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B. FIRST STEPS + RESEARCH—40 
minutes  (Natalie Holbrook) 
 



To start a campaign in your state, you have 
to have a certain threshold of knowledge 
about how solitary is being used. But, you 
don't have to know everything. A lot can be 
discovered in the course of the campaign 
and that can be the fist goal of your 
campaign.  



 If you are lucky, there is already an 
organization in your state gathering 
information about solitary—and willing 
to share it with you or willing to help 
invest in research.  



 • Prison reform organizations/prison monitors 
 • American Friends Service Committee (AFSC) 

branches that have a prison project 
 • ACLU or other rights-based organizations like 

MacArthur Justice 
 • Mental health or disability advocates 
 • Organizations that provide legal aid to prisoners or 

poor people 
 • Organizations that collect correspondence with 

prisoners because of medical cases, etc. 
 • Re-entry organizations or prison ministries 
 • Better government associations 
 • Prisoner family member organizations are a huge 

source of information 



1) Many organizations will find a way to 
make this part of their mission if you can 
convince them at a gut level that isolation 
is wrong or convince them that it really 
does affect them.  



2) Some mental health advocates won’t 
support this issue because their 
members work in the prisons or because 
their focus is people on the outside, not 
people in prison. 



3) Unfortunately, some of the public will not 
be persuaded by human rights or moral 
arguments.  That’s why it’s essential to also 
highlight  the practical arguments against 
solitary confinement: the cost, recidivism 
rates, etc.  If you can get "unlikely" voices to 
say these points (groups that typically lobby 
for efficiency or people working within the 
prison system) that can be even more 
persuasive.  



There may be lawsuits already filed on some aspect of the 
issue. Litigation has benefits and limitations: 
 
 • There will be research behind litigation. 
 • Lawsuits usually cover such a narrow issue that even 

winning can bring very limited gains. 
 • A lawsuit could be amplified by a legislative campaign that 

covers all the issues. 
 • Winning takes years, even a decade. Losing can set bad 

precedent (ie, finding supermax confinement constitutional).  
And, “winning” is nuanced.  If it is a settlement, who 
enforces, for how long, etc? Examples: A lawsuit was the 
impetus for the incentives in segregation program in MI. In 
Illinois, there was a successful lawsuit on due process, but 
not on the criteria by which someone is sent to Tamms 
Supermax.  
 



1) Some attorneys do want to work with 
grassroots campaigns and other 
advocates. Many don't. Some will not 
support you or share information.  



 If there is no organization in your state, 
then you can do your own research. 



Selecting a target population in solitary (vs. 
general policies) may be a strategic decision 
in your state based on: 
 
a) what resources and access you have  
b) what the people doing the work feel most 

passionately about 
c) what the political or social climate 

demands (i.e, if there is a proposed closure 
of a supermax, then that would be a great 
place to put your energy!)  
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There may be an organization focusing 
on one aspect of the problem, but you are 
drawn to another. (E.g., There may be 
someone advocating to keep youth out of 
solitary, but they aren't looking at the 
special housing units inside the 
maximum security prisons.)  
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 If you do select one group of people or 
one angle for strategic reasons, it is 
important not to advance your issue by 
diminishing the humanity or suffering of 
another group. Instead, open the door. 
Make it clear why solitary is wrong for 
everyone. If another group is doing this 
to you, talk to them about it. For some 
advocates, doing this is second nature 
and they may not realize it.  
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Reasons for picking Tamms Supermax in out 
Illinois campaign: 
 
We described it as a symbol of what is 

wrong with the entire system. We chose to 
spend 79 million dollars to build an isolation 
chamber. 

Very discrete population—warehoused for a 
decade. 

 It was conceptually clear to the public and 
the policies were unique to that group. 
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a. Freedom Of Information Act (FOIA) 
requests 
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a. FOIA requests 
b. Surveys to people in prison 
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a. FOIA requests 
b. Surveys to people in prison 
c. Hold hearings in the legislature (these 

can be subject-matter hearings)  
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a. FOIA requests 
b. Surveys to people in prison 
c. Hold hearings in the legislature (these 

can be subject-matter hearings)  
d. Ask legislators to submit information 

requests or request tours of segregation 
units in state prisons or jails  
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a. FOIA requests 
b. Surveys to people in prison 
c. Hold hearings in the legislature (these 

can be subject-matter hearings)  
d. Ask legislators to submit information 

requests or request tours of segregation 
units in state prisons or jails  

e. Interview family members and people 
who were formerly incarcerated 
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Look for trends in the data you collect.  
What is the average length of time 
people spend in segregation?  Is a 
history of mental illness common?  What 
offenses were the most common 
justifications for placing people in 
segregation? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Natalie—Overview of how we organize information in our office.  Laurie Jo—Please chime in with any tips 



1) Have a processing form that matches 
your database so entering data is easy.  

2) Sometimes you have to revisit because 
new data develops the more information 
you collect.  





The goal is to learn both the facts and the 
narratives about how people got there. 
Most campaigns will want to tell stories 
about the people affected. 



