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GRASSROOTS
REVOLUTION
Female politicians, volunteers and 
voters tell stories of  motivation,  
passion for change in the 2018 
midterm election.  
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Profile Magazine is a special issue for the League of  Women Voters of   
Ohio, a nonpartisan political organization devoted to informing and 
assisting voters. The magazine focuses on individuals in the 2018 midterm 
election. By telling stories at a local level, the magazine helps put issues, 
policies, and their impact into context and provides the audience with an 
in-depth human perspective of  the election. Record-breaking numbers of  
female candidates won seats in Congress this year, bringing changes to the 
American political dynamic and landscape. The midterm elections in Ohio 
are an example of  current political trends in the U.S.
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 First-time
Voters

The first time doing anything can be  
exciting. For some millennials and  

Generation Xers, 2018 granted a unique  
occasion—voting for the first time.

“The reason why I decided to vote now is that fair and competitive elections are 
what make this country so great. Other countries, Europe, Asia, all over the 
world, you can vote, but they aren’t per se fair and competitive, so you can’t 
have one over the other, you rather have pretty much all. I guess all or nothing 
in terms of how fair and legitimate the elections are.”

—Jacob Bryce, 18, Athens, Ohio

LIL KELLER: “I’m adopted from China, but my grandma 
came from Ireland. My uncle got married, no one else 
in my family, like my aunt, my mom, is married, so it’s 
mostly females. With the last presidential election, I feel 
like my voice is more important to try to make a change.”

ABOVE: Jacob Bryce, 18, from Kent, Ohio, voted for 
the first-time in the 2018 midterm election. Bryce 
is a freshman studying Mechanical Engineering at 
Ohio University. 

RIGHT: Lil Keller, 19, a native of New York, speaks 
about the decision to cast her first ballot in the 
2018 midterm election. Keller is a sophomore 
studying photojournalism at Ohio University.  

Story and photographs by Haiyun Jiang
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ABOVE: Jude Roble, 18, an immigrant from the Philippines 
and a freshman majoring in aviation, voted for the first time  
in the 2018 midterm election. 

LEFT: Keiran Williams, 19, a first-time voter from Troy, Ohio, 
who aspires to be an anesthesiologist, talks about the  
importance of voting.

“I decided to vote for the first time  
because my vote can really make a  
difference as a young African American. 
I believe that I’m misrepresented  
in Congress and all parts of the  
government. And I feel that now being 
able to vote I have a chance to kind of 
swing things in a direction where 
 minorities finally get a voice and  
finally get the justice we deserve.”

—Keiran Williams, 19, Athens, Ohio

The 2018 midterm election was the first major test for 
Donald Trump since assuming office in 2016. For some first 
time voters, it was an opportunity to contribute their voice 
to the changes they would like to see happen in the U.S.; for 
others, voting is their civic duty. Millennials and Generation 
Xers, the most diverse generations in the U.S., make up the 
majority of  eligible voters. As the voter demographic shifts, 
it has become crucial for candidates to appeal to young, 
educated minority groups in America. 

In the midterm election, about 27 percent of  Hispanic 
voters cast their ballots for the first time, compared with 18 
percent of  black and 12 percent of  white voters, according 
to Pew Research Center. And compared to men, women 
voted for more Democratic candidates.

The first-time voting experience could have a long-lasting  
impact on a younger generation’s interaction with politics 
and the political landscape of  the country. More “firsts” 
emerged, such as first-time office runners, the first politician 
from the LGBTQ group to get elected, first Muslim woman 
to be a congresswoman. It is clear that the first-time voters 
are helping shape the future for many generations to come.<

“The news, everybody is shooting  
people, it’s terrible. All the schools,  
all the stuff going on, I mean, it’s 
terrible. I’m hoping that it will do  
good for the schools and stuff. And 
maybe my vote might do a difference.”

