 
commercials, newspapers, billboards. And with infinite time and resources, we could probably 
make all of that happen.  
 
But if we’re going to do incredible communications work here and now, we have to work from 
our organizations’ capacities. Here are some questions to guide you in assessing how big of a 
communications project your organization can take on: Who will do the work? What skills do 
they bring? How much time do they have available? How much money do you have for this 
work? How well known is your organization? Remember:  Formerly incarcerated people in 
your organization are poised to be great communicators on your issue! 

 
3.  Establish Your Goals .   
This is why you’re launching communications efforts in the first place. What do you want? 
What is your positive vision for the future? Do you want to start your own campaign? Do you 
want to join an existing coalition? Ultimately, this conversation needs to happen amongst all 
the people in your organization who are going to be involved in work around incarceration. 
Establishing goals is a unique opportunity for all of you to talk about your personal visions, to 
work through disagreements, and to reach a shared vision for your work together.  

 
4.  Identify Your Target .   
Once you know what you want, the next step is figuring out who can give you what you want. 
If you’re joining an existing coalition, you’ll know who your target is. But if you’re starting your 
own campaign, you’ll have to identify your organization’s target. Here are some questions to 
consider: Who can give you what you want? Can you directly influence this individual’s 
decisions? If not, who do you need on your side to get what you want? 

 
5.  Identify Your Audience .   
Your audience is who you need on your side to get what you want. That may include new 
people you want to recruit to support your work, people you want to motivate to stay involved, 
and people you want to fund your work. If you’re joining an existing coalition, your audience is 
your organization’s existing membership and supporter base  – getting them involved in work 
on this new issue. If you’re starting your own campaign, your organization will have to figure 
out who you need on your side to get what you want.  
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6.  Assess Your Audience .   
Once you’ve identified your audience, the next step is figuring out what to say. There are a lot 
of different ways to talk about incarceration – reproductive justice concerns, concerns about 
racial injustice, and concerns about community infrastructure. But strategic communications 
work is about teaching people, not just coming up with a catchy slogan.   
 
So before you can figure out what to say in your communications work, you have to know who 
you’re talking to. Be as specific as possible in doing research on your audience. Key things to 
think about here are: What does your audience care about? Has your audience supported you 
before? Why would your audience be sympathetic to your goals? Why would your audience 
oppose your goals? If you need more information, talk to people! Hold a focus group, do a 
survey, or attend a community meeting. In all of this, remember to listen. You aren’t trying to 
convince your target audience of anything yet. 

 
7.  Frame Your Issue .   
Framing your issue is when you take your organization’s goals and put them together with the 
information you’ve learned about your audience. You’re trying to describe your issue in a 
concise way that will capture your organization’s vision, but will also make sense to your 
audience based on their values and needs. Questions to think about here: What is this issue 
really about? Who is affected? Who are the players?  

 
8.  Craft Your Message .   
Once you have a way of framing your issues for your audience, the next step is to put some 
language around the problem that you see, the vision you have for what could be different, 
and the actions that need to be taken to achieve that vision.  

 
9.  Practice Your Media Tactics .   
Once you have a message, you need to figure out how to start spreading the word. And that 
means practicing. You’ll need to make drafts of any flyers or brochures you want to hand out… 
You’ll need to train spokespeople who can speak on your issue… You’ll need to figure out how 
to pitch your issue to reporters in your area...  

 
10.  Launch Your Communications Strategy!  
This is the end result of all of your communications strategizing and planning – spreading the 
word! 

 
11.  Track ,  Evaluate & Celebrate Your Work .   
As you move forward in your communications work, keep track of how widely your message is 
circulating. You’ll also want to evaluate what worked and what could be improved on for each 
media strategy you use. You’ll be able to do all of this because you’ve already established goals 
for your organization’s communications strategy! If something didn’t work, think about what 
you could change and try again. And for each success, don’t forget to celebrate! Your 
communications work is something to be proud of. 
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Developing Frames and Messages 
 
In the WORTH Summer Organizing Institute, we worked through the steps in 
launching a strategic communications plan slowly, starting with steps #7 and #8, 
Frame Your Issue and Craft Your Message.   
 
What are frames and messages? 
 