Obtaining the laws, administrative rules, 
administrative/policy directives, and 
warden's bulletins. 



4. Meeting with department about 
their policies, procedures and 
philosophy 
 

 In some states, officials in the Department of Corrections will 
be willing to hear your concerns about the use of solitary 
confinement.  If this is the case if your state, you should use 
the opportunity to build rapport with the Department.  The 
relationship may allow you to avoid the long and difficult 
process of utilizing legislation, litigation, etc.  Further, if you 
make progress with officials, they can implement new 
policies immediately.   
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 1) Come prepared – demonstrate your concerns are 
based on evidence you have collected through FOIA, 
surveys, interviews, etc.  

 2) Consider who in your coalition will make the best 
messenger to meet with corrections officials – for 
example, sending a group that has or regularly sues the 
Department may result in a less open dialogue than 
sending members of the religious community.   

 3)  Consider your language.  For example, using 
“segregation” instead of “solitary confinement” with 
corrections officials has pros and cons:  Using “solitary 
confinement” may send a message of disrespect to 
officials and/or may result in a semantics debate that 
may or may not be the best use of your time.    



C. ELEMENTS OF LEGISLATIVE 
CAMPAIGN—30 minutes (Laurie Jo 
Reynolds)  



1. Identifying legislators to 
educate/working with legislators  















1. Identifying legislators to 
educate/working with legislators  

2. Holding hearings 
 









1. Identifying legislators to 
educate/working with legislators  

2. Holding hearings 
3. Introducing legislation 

 







1. Identifying legislators to 
educate/working with legislators  

2. Holding hearings 
3. Introducing legislation 
4. Holding policy summits with 

legislators and Department 
 





1. Identifying legislators to 
educate/working with legislators  
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1. Identifying legislators to 
educate/working with legislators  

2. Holding hearings 
3. Introducing legislation 
4. Holding policy summits with 

legislators and Department 
5. Engaging press 
6. Engaging other advocates--mental 

health, faith, reentry, prison reform, 
disability  
 
 





7. Meeting with Department about 
their policies, procedures and 
philosophy.... 



7. Meeting with Department about 
their policies, procedures and 
philosophy.... 

8. Arts and culture projects 
Working with letters, testimony, poetry, 

photography, music and performance!  



7. Meeting with Department about 
their policies, procedures and 
philosophy.... 

DISCUSSION: Case study in Maryland.  
8. Arts and culture projects 
Working with letters, testimony, poetry, 

photography, music and performance! 
9. Working with attorneys and/or 

litigation 



1) Use the testimony of those most directly 
affected. They can undo the myth of the 
“worst of the worst.” Once there is 
testimony, everyone can share. 

2) Any art event can be made into a event 
on isolation. It is a universal subject. 

3) No message should go into the ether. 
Always ask for follow up action.  

4) Think strategically about how different 
representatives in your coalition can be 
used most effectively.   
 



 If your state isn’t lined up for a legislative 
campaign, then you can do public 
education to generate interest. Target your 
public education to groups or people who 
may be natural candidates for working on 
this issue. 



1. NRCAT 
• Petition – www.nrcat.org/solitary 
• Torture in Your Backyard – film screening and 

faith-based discussion guides available at 
www.nrcat.org/backyard 

• Prison visits with clergy or congregation 
members  



2. Solitary Watch – 
www.solitarywatch.com 
 

 A web-based project aimed at bringing the widespread use of 
long-term solitary confinement out of the shadows and into 
the public square.  Solitary Watch provides a centralized 
source of unfolding news, original reporting, firsthand 
accounts, and background research on solitary confinement 
in the United States.   

 
 

 

http://www.solitarywatch.com/


 
 3. Photo Requests from Solitary 
 Tamms Year Ten (TY10), a Chicago-based 

activist group campaigning to close Tamms 
Supermax in Illinois asked scores of men in 
solitary, “If you could have one picture, what 
would it be?”  The requests can be anything 
real or imagined and once made (photos 
taken by pro-bono photographers) the images 
are opportunities for prisoners to see what 
they want to, what they used to, or perhaps 
what they may never see again.   

 www.prisonphotography.org  
 
 

http://www.prisonphotography.org/


1) Get people who don’t know as much in 
touch with prisoners and their family 
members and then they will have someone 
to fight for. We all want to be part of a cause 
where we are helping real individuals. This 
gives tired people a reason to keep fighting. 

2) Collecting testimony is a great start to 
building a campaign.  

3) Writing letters is a great start to future 
advocacy. 



 In Illinois, we didn’t have enough 
resources or will to start a campaign for 
years. We started the Tamms Poetry 
Committee to develop a constituency for 
this issue.  



1. Discovering what stage people in the 
room are at and how states could move 
forward 
 

2. Discussing potential roles for the 
diverse advocates in the room 



1. What organizations in my state are 
working on this? 

2. Who is missing who could be working 
on this? 

3. What shared knowledge and interests 
do we have right now? 

4. What is a good plan for next steps?  



1. How have we defined the problem? 
 

2. What is our vision for an alternative? 
 

3. How can we work with the other 
groups?  
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