


About Marguerite Casey 
Foundation’s Equal Voice  
Youth Empowerment Project

Some of our nation’s most pressing social issues—immigration, 
education, criminal justice and community violence—directly 
affect young people. Yet there are few opportunities for youth 
to voice their concerns and propose solutions. 

The Equal Voice for America’s Families Campaign was a 
manifestation of Marguerite Casey Foundation’s mission to 
support and encourage a movement of low-income families 
who advocate on their own behalf for policy and systems  
changes that improve the social and economic well-being  
of families. Acknowledging the important role of young  
people as tomorrow’s leaders, the Equal Voice Youth 
Empowerment Project will help lift up and integrate  
youth voices into community change efforts nationwide.
  

About This Guide

This guide is intended for groups interested in hosting an 
Equal Voice Youth Empowerment event, big or small, that is 
geared toward inspiring young people and giving them tools 
to identify, understand and respond to the issues that mean 
the most to them. This guide provides event ideas, framing 
suggestions, background information, facilitator guidelines and 
other tips to assist in the planning of virtually any type of event. 
Depending on your scope and target audience, some sections 
may be more useful than others. Feel free to browse through 
and pick sections that are most relevant to your needs.   
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Getting Started With Your Event

Figuring out your objectives is a key step in planning a successful event or gathering. Think 
about what you’d like to get out of the event, how it can best benefit your community and what 
outcomes are most realistic. Objectives you might consider include the following (these are not 
mutually exclusive):    
 

 

If you’re reading this, it’s very likely that your main target audience is young people, but you might 
also be interested in engaging community leaders, funders or other decision makers about the 
importance of including young people in community-based efforts. 

Consider your objectives and determine what audience you’d need to meet those objectives. For 
example, are you hoping to deepen the involvement of young people you already work with? 
Would you like to reach out to young people in a neighboring town or school? Are you hoping 
to build bridges between ? As you can see, knowing your 
objectives will help you define the target audience.
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3. Choose Your Venue

of your audience and your objectives. For example, if you want to host 
an intimate dialogue, a church basement or large living room would 
suffice. If you want to engage college or high school students, a school 
auditorium would work well. If you want to put on a more professional 
event that attracts VIPs and press, you may consider doing your event 
in a private screening room (at a library or museum, for example) or in a 
theater. Theaters and screening rooms often have rental fees, which can 

available for little or no cost. Local universities, community centers and 
libraries might be good places to start. 

No matter what, make sure your venue is easily accessible to your target audience, especially 
since most young people may need to get there via public transit.

to your event planning. In some instances, event-based partnerships can even pave the way for 
longer-term relationships that will benefit your mutual efforts. Partners can get involved in a range 
of ways, depending on their interest and capacity. At the very least, they can help get the word 
out about your event on their listservs or websites, but some partners might be able to get more 

consider the following groups as potential partners:

 
     Roosevelt Campus Network, etc.)

share an interest in engaging youth perspectives. This will help you reach new potential supporters 
and bring your messages to new audiences “beyond the choir.”
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Screening Maria Full of Hope: An Equal Voice Story. 
If you’re a lead community partner of the Equal Voice 
Youth Empowerment Project, you will be asked to show 
the short documentary Maria Full of Hope during your 
event. This short documentary tells the story of one 
young woman as she reflects on her challenging past, 

inspiring leader battling the dropout crisis in Chicago. 
The story was adapted from the Marguerite Casey 
Foundation’s 2010 documentary Raising Hope: The 
Equal Voice Story, which chronicles the Equal Voice for 
America’s Families Campaign, which aims to elevate 
the voices of low-income families. Designed to be a 
springboard for dialogue, Maria Full of Hope helps 
audiences of all ages consider the power of  
democracy in action, as they witness the  collective  
effort for economic and social justice being carried  
out by people across the country.