Frames: 
A frame for communications work is just like a 
frame for artwork. For both, frames are used 
to contain and focus the picture the audience 
is looking at. Artistic frames may be made out 
of wood or metal. For strategic 
communications work, we craft our frames 
out of words and images. 

Messages: 
A message is what we actually say, print or 
show in our communications efforts. But 
remember, we still have to keep it concise. 
Think of it like a phone message. If someone 
leaves a very long message on your voicemail, 
do you remember it all? You may not even 
listen to the whole thing! 

 
Why is framing important? Because, through effective framing, we can create the social 
context that makes winning possible.  We can do this on a personal level in our everyday 
conversations with friends and co-workers.  We can also do this at a community-wide level 
through our work with the media. Media includes not just television and newspapers, but also 
materials we produce ourselves, like newsletters and websites.  
 
One of the best things about framing is that, even if people disagree with us and say that our 
issue is more complicated and harder than we think, they’re still painting the picture that our 
vision is possible. That’s the power of framing. People have to respond to our picture, meaning 
that we are in control of the story.  
 
So what’s the message?  All good messages grow out of your organization’s own values.   
 
Take a minute to make a list of your top three values: 

1. _______________________________________________________________ 

2. _______________________________________________________________ 

3. _______________________________________________________________ 

Next, use those values to analyze the context that you’re living and working in.   
 
When all of us at WORTH did this module, we realized that three of the biggest issues that 
conflict with our values are the shackling of incarcerated mothers during pregnancy and while 
giving birth; the New York Police Department’s Stop and Frisk policy; and the lack of housing 
available for formerly incarcerated women.   
 
Then we asked ourselves what we wanted to change.  And THAT was our message!   
 
On the next page, you’ll find a worksheet where you can practice messaging each of WORTH’s 
issues – or you can use your organization’s own issues.  Break into three small groups; each 
group will focus on one issue.  Then reconvene and report back! 
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Messaging the WORTH Vision 
 

Shackling During Labor .   
 

VALUES  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
CONTEXT 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
WHAT WE WANT 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Stop and Frisk/Marijuana Arrests .   
 

VALUES  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
CONTEXT 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
WHAT WE WANT 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Housing for Formerly Incarcerated Women .   
 

VALUES  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
CONTEXT 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
WHAT WE WANT 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________  
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Drafting A Strategic Communications Plan 
 
Now that your group has the basics of messaging down, it’s time to try drafting a 
communications strategy from start to finish.  In the same small groups you worked in for 
messaging, go through each of the steps.  Then reconvene and report back! 
 
 
Your Issue:  _________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
1.  Review Lessons Learned in Previous Communications Work .   
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.  Analyze Your Capacity .   
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.  Establish Your Goals .   
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4.  Identify Your Target .   
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
5.  Identify Your Audience .   
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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6.  Assess Your Audience .   
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
7.  Frame Your Issue .   
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
8.  Craft Your Message .   
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
9.  Practice Your Media Tactics .   
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________  
 
10.  Launch Your Communications Strategy!  
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
11.  Track ,  Evaluate & Celebrate Your Work .   
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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How Did We 
Get Here? 

 
Political Analysis  

and  
Telling Our Truths 
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Learning the History of Women ’s Incarceration 
 
Nearly a century after the 1692 Salem Witch Trials, but only fifteen years after witchcraft was 
officially stricken from the list of capital crimes, confinement arose as a new form of 
punishment, with Massachusetts, Pennsylvania and New York each piloting their own prison 
models.  While a lot of criminal justice laws and policies have been enacted over the last two 
hundred some years, the actual structure of prisons has changed very little.  The three-pronged 
approach of isolation from society, confinement in a cell, and forced labor remains the norm in 
most prisons across the United States.  What has changed most dramatically is the number of 
people in prison.   
 
Opened in 1785, Castle Island Fortress in Massachusetts boasted the first prison model: isolate 
people from society and force them to do hard labor to reform their minds, bodies and souls.  
Philadelphia’s Walnut Street Jail experiment of 1790 was infused with a vision of Quaker 
reformation, in which all-day solitary confinement enabled people to work and meditate 
silently on what they had done wrong so that the light of God might begin to shine in them 
again.  Less than two decades later in 1817, New York launched Auburn Prison, which enacted a 
hybrid of the previous two, with silent group work during the day and solitary confinement at 
night.   
 