—Kimberly Keen, 56, Nelsonville, Ohio

ABOVE: Kimberly Keen, 56, from Nelsonville, Ohio, 
decided to vote for the first time because of frequent 
mass-shootings in schools nationwide. 
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 FIGHT LIKE A 
WOMAN
  
   

   Join Erica Crawley as she knocked on doors, met with community
   members and stood her ground on the important issues of  the day

  Story and photographs by Haiyun Jiang
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The first time the idea 
of  running for public 
office ever crossed Erica 
Crawley’s mind was in 

2007 when she sat on the sickbed of  
her great aunt, Marvel Flint. The 
images of  candidates for the 2008 
presidential election flashed by on a 
TV screen as the two conversed about 
who was going to be the voice of  
change for this country. Marvel took 
off her oxygen mask, looking at Erica,  
said, “why not you?”

For Erica, running for office seemed 
like a far-fetched dream. Ten years 
later, she took the stage in a Hyatt 
Hotel ballroom in downtown 
Columbus and gave a victory speech 
as the newly-elected member of  the  
Ohio House of  Representatives.

The 2018 midterm election has 
seen the highest number of  women 
running for office. Women made 
history for winning 103 elections 
or re-elections across the country. A 
surge of  female candidates produced 
a record-breaking number of   
women elected to serve in the  
next Congress, shattering the prior 
record of  107 currently at the Capitol. 
It echoed the Election Tuesday in 
1992 when American voters elected 

more new women to Congress than 
in any previous decade. It began a 
period of  unparalleled advances for 
women in Congress, known as “the 
Year of  the Women.”

A native of  Youngstown, Ohio, Erica 
joined the Navy and served active duty 
from 2000-2003 in Norfolk, Virginia. 
She gave birth to twin daughters, 
Hope and Faith, shortly after. 

As a single mother, Erica moved back 
to Ohio to be closer to her family 
while finishing a bachelor’s degree in 
criminology with a focus on juvenile 
delinquency at Cleveland State 
University. After working on several 
jobs in different locations, Erica 
relocated  to Columbus, Ohio, and 
obtained her law degree from Capital 
University in 2017.  

Issues, such as income inequality, 
access to high-quality health care 
and education, worry Erica. After 
the 2016 presidential election, she 
could no longer sit on the sidelines. 

“I felt like there wasn’t anyone that 
looks like me who, as a single parent, 
a black woman, running for office, 
or someone who wanted to make 
a difference, came from a similar 
background,” says Erica.

Erica grabs a quick bite before heading to a 
candidate forum at Southern High School.

ABOVE: Erica Crawley walks 
up to a volunteer’s house to 
gather canvassing materials 
and contact sheets in late 
October, 2018. 

BOTTOM: Erica Crawley’s 
twin daughters, Hope and 
Faith, join her in canvassing 
in a neighborhood in the 
26th District. 

A congressional map of the 26th District of Ohio. Erica Crawley is 

the newly-elected state house representative of the District. 
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issues, Erica worked at the Black 
Children Development Institute in  
Atlanta, Georgia, before returning to  
Ohio for her law degree. 

The access to high-quality education, 
“from cradle to career,” as she puts it, 
has been one of  her issues of  focus. 

“I think when it comes to women 
candidates, especially women in the 
state house, women tend to advocate 
for policies that affect children and 
families more so than their male 
counterparts,” says Erica, when asked 
about the difference between male and 
female politicians.

Growing up in a family where both 
parents have struggled with substance 
abuse, Erica understands the pain and 
tolls caused by addiction. In the 26th 
congressional district, which Erica 
represents, lots of  families are facing 
the same challenge of  not being able 
to afford health care due to lack of  

economic opportunities and low incomes. 
Erica believes that Medicaid expansion is 
crucial to cover individuals who were not 
previously insured. 

“There is a lot of  controversy around 
Medicaid expansion and maintaining  
it or whether it is sustainable,” says  
Erica. “It has covered an additional 
700,000 individuals who were not 
previously covered. So I definitely  
want to make sure that we maintain 
that, in a sense that we have an opioid 
crisis here in the state, and we know that 
Medicaid expansion helps people  
get services.”

