Nevada PEP

Welcome

Our Mission
To increase the opportunities for home, community and school success for children
with disabilities, including those who are at risk or who have serious emotional
disturbances, their families and their service providers, through education,
encouragement and empowerment activities.
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Working for Change: Using the Power
of a Personal Story
A curriculum created by the
National Family Advocacy Supports and Training (FAST) Project,
a project of PACER Center: fastfamilysupport.org
©2010, PACER Center
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Agenda
You will learn:
• What advocacy is and why it’s
important
• Why changing systems is important
• How to use the power of a personal
story to make positive changes
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What is an Advocate?
Advocates
speak up for
themselves or
others to make
things better.
Page 5

5

An Effective Advocate:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Has a strong knowledge base
Organizes information
Listens
Asks questions
Respects others
Works with others
Shares own experiences
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What is Systems Advocacy?
Changing policies,
laws, or regulations,
that determine how
services will be
provided to families
of children with
disabilities.
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Systems Advocacy: Terms To Know

• Laws
• Rules / Regulations
• Policies
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Systems Advocacy: Why Do It?
“Be the change you want to see in the world.”
Mahatma Gandhi

Parents can:
• Share “real world experience” on how a
system is working or not working
• Suggest ideas for improving services
• Encourage other parents to participate
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Influencing a System:
Does It Make a Difference?
• "People do have an impact. Elected officials can examine statistics, but
its the stories told by individuals that have the potential to move
elected officials, by appealing to the heart."
‐Pam Rykken, school board member
• "Our constituents concerns are important to us as we consider and
make decisions that impact them and our community. We welcome
their input and find it extremely helpful in thoughtful decision making."
‐Cynthia Bremer, city council member
• "Nothing matters more to elected officials, like myself, than hearing
real stories from real constituents."
‐Mindy Greiling, state representative
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Who Do We Talk to About Making
Things Better?
•
•
•
•

School board
City council or park board
County boards
Elected officials (local,
state, federal)
• Medical staff
• State commissioners
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How Does Change Happen?
“Never doubt that a small
group of committed people
can change the world. It is
the only thing that does.”
Margaret Mead
Page 12

12

The Power of the Personal Story
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Why Do We Tell Stories?
“Tell me a fact, and I’ll learn.
Tell me a truth, and I’ll believe.
But tell me a story, and it will live in
my heart forever.”
Indian Proverb
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Personal Stories are Powerful!
Personal Stories:
• Hold attention
• Trigger feelings
• Are memorable
• Influence others
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Personal Story Tips
Be brief and clear:
• Time is limited
• Choose one thing to
talk about
• Keep sentences short
• Use words, not acronyms
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Story Outline: The Beginning
• Who are you?
• Who is your child?
• What is working?
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Story Outline: The Middle
Problem:
• What isn’t working?
• Define the problem clearly
• Give specific examples

Solution:
• What do you think will help?
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Story Outline: The End
Say thanks and ask:
• Will they agree to try to solve the
problem?
• Do they need more information?
• Are they not willing to work on
solving this problem?
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Putting It all Together Exercise:
Sharing Your Personal Story
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Telling Your Story
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Whose experience?
Enough background?
What were specific points?
Good examples?
Suggestion for solution?
Convincing?
Will you remember the story?
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You Can Do It!
• Practice in front of a mirror or with a
trusted family member or friend.
• Be yourself. Your story is unique!
• Try to remain calm.
• Stay flexible.
• Find a supportive person to go with you.
• Breathe and speak “your truth.”
Page 22

22

7

Nevada PEP

Ways To Use My Personal Story
More
Effective

Legislative Testimony
Speaking at Public Hearings

Difficult

Personal Meeting
Writing Letters and E‐mails
Effective

Calling

Easier
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Who Should Hear Your Story?
Find the right audience:
• Who makes
decisions in this
“system”?
• Who has the power
to support the
changes I want to
see?
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State Elected Officials
Go to:
Who’s My Legislator?,
What’s My District?:
http://mapserve1.leg.
state.nv.us/whoru/
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Federal Elected Officials
• U.S. Senators and Nevada Senators:
– https://www.senate.gov/senators/index.htm
– http://www.senate.gov/states/NV/intro.htm

• U.S. House of Representatives
– https://www.house.gov/
– https://www.house.gov/representatives#state‐nevada

• President of the United States ‐ White House
‐ https://www.whitehouse.gov/

‐

Call U.S. Capitol Switchboard: (202) 224‐3121
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Other Ways to Share Your Story
• Tell your story to an advocate and give
permission for her to share it
• Join a focus or other small group and
share your story
• Write a letter to a publication using
your story to make a point
• Other ideas?
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“Be the change you want to

see in the world.”
~Mahatma Gandhi
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Thank you!