Within this period of punishment upheaval and reform, it is not an insignificant question to 
ask: where were the women?  Then, as is still true today in the era of mass incarceration, 
women were often the unseen captives in an ever-expanding system of criminalization.   
 
Recovering Women ’s Stories .   As an organization led by currently and formerly 
incarcerated women, WORTH is committed to recovering the layers and complexities of how 
women's lives have been criminalized for centuries and how we have resisted, survived and 
pressed forward with vision.  So as part of our Summer Organizing Institute, we spent a while 
reading up on women’s prison history.  In this module, you will, too! 
 

Here are a few books and reports to get your group started in your own research: 
 
Ø Curtin, Mary Ellen. Black Prisoners and their World: Alabama, 1865-1900. 

Charlottesville: University of Virginia, 2000. 

Ø Freedman, Estelle B. Their Sisters’ Keepers: Women’s Prison Reform in America, 
1830-1930. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1984. 

Ø Hearts on a Wire Collective. This is a Prison, Glitter is not Allowed: Experiences 
of Trans and Gender Variant People in the Pennsylvania Prison System. 2011, 
http://www.scribd.com/doc/56677078/This-is-a-Prison-Glitter-is-Not-Allowed 
(accessed 13 April 2012). 

Ø Law, Victoria. Resistance Behind Bars: The Struggles of Incarcerated Women. 
Oakland: PM Press, 2009. 

Ø Legal Services for Prisoners with Children. Dignity Denied: The Price of 
Imprisoning Older Women in California. 2005, 
http://www.prisonerswithchildren.org/pubs/dignity.pdf (accessed 13 April 2012). 

Ø Rathbone, Christina. A World Apart: Women, Prison, and Life Behind Bars. New 
York: Random House Trade Paperbacks, 2006.  

Ø Solinger, Rickie, Paula C. Johnson, Martha L. Raimon, Tina Reynolds, and Rubia 
C. Tapia, eds.  Interrupted Life: Experiences of Incarcerated Women in the 
United States.  Berkley: University of California Press, 2010.  



WORTH 
WOMEN ON THE RISE TELLING HERSTORY 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
WORTH ’s Community Organizing Toolkit |  by Laura McTighe 

59 

 
Making a Timeline of Women ’s Incarceration 
 
Now that you have worked through several texts on women’s incarceration, the next step is to 
start chronicling that into a format you can share with people interested in learning more 
about women’s incarceration and the legacies we have inherited.   
 
Below you will find a blank timeline.  Go through the books and reports you've been reading 
and start plugging in events.   If you can't find an exact date, it is fine to estimate the day and 
month. 
 
  

1800  1900  
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2000 
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Remembering Our Lost Movement History 
 
After all of us at WORTH compiled our herstory of women's incarceration timeline, we spent 
some time learning about a piece of our movement history that was lost for over a century.   
 

In 2005, Mary Frances Berry published My Face is Black Is True: Callie 
House and the Struggle for Ex-Slave Reparations, the historical 
biography of Callie House, a poor black Tennessee woman born in the 
first year of the Civil War who became a field organizer in the truest 
sense, traversing the Southern landscape to build the 600,000 
member-strong National Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty and Pension 
Association, the largest ever grassroots movement in African 
American history.   
 
As Mary Frances Berry foreshadows in the first pages of My Face is 
Black Is True, “for her work, [Callie House] would be praised by poor 
African Americans, ridiculed by the race’s elites, and targeted by high 
government officials, who feared her influence with the masses, and 
eventually land in jail.”  In this region-wide grassroots organization, 
formerly enslaved people gathered for collective support and mutual 
aid, publicly recounting brutal memories of slavery that had been 
little-eased in the days since emancipation and pooling their pennies 
in membership dues to assist with ex-slave burial costs. On the 

national stage, these freedpeople told a narrative of black victimization that indicted the 
“federal government as an accomplice in their subordination and impoverishment.”  Stepping 
first to Congress and then to Federal Court, they demanded pensions for ex-slaves to be paid 
for with the $68 million collected in cotton taxes between 1862 and 1868.  
 
