Vigil Toolkit
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Sample Invitation Letter
Dear Youth Advocate:

On behalf of the [your campaign], we are inviting your participation in a statewide vigil on {Date and time}
We are hosting the vigils as a demonstration of [your cause or specific issue].
This paragraph should contain facts about the vigil, what will be done as well as facts about your cause/issue for example:  
The length of the vigil is 23 minutes; this signifies the 23 hours per day that many youth incarcerated at Manson Youth Institute spend confined to their cells. “Authorities tell us that when these youth are kept in their cells for 23 hours a day it is for their own protection – to keep them safe.  Doesn’t that just prove that these young people are in the wrong facility and shouldn’t be in the adult system in the first place?” Remember that Manson is the facility run by the adult Department of Correction for those youth who are tried and incarcerated as adults.
We are calling for an end to this inappropriate treatment of youth in the adult criminal justice system and demand that youth are provided with developmentally appropriate treatment and services that the juvenile justice system can provide.

In taking action, you will be joined by many other people throughout the state in sharing your views on the impact of state policies of trying and sentencing children as adults and why the laws needs to be changed. This activity does not require a major time commitment but it will have a major impact. 

Sincerely,

[your campaign]
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5 STEPS TO HOSTING A SUCCESSFUL 30-MINUTE VIGIL
Step 1: Who do I involve in the Vigil?
· Establish a small planning committee. Invite a few friends, family and colleagues to join you and help with the planning. 
· Set a time to get together and decide on steps 2, 3, 4 and 5
Step 2: Where should I host the vigil?
· Find a good location. Deciding where you hold a vigil is perhaps the most important part of planning. Successful vigils are usually held in some location of significance to the cause. Ample parking and picking a central location are important considerations as well. You might also want to consider hosting a “virtual vigil” at your desk or in the parking lot.  Here are some other ideas:

· Town Square

· Local Park

· Community Center

· Church

· School

· Youth Program

· Outside Juvenile Court
· If you choose an outdoor location, decide on a back-up location in case it rains. Make sure the group is still noticeable in the new location.
· You may need to apply for a permit whenever holding a vigil in a public place, such as outside of the juvenile court and this should be done as soon as possible. Call your local town hall or local government to find out if you need a permit for the location and if so, obtain a permit application.
· Create a list of necessary equipment, while keeping in mind the location of the vigil. You might need:

· Sound System

· Watch or stopwatch

· Fact sheets & Take Action Postcards
· Sign-in sheet & Pen
· Candles & Matches

· Sign-in / Take Action table
Step 3: Who will you invite?
· Your event will be more fun, and have more of an impact, if you’ve got a small crowd.  The best way to recruit attendees is to call your friends, family, co-workers and others.
· Personal phone calls are definitely most effective if you want to ensure a good turn-out.  Usually people need three contacts about a direct action event to ensure their active participation.

· Make reminder calls the night before your event and you’ll have much better attendance.  And don’t forget the "law of halves," about half of the people who sign up for an event won’t actually make it that day.  
Step 4: What should we do at our Vigil?

Be creative. Vigils can include a lot of different actions. Make sure that everyone can take part, no matter how many or few people attend. Here’s a sampling of ideas of what to do during your time:
· Moment of silence 
· Speak out on the issue

· Reveal facts

· Sing songs related to the issue

· Read names

· Light candles

· Tell a single person’s story as a way to describe the problem

· Invite the family of an incarcerated child to speak

· Make a call for change

Step 5: Should I contact the media?
· Contacting the media is very important. This event will be more powerful if your legislators and the public know what is happening and why. You want to make sure that the press understands [your cause]
· Please see sample press advisory and sample press release in this toolkit to use for your local media outlets.
Sample Schedule:
11:30 
Arrive 15 to 20 minutes early. Set up your sign-in / take action table. 
11:45 

Greet attendees as they arrive.  Ask them to introduce themselves to someone new and talk about why they're there. Do this until it’s time to start. People are often reluctant, but afterwards they say meeting like-minded folks was the highlight of the event.  And volunteers who aren’t greeted by anyone often report that they didn’t really enjoy the action. 
Greet any reporters that attend, and have them sign in.  Introduce yourself, thank them for coming, and answer any questions they have. If you’re not comfortable with talking with the press, make sure they are introduced to the designated spokespeople for the event. Use the fact sheet in this toolkit to write out talking points.
12:00 
Give a short introduction to the group about why you’re holding this vigil, why it’s important. Ask two or three people to stand beside you with signs to create a good visual—particularly if there is media at your event.  
12:01 
After your introduction, your group can start the event. 
12:31 
Thank everyone for coming and end the event. Ask folks if they can help you and start cleaning up. 
For Immediate Release 


 
Contact: 
[Insert name]
[date]








[Insert phone number]









[Insert cell number]
Sample Press Advisory

**Media Advisory:  Date and Time **

[Title of Event]

[Description] 

For example:

Local Groups Calling for Legislature to “Raise the Age”

Show of support for ending youth incarceration at the Manson Youth Institute

[insert town, STATE] – On [date] the [insert local group name] will hold a 30 minute vigil at [insert location] to bring attention to [your cause or a specific issue]. The group is calling on state legislators to [your long term goal(s)]
“Beginning of quote about juvenile justice in your state for example: Youth in Connecticut should not automatically be tried as adults at 16 and 17 years of age,” says event organizer [insert name].  “End of quote (for example): We need to ensure that youth receive humane treatment, treatment that helps them change their behavior, and not stand for them spending 23 hours a day locked in a prison cell.”
The vigil’s purpose is to bring attention to [your issue] and to urge policy makers to take advantage of the shift in public opinion and new adolescent brain development research that inspired the Supreme Court to end the death penalty for minors. 