Statewide
Toll-Free 800.216.5188
www.nvpep.org
pepinfo@nvpep.org

Central Office
7211 W Charleston Blvd
Las Vegas, Nevada 89117
Phone: 702.388.8899
Fax: 702.388.2966

Satellite Office
4600 Kietzke Lane,
Suite I-202
Reno, Nevada 89502
Phone: 775.448.9950
Fax: 775.448.9603

Education

Empowerment

Encouragement
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Contact Information
National Family Advocacy Supports
and Training (FAST) Project:
fastfamilysupport.org
888.248.0822
(toll-free nationwide)
The FAST Project is funded by the
Administration on Developmental Disabilities
(ADD) as a Project of National Significance.

FAST is a project of:

PACER.org | 952.838.9000 | 888.248.0822
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From Experience to Influence: The power of a
parent’s story
A parent, sleep-deprived and overwhelmed by the day-to-day demands of parenting a six month old child
with complex challenges, was invited to tell her story to a group of early intervention professionals. Like many
parents, she began at the beginning and attempted to relate the events in the order in which they had occurred.
Panic set in when she realized she had used 10 of her allotted 15 minutes and was still only as far as the birth
experience. Although she made a frantic attempt to speed up the story, she never made it to the part her
audience was hoping to hear about: her family’s experience of learning about and using early intervention
services. Fortunately, as a new parent representative on the Interagency Early Intervention Committee, she
would have future opportunities to relate the rest of the story. And she would be ready next time.
Never underestimate the power of your story. A well-told story has the potential to touch hearts and change
minds. While impersonally delivered facts can easily be forgotten or dismissed, a story lingers and mingles with
all the other stories that shape our shared human experience. As a parent leader championing the cause for
children with disabilities, your personal experience stories can pave the way for policy change. To maximize the
impact of your story, customize it for each opportunity by addressing these essential components:

The people
The same story can be told in different ways, depending on the particular audience. Ask yourself: Who are my
listeners? What experiences do we have in common? What are their concerns and constraints? What are their
goals? What is their position on a related policy?

The purpose
• Inspire, motivate, or encourage listener toward a desired outcome
• Illustrate the impact of the disability in a particular area that may be difficult for the listeners to
understand
• Put a face on the disability to help listeners focus on the individual, not the system
• Provide a reality check for listeners who have limited hands-on experience
• Inform or educate about a topic or issue.
• Promote a possible approach or intervention
• Persuade listeners that policy change is needed

The (power) point
What’s the main point you want to make by presenting a particular slice-of-life story? Attach your point to the
purpose and design the story to intentionally draw the listener to the desired destination. Depending on how
much time you will have, you may wish to have two or three smaller points as well. To strengthen your position,
include brief references to research and statistics that support your point. It is important to show how your
personal experience has a broader application.

PACER CENTER
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You will also find that predetermining your main point will help you with your biggest challenge: deciding what
not to say. If a particular piece of information won’t eventually connect in some way with the purpose and the
point, it will be beside the point: leave it out.

The policy
When the purpose of your story is to influence decision-making about the way things are done at a system-wide
level, match your example of personal experience to a policy objective. Frame your story in terms of the policy
impact. You may be able to compare your experience before and after a particular policy went into effect, or how
your experience would have been different with or without the policy. Tie your points directly to the policy. As
you share your experience, refer repeatedly to the policy objective and impact on your child and family.

The props
A tangible item can help your story leave a lasting impression, and provide helpful story markers for you and
your audience to follow at the same time. Depending on your purpose and point, consider using one or more
of the following:
• Photos or slides
• Related items: e.g., the child’s artwork, communication notebook, baby calendar, birthday card, first
lunchbox or backpack
• Audio or videotaped clips of the child and family
• Other family member or team member as co-presenter