While an incredibly powerful example of the power of community organizing, it is also worth 
noting that NO ONE knew or talked about Callie House until Mary Frances Berry's book came 
out.  And Callie House’s story could have easily remained lost in the files of the government 
officials who sent her to jail had Mary Frances Berry not met Detroit labor movement activist 
several decades ago.  As best this activist could surmise, stories of Callie House and the 
movement for ex-slave reparations traveled by word of mouth from South to North with the 
droves of impoverished black people who were lured to the Motor City by the promise of 
employment in the early to mid-1900s.  These migrants told a since-retired black autoworker 
about a movement to gain pensions for freedpeople, and he relayed the story to the activist 
Mary Frances Berry met in Detroit.  He had managed to find a few records on the movement, 
and Mary Frances Berry uncovered a few more in the National Archives.  
 

Mary Frances Berry did a great interview on My Face is Black Is True, which is 
available at: http://www.c-spanvideo.org/program/189393-1.   
 
The video will take you about an hour to watch.   
 
Listen for the twists and turns in the story – from the identification of ex-slave 
pensions as an organizing issue, to ways that storytelling were used to build the 
Ex-Slave Association, to the intricacies of government repression, to the 
strategies Callie House and others used to affect change in their local 
communities and at the national level.   
 
Jot down your reactions, and discuss with others in your group!  
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What Do We 
Want? 

 
Moving from Problems  

to Issues 
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A Checklist for Choosing an Issue 
How to Decide What Campaign is Right for Your Organization 
 
When WORTH decided to fight to end shackling during labor in New York state prisons and for 
reforms surrounding stop and frisk in NYC, we did so because shackling policies and police 
profiling were jeopardizing the health and wellbeing of our women members and their children.  
The importance of these issues was deeply and widely felt.   
 
Then when WORTH moved to take action on these issues, we joined forces with our policy and 
organizing allies in the city, rather than duplicating efforts or taking on campaigns that would 
stretch our organizational capacity.  The legislative prowess of New York’s Correctional 
Association was a perfect partner to WORTH’s fierce and visionary messaging born out of 
women’s collective storytelling about their birthing experiences behind bars.  And the 
statewide protests and lobbying visits around marijuana arrests were an easy way for us to plug 
into a fierce coalition tackling one of the harmful effects of stop and frisk.   
 
Choosing Your Issue .   These examples speak to the challenges of choosing an issue and 
then mapping out a campaign that’s right for you.  When we look at all the harm that’s being 
done in our communities because of mass incarceration policies, it’s easy to get overwhelmed. 
We may be confronted with the urgency of social change because of the pain our loved ones 
are going through... We may think that incremental efforts aren’t going to make enough of an 
impact… We may think that we need to take on all of the problems we see if we’re going to 
make a real difference...   
 
But if we’re going to start laying the groundwork to make our vision a lived reality, we have to 
jump in. The challenge is to pick issues and map out campaigns that will not only help us win 
the pressing changes we need today, but will also set us up for the long-term systemic changes 
that are necessary to address the impact of mass incarceration on women and their families. 
 
Issue Checklist .   To help with choosing an issue, here’s a checklist that’s adapted from the 
folks at the Midwest Academy.  A good issue should: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Let’s go through each item on this checklist in more detail…

1. Result  in  a real and worthwhile improvement in people ’s l ives . 
2. Give people a  sense  of their  own power .  
3. Alter  the relations of power .  
4. Be winnable .  
5. Be widely felt .  
6. Be deeply  felt .  
7. Be easy to understand .  
8. Have a c lear target .  
9. Have a c lear t imeframe that works for  you . 
10. Be non-divisive .  
11 . Build leadership .  
12 . Set your organization up for the next campaign .  
13. Raise money .  
14. Be consistent with your values and vis ion .  
15. Need your group to win the issue . 
16. Not require your group to become a permanent service provider .  
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A Good Issue Should… 
 

ü  1.  Result in a real and worthwhile improvement in people ’s lives .  
If you can see and feel the improvement, then you can be sure your campaign has actually been 
successful. The group must agree together on what an improvement means and whose lives 
will be affected. Group members should feel that they’re fighting for something they feel good 
about and that’s worth the effort. People will want to become members of your group to work 
on the issue. 