Who:

[Insert group name]
Where:
[Insert location, address, and a phone number if available]
When:

[Date and time]
###
[insert information about your group – mission statement, membership and activities, and include contact information]

For Immediate Release 


 
Contact: 
[Insert name]
[date]








[Insert phone number]










[Insert cell number]

Sample Press Release
[Title of Event]

[Description] 

Local Groups Calling for Legislature to “Raise the Age”

Groups hold vigil to demonstrate support for ending youth incarceration at Manson Youth Institute and automatic placement of 16 & 17 year olds in adult court

[insert town, STATE] – Today, [insert local group name] is calling on legislators [your issue]
“Beginning of quote about juvenile justice in your state for example: Youth in Connecticut should not automatically be tried as adults at 16 and 17 years of age,” says event organizer [insert name].  “End of quote (for example): We need to ensure that youth receive humane treatment, treatment that helps them change their behavior, and not stand for them spending 23 hours a day locked in a prison cell.”

To bring attention to [your issue], the vigil in [insert town] is being held at [location]. 

”The problem is that we are sending too many youth to the adult court who can be safely and more effectively handled in the juvenile justice system,”  says [insert name and organization].  “We have more information and evidence on what works than ever before.  Now, we just need to ensure that 16 & 17 year olds have an opportunity to be served in the juvenile justice system so they can benefit from all the advances in services and treatment.” 

The latest research, including studies funded by the U.S. Justice Department, show that sending youth to the adult criminal justice system doesn't work to reduce crime.  In one study comparing the recidivism of youth waived to criminal court with those retained in juvenile court, the research found that those in the “adultified” group were more likely to be re-arrested and to commit more serious new offenses; they also re-offended more quickly.

“Young people need opportunities to turn their lives around, but these policies rob them of their futures,” says [insert name and organization].  “We need to give youth the education and skills to get good jobs and contribute to society.”

[insert fact relevant to your cause]
###

[insert information about your group – mission statement, membership and activities, and include contact information]

Sign in Sheet
	[Attendee Name
	Phone Number
	Email Address
	Organization

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


Sample Planning Checklist:
4 weeks before the event 
⁭
Put together planning committee. Give everyone on the committee a role:


__Outreach __ Press __ Equipment __ Materials __ Permit(s)
⁭
Determine your location for the vigil, and obtain any permits
3 weeks before the event 
⁭
Invite people to attend – “save the date” emails & calls
⁭
Decide how you will spend the 23 minutes
2 weeks before the event 
⁭
Confirm that you have the necessary equipment and signs
⁭
Write press advisory and press release

1 week before the event 
⁭
Email the press your press advisory and make follow-up calls to press

⁭
2nd “invite” emails & calls – include more detail, what to bring, do

1 day before the event 
⁭
Make follow-up calls to those you invited – confirm time, location, backup location in case of rain and what they can bring, do 

⁭
Assemble all the equipment and materials you need for the event so you are “ready to go” the next day
⁭
Make copies of the press statement to give to press at the vigil

Day of the event 
⁭
Double check that you all the equipment & materials you need

⁭
Arrive 30-45 minutes early

⁭
Set up 
⁭
Greet attendees

Day after the event 

⁭
Look for all press clips in your paper and keep, you might even consider writing     an op-ed.
⁭
Write Thank-you notes
Sample Fact Sheet 

(Include relevant information and facts about your cause and/or specific issue)
Connecticut: Trying Youth as Adults
Connecticut automatically tries and sentences all 16- and 17-year-olds as adults, regardless of their crime.  This policy has failed and must be re-examined.
· Connecticut’s policy towards youthful offenders is one of the worst in the nation 

Connecticut is one of only three states nationwide that automatically treats all children over the age of 15 as adults no matter how minor the offense.  In 2005, Connecticut led the nation in the number of youth under 18 years old in adult prisons with 383 incarcerated youth – 71% more than any other state,
 and Connecticut alone confines more youth in adult prisons than at least 22 states combined.

· Youth in adult prisons do not receive adequate rehabilitation or treatment

Simply locking these kids up will not change their behaviors or improve public safety.   Youth sent to the adult criminal justice system in Connecticut are not eligible for the kinds of services that prevent them from re-offending, such as therapy, diversion, or alternatives to incarceration, that are available in the juvenile justice system. 
· This practice doesn’t promote public safety or reduce crime

· Trying youth in adult court increases crime.  Research done by Northeastern University’s Donna Bishop, PhD, shows that youth who are tried and incarcerated in the adult criminal system are more likely to re-offend, and re-offend more seriously and frequently than young people tried and treated in the juvenile system for the same crimes.

· Adolescents are not adults and do not make reasoned, adult decisions

“The scientific arguments do not say that adolescents cannot distinguish right from wrong nor that they should be exempt from punishment.  Rather, they point to the need to consider the developmental stage of adolescence as a mitigating factor when juveniles are facing criminal prosecution. The same factors that make youths ineligible to vote or to serve on a jury require us to treat them differently from adults when they commit crimes.” -- “Less Guilty by Reason of Adolescence” The MacArthur Foundation Research Network on Adolescent Development and Juvenile Justice’s 2006 report based on of ten years of study.

· The most serious and violent offenders will still go to adult court

In Connecticut, any juvenile, aged 14 or older, charged with a Class A or B Felony, the most serious and violent crimes, is automatically transferred to the adult court.  If 16- and 17-year-olds are returned to Supreme Court Juvenile Matters, this statute would mean that 16- and 17-year-olds charged with Class A or B Felonies would still go to the adult court.
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