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Helen: Thank you so much for joining us and these four remarkable state advocates today.   

All of you around the country have done a great job of sharpening the profile of why early learning 
matters to children and families. 

As we go into the 2014 elections it is very important to keep this issue on the table. 

If you are a 501(c)3 please feel free to seek the counsel of the Alliance for Justice.  Their number is 202-
822-6070.  They are always available to help organizations around the country navigate election work as 
a non-profit.  Please also check your own state restrictions as you move forward. 

 

Helen: The first question is for Joan.  Can you tell us how you build a relationship with campaign staff? 

 

Joan: Building relationships with campaign staff is similar to building relationships with legislative staff.  
These relationships are our bread and butter.  We write a set of core briefing papers talking about the 
system in place, the unmet need, the key progress made, the room for improvement, and the role of 
someone running for office. This can be slightly tweaked to adapt for whatever office the candidate is 
running for.  



 
We make it our business to reach out to every major declared candidate running for a particular office.  
It is very important that you reach out to all the candidates. If you ask for a meeting with the candidate 
you will often get a meeting with a staffer instead.  That is where we begin our work.  At the meeting, 
we bring copies of the briefing documents and walk them through the documents.  We let them know 
that if they ask us questions we can give just their campaign information, as opposed to if we give them 
information we have to give it to their opponents as well.  We offer to let candidates come tour 
programs.  We also prepare data about early learning specific to their district.   

This begins the process of keeping them in the loop.  From there we send them our regular reports and 
updates, and make it a point to be in touch with key candidate staff at least once a week.  At this point, 
they will often come to us for information.  The payoff is huge because these campaign staff often 
become legislative staff. 

 

Helen: The second question is for Elizabeth.  Tell us about hosting gubernatorial forums as a way to keep 
early learning issues elevated and how to ensure that significant questions are asked? 

Elizabeth: We have for the last number of elections stepped up to host a forum on children’s issues.  Our 
organization covers a broad range of children’s issues from juvenile justice and child health to child 
welfare and early learning.  Do call the Alliance for Justice, especially for guidance about how narrowly 
you can cast your forum as a non-profit. 

We usually wait until early September, after the primary election, so our forum is just dealing with 1 
Democrat and 1 Republican (we don’t have third party candidates this year).  However, we ask all the 
candidates very early so that before things get intense we already have a date scheduled.  We get 
candidates to commit to the date before they become the party’s nominee.  If one candidate says yes 
the others usually will say yes also. 

What has worked for us to prepare briefing papers for the candidates about early childhood issues so 
that they do a good job at your forum.  We don’t give them a lengthy document but instead strategically 
pull out data points, trend lines and policy recommendations.  This is doubly useful because then staff 
who are often on their transition team, if the candidate wins, are already educated about early learning 
issues. 

When we host a forum, we get the word out through key partners in our community.  We ask for people 
to send us questions ahead of time, with no promise that the questions will be asked.  This makes 
people feel more included. 

We try to get a former news personality to moderate (someone who is politically neutral).  We usually 
do not give the candidates the questions ahead of time.  Make sure that you can stand up to the 



 
scrutiny of being extremely even-handed among the candidates.  You want to have tight time 
restrictions in terms of how much time you give candidates to answer, in order to be able to cover a lot 
of ground.  

 

Helen: This question is for Kat. Can you talk about getting the field to town halls and getting early 
learning questions on the table? 

Kat: In Minnesota, the strategy for getting early learning questions asked at already established town 
hall meetings is twofold.  

1) Partner with the organization that is sponsoring the town hall to agree ahead of time that questions 
about early childhood will be asked. This means building relationships with the conveners of these 
forums. 

2) During the open microphone time, make sure that you’ve got people to go up to the microphone and 
ask questions to the candidates. Make sure that the people asking questions are prepared and confident 
to talk. 

We created a voter card which has information about voting in elections on the front and on the back 
has three statistics about early learning in Minnesota and three questions to ask at a town hall.  People 
can use these cards to ask questions during a forum, and they are also used to get out the vote. We 
distributed these cards both electronically and in person through providers. 

Helen:  Charlie, can you talk about your efforts to engage the field overall in efforts to educate 
candidates? 

Charlie: We’ve done a lot of work to raise early childhood issues in the context of other children’s issues 
(child welfare, child health, etc.) It’s been our experience that if we weren’t active there is no guarantee 
that candidates will speak or present their opinions about early childhood issues. 

We have done this by enlisting other groups and organizations who have some interest in children’s 
issues to pull together as a group that is committed to raising kid’s issues to prominence in elections.  
The organizations themselves are more than willing to come on board as long as they’re not asked to do 
too much or to do more than help raise the issue to prominence. 

This is useful for us because if we want to meet with a candidate they are more likely to come if a broad 
range of organizations is hosting the meeting.  These different organizations can get fact sheets out to 
their own members and encourage their members to go to town meetings.  It is useful for someone to 
take the lead and facilitate the work. That’s where your organization comes in. 