The 26th House District boasts a  
diverse population that is made up of  
over 50 percent African Americans.  
Over half  of  the residents are  
between ages 18 to 65. However, the 
median household income remains 
at around 37,000 dollars and it is not 
as promising as other house districts. 

Gentrification and low buying power 
have pushed out big brands, such as 
Macy’s. The 26th District is eager for 
economic opportunities. 

Referring to constituents in the 26th 
district as her neighbors, Erica aches  
for people who are going through 
the same experience she had, such 
as inability to afford health care, low 
annual income, and raising children as 
single parents. Erica aims to improve 
economic development by providing 
information and access to capital when 
people start small businesses, which serve 
as the backbone of  state revenue.

At age 37, Erica is one of  the youngest 
among the candidates and incumbents 
who are seeking re-election. She felt  
nervous when given a microphone  
to speak to a crowd, and her voice  
trembled a bit. Since officially launched 
her political campaign in January 2018, 
she has not stopped outreaching. 

“You hear about  
sexism, you hear 
about misogyny, 
you might  
experience it here  
and there. But  
being on the  
campaign trail,  
I think I’ve  
experienced it  
a lot from men,  
unfortunately.”

—Erica Crawley

With the idea of  changing, Erica made 
up her mind to run for a seat in the 26th 
congressional district of  the Ohio House 
of  Representatives. An introvert and a 
first-time runner, Erica faced challenges 
of  meeting people from different 
communities, getting her name out and 
breaking into the already established 
Democratic Party. 

“When I wanted to run, I didn’t even  
know where to start, so I think that was  
a challenge, really trying to get my name 
out there, you know, explain who I am  
and what I was running, why I was 
running and what did I think that I could 
bring to the state house,” says Erica. 

“And so, trying to, like forge relationships 
and meet people, I think was kind of   
difficult, trying to break into a party  
that had already been established. So  
that was difficult.”

Aside from the status quo within the  
Democratic Party, being a female  

candidate and managing her campaign, 
Erica has endured something women 
usually encounter in the workplace, 

“mansplaining”. Whether it is at a 
candidates’ forum or community event, 
Erica often paused as she makes a 
suggestion or an argument when men 
interrupted and talked over her. Most of  
the time, she was quiet, and she listened 
and did the work. 

In her competitive primary in May, 
Erica defeated Michael Cole, who is 
an incumbent at the Columbus City 
Schools Board of  Education and has 
had an established reputation within the 
Democratic Party. Erica contributed her 
victory to relentless community outreach. 

“I had to do a lot of  work to get my name 
out there, to the voters, and let them 
know why I was running. So that made it 
pretty competitive,” says Erica.

Always being passionate about working 
with children development and family 

Erica Crawley, second to the left, attends a candidate forum with other 
female candidates for judges and state house representatives.

Male candidates for judges, state representatives, and treasurers wait for their turn to take the stage at a  
candidate forum. 
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FROM TOP LEFT,  
COUNTER-CLOCKWISE:   
A supporter showcases his 
pins at an election watching 
party on Nov. 6, 2018. 

A TV reporter goes live at an 
election watching party before 
Senator re-elect Sherrod 
Brown takes the stage.

Confetti is scattered on the 
floor of the ballroom at an  
election watching party.

Erica Crawley gives a victory 
speech after being elected 
as the member of the Ohio 
House of Representatives. 

The endless fundraising, candidate events, 
canvassing, and interviews, have left little 
time for Erica to spend with her two teenager 
daughters. Hope and Faith sometimes 
canvassing and attending events with their 
mother, they were eager to see the finish line.

As a single mother, Erica frequently got  
questions about balancing the campaign and 
her children, rather than her Qualifications 
or issues that she has been advocating. It has 
become a constant frustration for Erica when 
conveying her message to the public.

“You hear about sexism, you hear about 
misogyny, you might experience here and there. 