ü  2.  Give people a sense of their own power .  
Group members should come away from the campaign feeling that the victory was won by 
them. This builds group cohesion, loyalty and the confidence to take on bigger issues. 

ü  3.  Alter the relations of power .  
Your group becomes more powerful and the policy-makers become less powerful. Building a 
strong, sustainable organization creates a new center of power that can affect how important 
decisions are made. 

ü  4.  Be winnable .  
The issue mustn’t be so big that the organization is overwhelmed. Members must be able to see 
from the start that there’s a good chance of winning, or at least that there’s a good strategy for 
winning. Consider whether an issue is winnable by your group alone, or if you need or have 
other people who are interested in fighting for it with you. You may need to form a coalition or 
join an existing effort if it’s too big to win on your own. 

ü  5.  Be widely felt .  
Many people must feel that this is a real problem and agree with the solution. It isn’t enough 
that a few people feel strongly about it. A lot of people need to care a bit about it. 

ü  6.  Be deeply felt .  
People mustn’t only agree, but must feel strongly enough to do something about it. It isn’t 
enough that many people agree about the issue if others don’t feel strongly about it. A few 
people need to care deeply about the issue. 

ü  7.  Be easy to understand .  
It’s best to have an issue that’s visible. That way you won’t have to convince people that the 
problem exists, and people will be more able to see that your solution is a good one. In general, 
having a short and clear explanation of the problem will help, even if the issue is complex and 
difficult. You need to be able to explain the issue in 30 seconds or less. 

ü  8.  Have a clear target .  
The target is the person who can give you what you want. If you can’t figure out who this is, 
you may not have a good issue. Having a clear target doesn’t mean your target needs to be 
central to every tactic. 

ü  9.  Have a clear timeframe that works for you .  
An issue campaign has a beginning, middle, and end. You should have an approximate idea of 
when those points will be, and make sure that they work with both internal and external time 
factors (elections and holidays, for example). If you can’t envision a timeframe, it doesn’t mean 
it’s a bad issue to work on… But some issues can be ruled out if the timeframe DOESN’T work – 
for example, the vote will happen in three days, and then everything is over. Can you work on 
the issue for a year or more, so that people can get to understand it and build skills and 
leadership, while still having short-term goals and experiencing victories along the way? 
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ü  10.  Be non-divisive .  
Avoid issues that divide your members or constituency. Also, beware of organizational funding 
battles and divisive community planning processes. Your group may include members who get 
services at different agencies or who live in different communities that are set against each 
other by government-controlled processes. 

ü  11.  Build leadership .  
Your campaign should have many roles that people can play. Issue campaigns that meet other 
criteria also build leadership if they’re planned to do so. Think about who’s in positions of 
power within your own organizations... Will this issue equalize the power balance in your 
organization or create disparities? How can this issue help build the leadership of women who 
are currently/formerly imprisoned and their families? Will this issue make your organization 
more sustainable by ensuring that all people gain new skills? 

ü  12.  Set your organization up for the next campaign .  
Think about future issue areas, as well as campaigns that are related to your current issue. And 
consider the skills your group will develop and the contacts you’ll make in relation to possible 
future campaigns. 

ü  13.  Raise money .  
It’s important to have some idea of how you’ll obtain funding sources for your campaign and 
resources to sustain your organization during and after the campaign. 

ü  14.  Be consistent with your values and vision .  
The issues we choose to work on must reflect our values and our vision for an improved society.  
At WORTH, we have the opportunity to work on campaigns that show that imprisonment 
policies are grounded in stigmatizing attitudes about women’s lives and their families that need 
to change for us to have a better society. 

ü  15.  Need your group to win the issue .  
If an issue is well covered by other organizations or groups, it might not be the best use of your 
group’s time and energy. However, if joining a coalition effort will make a difference, or if your 
group has significant or different skills and resources, then collaborating on an issue that’s 
already covered by others can be a very good choice. 

ü  16.  Not require your group to become a permanent service provider on 
this issue .  
People have life-and-death needs for services. And some groups combine both services and 
advocacy. However, an advocacy effort should focus on an issue that requires community 
organizing, not on delivering a service. Otherwise, no one will be focusing on structural and 
policy issues. 
 

