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Introduction 

 

 

What is a Community Forum? 

A Community Forum provides an opportunity to bring together candidates, state elected offi-

cials and communities to share ideas about what matters most to them. This year, we can help 

make children’s issues a top priority by focusing attention on state and local election issues and 

the impact they have on the children of Illinois. Children need advocates who raise their voices 

to let our elected leaders know it’s best to invest in short-term and long-term solutions that 

prevent problems and meet diverse community needs. By organizing a Community Forum this 

fall, you will increase the strength and number of those voices and help us build better lives for 

future generations of Illinois children. 

What are the goals of a Community Forum? 

A Community Forum serves to: 

� Educate candidates and elected officials about the needs facing children and families in your 

communities and find out where candidates stand on those issues. 

� Raise the profile of children’s issues and emphasize that Illinois voters care about children 

and will hold their elected officials accountable. 

� Build relationships with your current and future elected officials so that you are seen as a 

local expert and resource on children’s issues. 

� Energize those who attend to become more involved in future advocacy efforts on behalf of 

children and families. 

� Build broad support for children’s issues by linking with other people and organizations 

across Illinois. 

What does it take to have a successful Community Forum? 

Through Voices for Illinois Children’s experience working with legislators, candidates and 

communities, we have learned that elements of a successful Community Forum include: 

1. A number of visible co-sponsors 

2. A clear focus on children’s issues 

3. A room filled with community members 

4. Candidates and current representatives who actively participate in the discussion 

5. Participants who engage in the dialogue and ask questions 

For more information, please contact Paula Corrigan-Halpern at 312-516-5566 or 

pcorriganhalpern@voices4kids.org. 

“When parents, educators, community advocates and policymakers join 

around a common cause, we can make a difference in the lives of children.” 

- Gaylord Gieseke, President 

Voices for Illinois Children 
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Recommended Timeline 

 

 

 

Two Months Before 1.  

2.  

3.  

Reach out to groups that support children and family issues to co-

sponsor the Community Forum. Make sure the co-sponsors 

understand that they are accountable for bringing out a specific 

number of community members. 

Invite the candidates by calling their local offices. Clarify that the event 

is a bipartisan discussion (not a speech or debate) about children’s 

issues with constituents. Offer several dates between Sept. 8 and Oct. 

31. Avoid national, state and religious holidays.  

Choose a location that is convenient and accessible. Select a room that 

will make the size of your group look larger. 

One Month Before 1.  Send a confirmation letter to the candidates to reconfirm the date, time 

and location. 

 2.  Invite community members. Spread the word in your community by 

using the sample flier. Facebook and listserves are also powerful tools. 

 3.  Choose a moderator. Suggested moderators include local news-

casters, school superintendents and faith leaders. 

Three Weeks Before 1. Access our online electoral advocacy toolkit for candidate questions, 

Illinois Kids Count data, and other information at voices4kids.org.  

Two Weeks Before 1.  Reconfirm the date, time and location with the candidates by 

calling their offices. 

 2.  Contact your local League of Women Voters (if not already 

involved) or other group to provide voter registration. 

One Week Before 1.  Contact the media in your area, and let them know about the event. 

 2.  Print out copies of the sign-up sheet. 

 3.  Meet with all of the co-sponsors to go over logistics and the 

schedule for the day. 

 4.  Make sure you have: 

  � One volunteer to take photos of the event 

  � A note-taker to record the event 

 

 
  � Enough microphones and any needed audio-visual 

equipment 

During the Forum 1.  Set a tone of respect and mutual problem-solving. Ask sponsors and 

attendees to Tweet and update their Facebook pages. 

After the Forum 1. 1 Send thank you letters to the candidates, co-hosts, moderator and 

participants. 
 

Page 4 

 

Visit www.voices4kids.org to 
download this document 

 

http://voices4kids.org/
http://www.voices4kids.org/


 

 

Inviting the Candidates 

 

 

Sample Phone Script for Inviting Candidates and Elected Officials 

Hello, my name is [Your Name] and I’m calling to invite you to participate in the [Your 

Community] Community Forum. The Forum will focus on children’s issues, and the event is 

designed to be a discussion, not a speech or a debate. We’ve also asked [Candidate/Elected 

Official Name] to attend. 