But being on the campaign trail, I think I’ve 
experienced it a lot from men, unfortunately,” 
says Erica, shaking her head in disbelief.”And  
I always want to ask them, do you ask the same 
question to men who have a family or have 
children, do you ask them are they gonna be 
able to handle or balance their family life and 
work life? I think not.”

However, Erica’s biggest concern remains  
working with colleagues across the aisle.  
Coming from a military background, Erica  
is equipped to work with people who hold  
different perspectives, values and views. In the 
political arena, it would be a new and worthy 
learning experience. 

“I’m definitely interested in working with my 
colleagues across the aisle on issues that matter 
to my neighbors in the 26th district. And so 
that’s where I want to focus: where can we  
find common ground and how can we get 
something done for the people of  Ohio, and  
for the people of  the 26th district,” says Erica.
 

“We have people who don’t have access to 
health care; we need to get them access to 
health care; we need to make sure that when 
people open up their own business, that they 
can sustain those businesses and be able to 
provide for their families. That’s the mission.  
I will take that with me to the state house.” <
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Erica Crawley celebrates her 
victory with family and friends 
after defeating her Republican 
counterpart Shareeque Arife 
Sadiq on Nov. 6, 2018. 
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Q&A with
Debbie Phillips

Q: What was it like to be a Democratic female 
politician in a Republican-controlled state when 
you were in office? 

A: I think that I was able to serve both in the majority and 
minority. We were in the majority when I first took office, 
and we had a Democratic governor at the time. So it was 
very exciting to be able to engage a lot of  policy discussions 
that were happening at higher levels. I have worked on a lot 
of  school funding reform in Ohio and had the opportunity 
to engage in discussions with Department of  Taxation, and 
Department of  Education, and all of  these folks about ways 
we could improve the system. That was exciting. That was 
why I was there. Then when we lost the majority, serving in 
the legislature, I just had to find a whole new way to work and 
really develop the relationships with colleagues across the aisle 
and ways to incorporate some of  my ideas into other pieces 
of  the legislation that were moving. I don’t know that being a 
female legislator made that experience particularly different. I 
will say that some of  the most effective collaborations that I 
was able to be a part of  were with other women legislators who 
were in the majority. We were able to work together on early 
childhood education, and issues particularly affecting children, 
and some accesses to educational opportunities. That was a 
way that I was able to find to have some effectiveness to get 
things done while in the minority.

Q: So the challenges were more coming from 
different party affiliations rather than being a 
female politician?

A: I think so. I will say one thing that I struggled with, and I 
think other women legislators have as well is heels on marble 
floors are really bad for your feet. I developed arthritis, and I 
know a number of  women who had issues, like physical issues, 
just because what professional dress looked like for women and 
the places we are in. So, if  you are interested in adding some 
personal flavor, that’s a reality.

Q: We have the highest number of women 
running for office this year and you’ve had so 
much experience in this arena, what are the 
challenges for a female candidate?

A: I think it’s really important because of  the ways that 
stereotypes are still affecting people’s perceptions of  gender,  
it’s particularly important for women to be mindful of  their  
tone when they are speaking about issues, being able to  
marshal facts in a way that comes across as professional  
and somewhat passionate. I often think of  times when men  
are emotional, speaking about issues that they have strong  
convictions about is viewed as passion and strength, and  
when women are emotional speaking about issues that they 
have strong convictions about, it can be dismissed as being 
emotional, right? So, just people’s perceptions are different.  
But I think for anyone running for office, in a state house  
seat, in particular, it is the number of  constituents that are 
involved in a race like that, amount of  ground to cover, 
candidates can make a difference in their ways based on their 
personal work ethic during their campaign. If  you get out 
there and knock on doors, talk to people and have the chance 
to stand on their doorsteps and look at them in the eye, and 
connect with them. That can make a difference, regardless of  
gender. If  you put the work in, it can swing a house district.

Q: What do you think are the motivations behind 
the highest number of women running for office 
this year?