 
 

Helen: As you’ve  all thought about your strategy, how did you work through your time frame, budget, 
and pre-planning? Given the nature of this field, what is the most important thing that an organization 
can do with little or no funding? 

Joan: You can do this with $10 or millions of dollars.  Something as simple as sharing materials, even if 
you don’t draft new materials, is something that you can do in a few weeks.  It only takes 2-3 hours of 
additional prep to prepare for a congressional visit. 

Elizabeth: I was recently working with our deputy director to look back at what we did in 2010.  We are 
quickly updating our materials from 2010 for our core issue areas.  The great formatting and design 
work is already done.  There are very few candidates who will remember the same materials and we 
always freshen it up with new data. 

It is a heavier lift if you’ve never made these materials, but nothing is more important than this.  There is 
a real market in terms of how important these issues that we work on are viewed by voters. We need to 
have candidate education opportunities and keep the issue on the front burner. 

Joan: No one has to start from square 1. Use what was mentioned on the phone today as a framework. 

Helen: We will circulate the websites of the organizations on the call today: 

Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children: www.papartnerships.org/ 

Rhode Island Kids Count: www.rikidscount.org/  

Think Small Minnesota: www.thinksmall.org  

Child and Family Policy Center: www.cfpciowa.org/  

 

Kat: Depending on the maturity of your network, getting people to show up to other people’s events is  
free.  The voter cards had a cost.  There is a value to getting those questions out electronically.  You only 
need to let people know about events and forums sponsored by other groups a few weeks ahead of 
time. 

Charlie: People should not underestimate the value of direct personal contact with a candidate where 
you are not asking them for too much but you are presenting them with an opportunity to support this 
work.  It is valuable to get the issue out there even if candidates are not committing to a big new 
program or a change in funding.  Candidates don’t want to be put in a “gotcha” situation. 

http://www.papartnerships.org/
http://www.rikidscount.org/
http://www.thinksmall.org/
http://www.cfpciowa.org/


 
 

Helen: How well do non-political events, such as state fairs, and things like buttons, gimmicks, etc. work 
as a strategy to engage candidates? 

Kat: With these tactics, the issue does start getting diluted.  I wouldn’t recommend these as the only 
strategy.  The value of having the issue brought up at an event like a state fair is that it shows that early 
childhood is something the average voter cares about. 

Joan: It is pretty labor intensive to get the word out in these grassroots ways.  For our campaign we have 
paid field organizations to get the word out.  Don’t forget about going to state party committee 
meetings.  Often for $50 you can get a table there. 

Charlie: The challenge is to do enough of this to get above the political noise.  In terms of getting people 
to ask questions at events, we try to start with people who are already active voters.  We also work with 
our community based providers to help recruit parents to ask questions and engage politicians with 
these issues. 

 

Helen: Another question, how would you include the Strong Start bill in these efforts? 

Joan : We will refresh our white paper to include information on how much our system relies on federal 
funds and talk about how we need a state-federal partnership. We’ll make the case to candidates that 
going to Congress means being an advocate for Strong Start. 

Elizabeth: We talk about Strong Start as a chance to accelerate our progress and make sure that low-
income children aren’t falling through the cracks. The majority of low-income children are not in any 
program right now.  It is a great chance to mention state-federal partnerships to further our efforts. 

Charlie: We talk about brain research and early childhood adversity research.  There is a whole wealth of 
knowledge about the first 3-5 years out there.  We know that there are evidence-based programs that 
can put kids on the right trajectory going forward.   We stress the points that we are not making 
investments right now that will close the gap, and that voters want to see Congress and the President do 
more rather than less around early learning. 

If the question becomes do you support the President’s program, called Strong Start, you will receive 
responses that will be around predictable partisan lines. 

 

Helen: Another question:  has it been harder to find out where town halls are being held and if members 
are having fewer town halls.  What do you suggest? 



 
Kat: You are right that campaigns are getting tighter when it comes to public events.  I recommend that 
you find events through the candidates’ websites themselves, through local media, or by partnering 
with the League of Women Voters, Chambers of Commerce, and other groups that host town halls.  
Candidates are getting more scared; they are trying to avoid “gotcha” moments.  There are more and 
more  experiences of candidates who have had unruly town hall meetings. 

Charlie: Traditionally members of Congress convene their own town hall meetings. We are talking about 
town halls that we are trying to convene. There is a leeriness on the part of candidates to come to those, 
but again if you have a coalition which includes a broad array of interests it makes it more difficult for 
candidates to say no.Helen: What about public service announcements as a way to raise issue? 

Joan: We have never tried to do PSAs around elections. 

 

Helen: Thank you so much for joining us today, and thank you again to Joan, Kat, Elizabeth and Charlie. 