The purpose of the Forum is to give voters an opportunity to hear your ideas and share their 

thoughts about how we can work together to improve the lives of children and families. 

We’re expecting around _____ people from the community to attend. 

This event is one of many Community Forums being held around the state, co-sponsored by 

Voices for Illinois Children, a statewide, non-partisan advocacy organization. 

The Forum will be held on [Date] at [Place] beginning at [Time]. We hope you will be able 

to join us. I’ll send you a letter confirming the date. 

Thank you. 
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Inviting the Candidates 

 

 

Sample Response Letter 

[Date] 

[Your Address] 

[Candidate’s Name] 

[Candidate’s Address] 

Dear [Candidate’s Name]: 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in our local Community Forum that will focus on 

children’s issues. The Forum is designed to be a discussion, not a speech or a debate, and it is 

scheduled to take place on [date] at [place] beginning at [time]. We, as a community, believe 

that children do well when they grow up in strong, supportive families, and that families do 

well in supportive communities. We look forward to a discussion of how we can work together 

to assure the future well-being of children and families in our district and across the state. 

Our Community Forum is one of many across the state being sponsored by Voices for 

Illinois Children. Voices works across all issue areas to improve the lives of children of all 

ages throughout our state so they grow up healthy, happy, safe, loved and well educated. 

I appreciate your participation in our Community Forum and look forward to seeing you 

on [date, time, place and address]. In the meantime, please feel free to call me at [telephone 

number] if you have any questions. 

Sincerely, 

[Your Name] 
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[Your Community] 

Community Forum 

As the election approaches, join us for a 

conversation about issues affecting children and families 

with candidates for the Illinois General Assembly. 

Let’s make children’s issues a top priority for elected officials! 

[Date] 

[Time] 

[Location] 

We will be joined by [insert candidate names here]. 

Event Sponsors: 

For more information, please contact [your name] at [your number and email]. 

 

Sample Flier 
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Sample Sign-up Sheet 
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Forum Sign Up Sheet 

Name Home Address E-mail Phone Organization 

I am interested 

in joining a 

Voices Leader-

ship Committee 
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The Facts 

 

 

 

Invest in Our Future: There are More Than 3.1 Million Children in Illinois 

Children and families continue to experience the effects of the Great Recession. 

� In 2010, the child poverty rate in Illinois rose to 19.4 percent, up from 16.6 percent in 

2007. In 2010, 600,000 Illinois children lived in poverty, up from 525,000 in 2007. 

� One in four Illinois children resides in a single-parent household. While the 

unemployment rate in Illinois is 2010 was 5 percent for fathers and 7 percent for mothers 

in married-couple households with children, 13 percent of single fathers and 14 percent 

of single mothers were unemployed.  

� In federal FY2010, 758,000 Illinois children received benefits from the Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), which represented a 25 percent increase from two 

years earlier.  

Not all Illinois children are prepared for success in school, the workforce and beyond. 

� In FY 2009, only 30 percent of revenue for public elementary-secondary education in 

Illinois came from state sources – the lowest share among the 50 states. 

� In FY 2012, appropriations for General State Aid to local school districts were at the 

lowest level since FY 2008. 

� Overall Illinois NAEP scores in 4
th

 grade reading and math improved somewhat 

between 2003 and 2007 but showed little or no change in 2009 and 2011. 

� In 2011, high school graduation rates in Illinois were 89 percent for white students, 74 

percent for African-Americans, 77 percent for Latinos and 92 percent for Asians.  

We must do more to safeguard children’s social, emotional and physical well-being. 

� In a 2009 survey, 28 percent of Illinois high school students reported having depressive 

feelings everyday for a two-week period.   

� In 2009, 23 percent of Illinois children lived in food-insecure households.   

�  In Illinois, 35 percent of children, ages 10-17 are either overweight or obese. 

Many Illinois children and youth continue to be at risk. 

� Between FY 2006 and FY 2010, substantiated cases of child abuse and neglect in Illinois 

increased 15 percent for children under age 6, compared with five percent for older 

children.  

� In a 2009 survey, 16 percent of Illinois high school students reported carrying a weapon at 

least one day in the previous month.  

 

 

 

Source: “Illinois Kids Count 2012,” Voices for Illinois Children 
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