Adapted from the Midwest Academy 
http://www.midwestacademy.org 
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Picking New Issues  
 
One of the goals of the 2012 Summer Organizing Institute was to increase WORTH’s 
capacity to take on new issues that we identify and develop for ourselves.  In this 
module on picking new issues, we started that process, and you can, too! 
 

First , brainstorm the problems you are dealing with everyday, because you are 
the experts on your own lives.   
 
Then , think about how you could solve those problems by turning them into 
issues to organize on.   
 

Keep the values you came up during the strategic communications training handy. 
 
 
Our Values: 

1. __________________________________________________. 
2. __________________________________________________. 
3. __________________________________________________. 

 
 
From Problems… 
 
___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 
___________________________________ 

 
 
… to Issues 
 
#1  ______________________________________________________________________ 

 
#2   ______________________________________________________________________ 

 
#3  ______________________________________________________________________ 
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Are These Good Issues for Your Organization? 
 
  

Issue #1 
_________________ 
_________________ 

 
Issue #2 
_________________ 
_________________ 

 
Issue #3 
_________________ 
_________________ 
 

Result in a real 
and worthwhile 
improvement in 
people ’s l ives .  

   

Give people a 
sense of their own 
power .  

   

Alter the relations 
of power .  

   

Be winnable .     

Be widely felt .     

Be deeply felt .     

Be easy to 
understand .  

   

Have a clear 
target .  

   

Have a clear 
timeframe that 
works for you .  

   

Be non-divisive .     

Build leadership .     

Set your 
organization up 
for the next 
campaign .  

   

Raise money .     

Be consistent with 
your values and 
vision .  

   

Need your group 
to win the issue .  

   

Not require your 
group to become a 
permanent service 
provider .  
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How Do We 
Get What We 

Want? 
 

Identifying Targets  
and  

Choosing Tactics 
 
 
 



WORTH 
WOMEN ON THE RISE TELLING HERSTORY 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
WORTH ’s Community Organizing Toolkit |  by Laura McTighe 

71 

  



WORTH 
WOMEN ON THE RISE TELLING HERSTORY 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
WORTH ’s Community Organizing Toolkit |  by Laura McTighe 

72 

 
Building a Campaign Strategy 
Identifying Targets and Tactics for Winning on our Issues 
 
After picking an issue, the next step in community organizing is to build a campaign 
strategy.  That’s how we go from knowing what we want to getting what we want. 
 
An issue is the big picture vision we have for the world we are fighting to create.   
A campaign strategy is our roadmap for getting there.  It’s how we identify who can 
give us what we want, how we can influence them, and what a realistic timeline for 
working towards a win looks like. 
 
Our allies at the Midwest Academy have made a fantastic chart that we can use for 
mapping out a campaign strategy:   
 
 

 
Goals 

Organizational 
Considerations 

Constituents, 
Allies and 

Opponents 

 
Targets 

 
Tactics 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    

 
 
With this chart, we can move step-by-step through outlining the Goals; Organizational 
Considerations; Constituents, Allies and Opponents; Targets; and Tactics that will lead 
us to victory on our issue. 
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Here are some questions to consider when completing the strategy chart… 
 
Goals: 

1) List the long-term objectives of your campaign.  What are you trying to win? 
2) State the intermediate goals for this issue campaign.  What constitutes a 

victory? 
How will the campaign: 
• Win concrete improvements in people’s lives? 
• Give people a sense of their power? 
• Alter the relations of power? 

3) What short-term or partial victories can you win as steps toward your long-term 
goal? 

 
 

Organizational Considerations: 
1) List the resources that your organization brings to the campaign.  Include: 

money, number of staff, facilities, reputation, canvass, etc.  
What is the budget, including in-kind contributions, for this campaign? 

2) List the specific ways in which you want your organization to be strengthened 
by this campaign.  Fill in numbers for each: 

• Expand leadership group 
• Increase experience of existing leadership 
• Build membership base 
• Expand into new constituencies 
• Raise more money 

3) List internal problems that have to be considered if the campaign is to succeed. 
 