The payoff
Planning, preparing and presenting a parent story takes time and energy. It may even be emotionally challenging
as difficult memories resurface or fears for the future rise to the surface. But for most parents, the potential
payoff outweighs the cost. Many report that sharing their story brings meaning to the experience beyond the
experience itself. Others find that through relating their stories, connections are made with those who have
experiences and goals in common.
As a result of parent stories, professionals may receive the encouragement and motivation they need to continue
in their work and to find new, creative ways to make a difference in a child’s life. Parent stories help keep the
focus on children and families. In a larger sense, the real payoff comes in the form of systems-wide decisions
and policies that are family-centered and based on the real needs of all children with disabilities and their
families. The power of a parent story is significant: from experience to influence.
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Telling Your Personal Story
Most of us think of story telling as a casual act. Because this is
the case, we often tell stories in a spontaneous way that may not
be organized. This works well in many instances, but not for the
purpose of advocacy. To encourage systems change, personal
stories need to be told in a much more structured way. The
story we tell key decision makers must clearly communicate a
purpose, and at the same time, include memorable details that
keep the listener’s interest long after the story is told.
Legislators and other public officials often hear thousands
of stories every day. That’s why it’s important to move your
personal story to the front of their mind by making it efficient
and effective.
Components of an Efficient Story
An efficient story is one that is well organized. The speaker
quickly makes key points and uses memorable, but short
examples to reinforce each point. Think of your story as a
segment on the 10 o’clock television news. On a news program,
important stories are given no more than three minutes. In
this brief amount of time, a news reporter must communicate
the key facts, use examples to support those facts, and keep
the viewer sufficiently interested in the story. In summary, an
efficient story should:
• Have a clear purpose
• Be well organized
• Be told in a way that respects the time of the listener (no
longer than three to five minutes)
• Be told only in the amount of time necessary to make
the point
• Suggest a solution to the problem
Components of an Effective Story
An effective story has elements that are not easily forgotten.
It communicates key points and uses examples that make
an emotional connection with the listener and are easy to
understand. An effective story should:

• Engage the listener so they feel personally involved in
the story
• Suggest a remedy to the problems related in the story
From the Storyteller’s Perspective
Your story is important because your personal experience is
valuable for shaping effective legislation or other changes in
systems. When talking to your legislator or other public official,
it is important to point out why you think your personal story
is important, and then provide ways that the official can help
you and others. Always offer to assist the decision makers in
collecting more information or participate in ongoing meetings
to create effective legislation or plans. If they ask questions you
are unable to answer, always tell them that you will find an
answer and call them as soon as possible. Don’t try to “make
up” an answer. Lastly, be sure to thank them for taking the time
to hear your story.
From the Legislator’s or Public Official’s Perspective
The legislator, legislative aide, or other decision maker may
have some knowledge about your issue, but will probably need
additional information. This person may also wish to help, but
might not know how to help. Some officials may wonder why
your issue is important to them and question what the result
will be from their efforts.
We Can Work Together
In the end, it is important to let the public official or legislator
know that you are willing to work with him or her to help solve
the problem. If you are both committed to working together,
you can persuade others of the issue’s value. It’s also good to
remember that resources for solutions may be limited, but
it is still well worth the time to make sure the legislation or
proposed plan for change is the most effective it can be. Lastly,
a complete solution to the problem may not be achieved all
at once; a continuing commitment to work together may be
needed to properly address the issue.

• Have understandable key points
• Have good examples to reinforce the points

FAST is a project of PACER Center | 8161 Normandale Blvd. | Minneapolis, MN 55437
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Telling Our Story Exercise
After forming a group, tell your stories to each other and
critique them. Be sure to ask yourself the following questions:
1. Did the storyteller indicate that he was talking about his
own experience or about a friend or family member?
2. Did the storyteller give enough background
information?
3. Was the story focused? Did the storyteller communicate
specific points? What were those specific points?
4. Did the storyteller use good examples to support the
points and were they based on personal experience?
5. Did the storyteller have suggestions for solving the
problem?
6. Was the storyteller sufficiently convincing? If you were
a legislator or public official would you want to help
resolve this person’s issue? Why?
7. In a few weeks, what will you remember about this
story?
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Tips for Calling
• Write what you want to say and keep it to a maximum of
two minutes.
• Include what action you support and link that to your
experience.  For example, “I support the ‘xyz’ bill about
bullying. My 8-year-old daughter has a disability and she
was bullied in school. It was devastating to her.”
• Practice reading what you wrote before you call.
• Find out who to call. (Look on the Internet, ask at a
library, look in the phone book, ask staff at your Parent
Center.)
• Be aware of timing.  Calls to legislators are often best
when there is a specific bill that is going to be acted
on quickly and legislators need input from the public.
(The best way to be aware of timing is to be a part of an
action alert list or a legislative action network. Alerts are
usually sent by e-mail. )
• Identify yourself and ask to speak to the appropriate
person.
• Deliver your message.  You may be asked to leave your
message on a voice mail.
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Tips for Giving Your Testimony
• Sign up to testify. Contact your school district, city
government or city council, county office, or state or
federal legislator to assist you in signing up to testify at a
public hearing.
• Prepare a written statement linking your personal story
to your issue of concern.
• The statement should be only five minutes long.  Practice
it out loud with a timer to be sure!
• Find one or two pictures of your child to show; a picture
frame can be placed on the testimony table.
• Provide copies of your written testimony for committee
members. Ask to have it distributed after your testimony
and be sure your contact information is on it. Most
committees have 15 to 20 members.
• Be prepared to answer questions, but it’s okay to say
“I don’t know.”  Tell them you will follow up and find
answers for them.
• Thank them!
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