Depending on your format, Maria Full of Hope could be a good preamble to a big presentation or 
documentary screening to put your event in the context of youth empowerment. Some may want 
to use the documentary as a way to place the discussion within the Equal Voice framework before 

or panel discussion. If you’re doing a more intimate event, the short documentary could be used 
to spark dialogue among young people in the audience, or as a way to kick-off a panel discussion 
that features local young people sharing their own stories of transformation. In addition, Maria Full 
of Hope could also be used among adult audiences, as a way to introduce them to the power of 
young voices in supporting community change. To request a DVD or watch the film online, visit 
www.caseygrants.org/hope.
 

 One of the most important aspects of an event geared 
toward youth empowerment is opportunities for young people to share their own stories. 

issues more tangible for your audience. Consider inviting a handful of active young people to 
discuss their own journeys toward civic engagement. It might be particularly useful to have them 
share some successful examples of how they helped to make a difference in the community. (If 
you’re unsure where to start, do some research or ask around to find out who in your area has led 
volunteer community cleanups, set up local youth councils, managed to change school policies 

 Suggestion: Maria Full of Hope 
can be a good way to prompt reflection among young speakers, as they can compare their own 
experiences to Maria’s story.
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impact of complex issues, film has the ability to engage people on an 
emotional level and create a shared experience, providing a catalyst to 

in the use of film as a community engagement tool, Active Voice can help 
you identify documentaries that provide greater context for some of the 
most pressing issues youth face today. We have access to documentaries 
on environmental impact, community health, youth justice movements 
in history, juvenile justice, personal stories and more. If you decide to go 
this route, we suggest following your film with a discussion led by local 
experts, as well as supplying the audience with suggestions for action.  
For a listing of suggested documentaries, contact . 
 

 Young people all over the country  
are finding creative ways to express themselves through music, theater, dance, video-production 

followed by a focused discussion.  

Leadership Training. Empowering young adults with the confidence to address community 
challenges, take action and become civically engaged is the first step to fostering our next 
generation of leaders. Your event can be used to kick-off a sustained youth leadership training 
geared toward equipping young people with the skills and knowledge necessary to lead 
community change efforts. Visit www.caseygrants.org/hope to download Active Voice’s  
Equal Voice Youth Empowerment Toolkit for ideas and resources. 
  

 Whether you’re convening people in a community center, living room or 
church basement—or even if you’re doing breakout groups as part of a larger event—holding a 
dialogue with a small group of young people can be a very productive, first step in sparking long-
term action and civic engagement. Get the conversation started by prompting youth to reflect on 
their identity and interests, or encourage them to articulate what they feel are the biggest barriers 
to school success, job opportunities, healthy and happy lifestyles. Giving young people a safe 
space for sharing their hopes and concerns will generate ideas for focusing on particular projects.  

 If your event is geared toward attracting the attention of local leaders, 
funders or other decision makers, consider including knowledgeable speakers that can lend some 
credibility to the issues you’re presenting. For example, if one of your goals is to demonstrate the 
high dropout rate in your community, it might be useful to have a school administrator or school 
board representative presenting data.  

 If your community has a great local story about what is being done to help young 
people lead better and more fulfilled lives, you might consider doing a press briefing to spark 
coverage in local media outlets, especially if you have good media connections. 
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General Event Tips 
   
 E  If you’re doing a panel discussion, it’s best to have no more than four speakers.  
  The ideal panel discussion should not exceed 30 minutes. Make sure you have an  
  experienced moderator.  
 
 E   
  30–45 minutes long. Given the issue, some audience members may be compelled to  
  give long accounts of their personal experiences. If their comments exceed a minute or  

 
  auditoriums usually require microphones for maximum audibility.   
 
 E   Make sure you have volunteers on hand to help with logistics at the event, such as    

 E  If your event is focused on a particular issue in the community (such as juvenile justice or  
  education), make sure you read up on the topic—particularly relevant local, state and  
  national policies and news.  

 E  

 E  For more formal small group gatherings, it might be a good idea to have an  
  experienced facilitator to help people process information and relate it to their own  
  experiences. No matter what, be prepared with concrete action steps for your group.
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Getting the Word Out

Getting the word out is one of the most important things you can do in planning your event. 
Even a well thought-out event with prominent speakers can suffer low attendance if you 
don’t cover your bases. We encourage you to spread the word before the event through 

calendar listings. 