 
Constituents ,  Allies and Opponents: 

1) Who cares about this issue enough to join in or help the organization? 
• Whose problem is it? 
• What do they gain if they win? 
• What power do they have over the target? 
• Into what groups are they organized? 

2) Who are your opponents? 
• What will victory cost them? 
• What will they do/spend to oppose you? 
• Who strong are they? 
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Targets: 

A target is always a person.  It is never an institution or an elected body. 
1) Primary Targets 

• Who has the power to give you what you want? 
• What power do you have over them? 

2) Secondary Targets 
• Who has power over the people with power to give you what you want? 
• What power do you have over them? 

 
 

Tactics: 
For each target, list the tactics that each constituent group can best use to make its 
power felt. 
1) Tactics must be:  

• In context 
• Flexible and creative 
• Directed at a specific target 
• Make sense to the membership 
• Be backed up by a specific form of power 

2) Tactics include:  
• Media events 
• Actions for information and demands 
• Public hearings 
• Strikes 
• Voter registration and voter education 
• Lawsuits 
• Elections 
• Negotiations 

 
 
 
 

Adapted from the Midwest Academy 
http://www.midwestacademy.org 

 
  



WORTH 
WOMEN ON THE RISE TELLING HERSTORY 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
WORTH ’s Community Organizing Toolkit |  by Laura McTighe 

75 

 
Strategy Chart 

 
Here is a blank chart for you to use in mapping out your own campaign strategy! 
 

 
Goals 

Organizational 
Considerations 

Constituents ,  
Allies and 

Opponents 

 
Targets 

 
Tactics 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    

 
Adapted from the Midwest Academy 

http://www.midwestacademy.org 
  



WORTH 
WOMEN ON THE RISE TELLING HERSTORY 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
WORTH ’s Community Organizing Toolkit |  by Laura McTighe 

76 

 

 
 
 

Who Can 
Support Us? 

 
Building a Base  

and  
Recruiting Allies 
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The Importance of Base-Building  
in Our Campaign Work 
Achieving Your Goals ,  Strengthening Your Organization 
 
Most organizations that do advocacy work need to have a core of people they can 
count on to help them get things done and achieve their goals. But these people don’t 
magically appear – you have to find them and build relationships with them. This is 
called base-building.  
 
In base-building, you aren’t just trying to bring new people into your organization. 
You’re also trying to ensure that these new supporters are able to see and feel that 
they’re integral to your organization’s work. When people feel that their efforts are 
valued and important, they stick around. And that builds the power of your 
organization. 
 

Why do people get involved?  People generally get involved in 
advocacy work or activism because of personal investment or self-interest. 
This is normal. And recognizing that everyone has a lot going on – work, 
school, kids – is important.    

Your work will make more sense and be more inviting if you understand 
and relate to people’s self-interest. A good way to start is by asking folks 
what’s important in their lives, how they spend their time – and really 
listening to the answers. 

 
The bottom line: You can accomplish more when you have a base of people working 
with you, and people will feel more comfortable being involved with a group effort. 
People will make a difference if you ask them to be involved. But you have to ask!  
 
Here are five tips for thinking about how to build your organization ’s 
base… 
 

Base-Building Tip #1:  There are different levels of 
involvement .   
An average group might look like this: 
 
 General supporters (50 – 70 people)  
 

 Active supporters (20 – 25 people) 
 

 Core members (5 – 8 people) 
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Base-building Tip #2: You don ’t need thousands –  or even 
hundreds –  of people! 
Small meetings can be disheartening, but most groups are made up of 5 – 
8 core members. A healthy number of active supporters is 20 – 25 people. 
Having a list of 50 – 70 general supporters is great! 
 
 
 
 People will  cycle in and out of the 

group .  Levels of involvement change 
over time. It’s important to recognize 
that and be able to plan for and accept 
it when it happens. 

 
 
 

 
Base-building Tip #3: Appreciate everyone –  don ’t just focus 
on the core!  
It’s important to recognize everyone, including general supporters who 
only show up occasionally. If you measure involvement by attendance at 
weekly meetings, you could miss any number of people who are willing to 
be involved in other ways. The key to base-building is recognizing people 
where they’re at – working to help general supporters move to the core 
by asking more from people at each level and showing appreciation for 
the core while displaying gratitude toward everyone. 

