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Chapter meetings should be used strategically to further the chapter’s advocacy efforts. Meetings can serve as opportunities to identify and plan for advocacy opportunities. Chapter meeting agenda items to further advocacy can include, but are not limited to, the following:
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Chapter officers can solicit input from chapter members on what advocacy activities are of interest to them, how to best advocate for each priority issue, and any upcoming advocacy opportunities that they are aware of. The chapter’s advocacy efforts are more likely to succeed the more members agree on the priority issues and are able and willing to participate in the advocacy activities. 
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Chapter members can spend some time at the chapter meetings researching issues, policies, or programs that affect people with disabilities and are of interest to the chapter. This research could be done individually or in small or large groups, with reports to the full group at the end. As part of the research, members could be asked to identify what is working, what isn’t working, what changes would be beneficial, how to frame the issue when advocating, who is responsible for policy making decisions regarding the issue, and/or specific opportunities to advocate for the issue.
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If members need additional information on a policy or program in order to advocate effectively for change, chapters can invite experts on the topic to present at the chapter meetings. Request that chapter members be prepared to ask questions to understand how well the policy or program meets the needs of people with disabilities, identify any needed changes, and identify opportunities to advocate for any needed changes.
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Chapter members can practice their advocacy skills by taking turns playing the role of an advocate or devil’s advocate in small or large groups. For example, one member can deliver a mock elevator pitch or legislative testimony to other members pretending to be legislators.
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Chapter members can spend some time at the chapter meetings making posters for upcoming advocacy activities, when relevant. For example, chapters can hold poster-making sessions in preparation for Developmental Disabilities Advocacy Day.


Ideas for Chapter Advocacy Activities

Chapters are expected to plan and engage in advocacy activities in between chapter meetings, either on their own or in collaboration with other organizations. The types of advocacy activities should depend on the policy issue and chapter members’ availability, interests, and skill sets. It may be beneficial to plan several different types of advocacy activities to ensure all chapter members have an opportunity to participate in at least one. Advocacy activities can include, but are not limited to, the following:
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Chapters can organize a phone campaign to educate policymakers on a local, regional, statewide, or national issue of importance to the chapter. One or more members of the chapter could draft a script that other members can use for their calls. Another member could identify who should be called to achieve the desired goal. This activity would be relatively easy to accomplish because it does not require a lot of time or travel, but has the potential for high impact.
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Chapters can organize a letter or email writing campaign, or circulate a petition on an issue of importance to the chapter. For example, a chapter may want to petition state legislators to fund additional Medicaid waiver slots, signed by members of the chapter and potentially members of other chapters or disability organizations. This activity would be relatively easy to accomplish because it does not require a lot of time or travel, but has the potential for high impact.
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Chapter members can provide written public comment on proposed regulations, which could be simplified by signing on to public comment that other advocacy organizations or coalitions submit. Policymakers are typically required to solicit written public comment when regulations are created, amended, or repealed. Check the Virginia Regulatory Town Hall website by visiting http://townhall.virginia.gov/ or clicking here for a list of state regulations that are open to public comment, and sign up for their email notification service to receive ongoing updates. Chapter members can go to the Board website’s policy section to see the types of comments that the Board has made.
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Chapter members can also provide public comment in person during public meetings such as city council meetings, state legislative hearings, and state or local advisory or planning committee meetings. State advisory committee meetings that are open to the public include the Commonwealth Coordinated Care Plus Advisory Committee (which focuses on the Medicaid managed long-term services and supports program), the State Special Education Advisory Committee, and the State Rehabilitation Council, among many others. Check the Virginia Regulatory Town Hall website by visiting http://townhall.virginia.gov/ or clicking here for a list of upcoming public meetings, and sign up for their email notification service to receive ongoing updates.
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Chapter members can schedule meetings with their local, state, or federal policymakers to discuss policies they would like the policymaker to support or oppose. The best time to meet with state legislators is when they are in their local offices, which is typically in the summer and fall months when the General Assembly is not in session. Chapters can host regional Developmental Disabilities (DD) Advocacy Days to encourage members to schedule meetings with their state legislators during this time or, if members cannot travel to the local office, email or call their legislator. During the General Assembly session, a great opportunity to meet with state legislators is to attend DD Advocacy Day in Richmond, hosted by the Arc of Virginia and supported by the Virginia Board for People with Disabilities.
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Chapters can host or participate in events that raise awareness about issues regarding people with developmental disabilities. For example, chapter members can participate in a Down Syndrome 5k or a march to celebrate the Americans with Disabilities Act.
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