. There you can  
findtemplates for flyers, email invitations, press releases and many additional resources.  

 

Nail down the details.
procedures before you send out notices to anyone. (If you’re taking RSVPs, plan to accept 
30% more RSVPs than you have room for and let late responders know you might be able 

 

 The simplest thing you can do to promote your event is to create an email 
blast and send it out widely via listservs. Send out two emails: the first at least two weeks 

 
Get it on community calendars. Try to get calendar listings in your city’s weekly 
publication(s) and on the web. If you have a website of your own, make sure to post 

 
Embed the trailer on your website and Facebook pages. Embedding or posting the trailer 
to these pages introduces interested audiences to the content early on to spark their interest.
 
Post flyers. Make flyers and post them in high traffic areas such as college campuses, 

 
worship that have youth groups and other places where young people congregate.  

Start the presses. Ten days before your event, send a press release to local newspapers. Try 

to highlight the film’s relevance to local issues. 

Engage youth leaders. Seek out civic leaders—such as pastors, neighborhood associations, 
teachers, counselors—who can help get the word out to different youth groups.
 
Enlist service providers. Are there service providers who serve youth in the community? 

 
to young people.
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Logistics Checklist

Preliminary planning – at least 6 weeks prior
 

 equipment for the audience you have in mind. 
 

 one (for larger community events). 
 Determine speakers, panelists and facilitator (if applicable). 

 
 events and other developments that might apply to your event.

 Send press advisories to media outlets (for larger community events).  
 For larger community events, send out press advisories to media outlets. (See “Getting  
 the Word Out” on page 8 for more information on Active Voice’s press release template  
 and recommended placements.)
 Confirm the appropriate format for your screening (most likely DVD).  
 Draft event agenda.

More logistical planning – 2 weeks prior
 

 by Active Voice). Again, send one announcement two weeks prior and another several days prior.  
 Contact community calendars about your event (for larger community events).
 Secure food reception (if applicable).
 Create a Facebook “event” and announce it on the Equal Voice for America’s Families  
 Facebook page.
 

 Follow up with media outlets and if necessary, resend press advisories.
 Make calls to local television and radio programs.

Final planning – several days prior
  Test screen your format of the film in advance to make sure there aren’t  
 any glitches. Email  or call (415) 487–2000 if you have any issues.
 Send a second round of email blasts.

 
 of the upcoming event (for larger community events).

 Make copies of handouts to distribute at the event.
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 Arrive at least 30 minutes early, with plenty of time to set up the room.
 Put up signs to direct people from the main entrance to the meeting room.
 Make sure your audience knows where to find the restrooms and water fountains.
 Double-check that your audio-visual materials and equipment (like sound) are working. 
 As people arrive, ask them to sign up for your listserv or email list.

 Take photos!

Supplies

 Name tags 
 Paper and markers to make signs 
 Charts (if necessary for your activity)
 Refreshments
 Maria Full of Hope: An Equal Voice Story DVD
 AV equipment to show DVD (can be TV and DVD player, or computer and projector, etc.).  
 Consider bringing a microphone and speakers if you are holding a larger event.
 Whatever handouts you need for the presentation (Equal Voice Youth Empowerment Toolkit, etc).
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Active Voice uses film, television and multimedia to spark social change from grassroots to 
grass tops. Our team of strategic communications specialists works with media makers, funders, 
advocates and thought leaders to put a human face on the issues of our times. We frame and 
beta-test key messages, develop national and local partnerships, plan and execute high profile, 
outcome-oriented events, repurpose digital content for web and viral distribution, produce 
ancillary and educational resources and consult with industry and sector leaders. Since our 
inception in 2001, Active Voice has built a diverse portfolio of story-based campaigns focusing on 
issues including immigration, criminal justice, healthcare and sustainability. www.activevoice.net

Marguerite Casey Foundation exists to help low-income families strengthen their voice and 

just and equitable policymaking on the local, state and national levels, policymaking in which the 
families have an equal voice. Equal Voice, the Foundation’s framework for movement building, 
is rooted in the strategies of activism, advocacy and education, and is guided by the families 
themselves.  www.caseygrants.org 