 
Base-building Tip #4: Give people something to do!  
Although it can be hard to find ways for volunteers to get involved, the 
best way to make people feel that they’re contributing is to give them 
something meaningful to do. Making phone calls, helping with a mailing, 
or staffing the door at an event are good places to start. Once folks get 
more involved, sit down with them to find out what they’re interested in. 
This will help you match their strengths and interests to the work that 
needs to be done. 

 
Base-building Tip #5: Once is never enough!  
Base-building is an ongoing task. Since people will naturally cycle in and 
out of your group, and levels of commitment and availability will change, 
it’s important to build your base regularly. There are always opportunities 
to integrate base-building into other work that your organization is doing. 
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Where do you begin when you ’re thinking about building your base?  
First, and most importantly, remember that every time you meet someone, you have 
an opportunity to build your base. Introduce yourself, give out a business card, talk 
about your work, get people’s contact info, and follow up! 
 
You can also get started with base-building at: 

coalition events    
teach- ins    

community forums    
orientations    

social events & parties 
 

Who do you reach out to? 
Base-building is not about recruiting total strangers, although it may sometimes feel 
that way. Part of a smart campaign strategy is being able to identify the constituents 
and allies of your campaign, and targeting your base-building to the folks you’d like to 
have involved.  
 
Remember: Everyone is capable of base-building! Share the task. If you recruit a new 
member who belongs to a community group or attends a local church, ask them to pass 
around flyers or make an announcement about your meetings or events. Ask group 
members to bring friends when you have events. Base-building isn’t the responsibility 
of just one person. 
 
How do you keep track of your base? 
Once folks have come to an event or attended a meeting, the in-depth relationship-
building work begins. In order to encourage increased involvement, you need to keep 
track of what people are doing and recognize their efforts. For example, if someone 
comes to three community events in a row, it’s time to have coffee with that person to 
talk about other ways they can get involved. If someone comes to two weekly 
meetings a month, they might be interested in taking on more responsibility. 
 
You can track your base in a number of ways, depending on your organization’s 
capacity: 
 

⇒ Lists on a clipboard that travels to each meeting and event 
⇒ Index cards for each person, listing what they say they’ll do and 

what they really do 
⇒ A computer program such as Excel that allows you to create a 

spreadsheet 
⇒ An organizational database – a great tool if you have it! 
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A simple version might look like this: 
 

Name Address Phone Email Meeting /  
Event 

Attendance 

Notes 

George Michael 120 8th St., 
Nice, NY 
11234 

321-123-4567 
321-234-5678 

georgem@ 
email.com 

6/5/12, meeting 
7/17/12, forum 
9/2/12, protest 

Likes public 
speaking, great 
at turnout calls 
 

Diane Jones 45 Ave. B 
Nice, NY 
11234 

321-345-6789 no email 6/5/12, meeting 
7/7/12, meeting 
8/10/12, meeting 
9/2/12, protest 
9/8/12, fundraiser 

Interested in 
taking notes at 
meetings, works 
weekends 

 
 
 
 
 

     

 
 
 
 
 

     

 
Why is follow-up important? 
When we base-build, we’re asking people to commit their time and energy to our 
organization or campaign. In the same way that we ask people to be accountable to 
their commitments, we have to be accountable to our base. Following up with people 
you've talked with or asked something of is a very important part of base-building. 
 

For example, if you hold a community forum and thirty people sign your sign-up sheet 
at the door, what happens to those names? Everyone should be contacted within two 
weeks of the event – by e-mail, phone, or mail if need be – even if it’s just to say, 
“Thanks for coming! Here’s what we’re working on right now…” 
 

Following up with people will also help you know who to expect when you ask people 
to turn out for an event. Reminder calls can make the difference between “I forgot” and 
“See you there.” You can keep track of your reminder calls and follow ups in a chart like 
the one above. Similarly, if people say they’ll show up and then don’t, call them to see 
what happened. It’s important not to make people feel guilty for not attending. Just 
follow up to let them know that you noticed they weren’t there and that you hope to 
see them next time. 
 

Adapted from the Praxis Project.  
http://www.thepraxisproject.org  
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