A: When I ran initially, I went through training. One of  the 
things they talked about is often women need to be asked to 
consider running for office. Often women lead more in the 
background in organizations and communities, doing a lot of  
the day to day supportive work of  helping get things done in 
local communities, and don’t’ often think of  themselves as the 
person who would put themselves out in front and lead in that 
way. I think that might be changing. I think that the ways that 
women are breaking the silence about their experiences in the 
workplace and how personal experiences have affected their 
lives. I think that women are finding their voice in a different 
way. I spoke to a group of  young women who are thinking 
about stepping forward in leadership, and I don’t think they  
are waiting to be asked. I think there are some larger cultural 
shifts underway here that are pretty exciting to see. <

Debbie Phillips is a former Democratic member of  the Ohio House of   
Representatives, representing the 92nd District until 2009, then the 94th District from 
2012 onward until 2016 after the districts were redrawn. She also served as assistant 

minority whip. She is currently the Development Director for Rural Action.
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Story and photographs 
By Haiyun Jiang

GRASSROOTS
 The Hidden Power 
 Behind Elections

M axeen Ramlo and Nathan Benton 
grabbed their maps and contact 
sheets, and stepped outside of  the 
Ohio Democratic Party office on 

E. State street in Athens, Ohio. “Let’s do it!” Ramlo 
exclaimed as they went off on a drizzling afternoon  
to the neighborhoods. This was Ramlo and Benton’s 
second time canvassing in Athens County. Neither  
of  them had a car or an umbrella to make a  
75-door-knocking task easier. The goal was to reach 
out to as far into the neighborhood as they could, 
whether they received greetings or rejections. Ramlo 
and Benton, 19 and 18, are two of  the volunteers at 
the Democratic Party for the 2018 midterm election 
that devoted their time to encouraging voting, 
organizing events, and phone banking. This year’s 
midterm election is the first major election for both of  
the volunteers. 

Since the early 1900’s, grassroots movements have 
been widespread both in the United States and in 
other countries, including parts of  the American  
Civil Rights Movement of  the 1950s and 60s. To 
quote Senator Albert Jeremiah Beveridge of  Indiana 
in 1912, it has grown from the soil of  people’s  
hard necessities.

THE LOCAL: Lora Blackenship, a longtime 
resident of Nelsonville, Ohio, cleans up 
at the Democratic Party Headquarter 
after a community dinner on Oct. 18, 2018. 
Volunteers from local communities help 
organize and cook dinners that open to 
the public every Thursday. 
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The 2016 presidential election has 
sparked a mixture of  feelings among 
Americans. The nation has witnessed 
thousands of  locals standing up 
and taking on responsibilities and 
actions for their communities since 
president Trump’s Inauguration. The 
Women’s March after Donald Trump’s 
inauguration gave the grassroots 
movement a strong push. There, the 
nation saw hundreds of  thousands of  
people traveling to Washington, D.C., 
marching for issues they cared about 
deeply and were eager to change. The 
march inspired organizations at a local 
level. The grassroots movement has 
had a strong presence in the 2018  
midterm election, and a younger  
generation, has brought even more 
fresh perspectives to the movement.

Indivisible, one of  the grassroots 
organizations based in Athens, was 
formed shortly after Donald Trump 
won the 2016 presidential election. Its 

goal is to register and educate voters. 
Members of  Indivisible meet  
weekly for events and discussion,  
mostly about government  
performance, policies and issues.  
Women make up a large part of  the 
organization. In the 2018 midterm 
election, Indivisible has gathered its 
members, created voting banners, 
rated government performance,  
educated communities about issues 
that are on the ballot and dressed  
up pets in patriotic themes to  
encourage early voting. It is not 
uncommon to see an entire family, 
including small children, participate  
in their events and activities. 

Liz Shaw, founder of  Indivisible,  
said she aimed to make the 
organization educational and  
non-partisan. “We provide 
information, talk about issues, vote, 
and take actions,” Shaw said. “We 
care about topics that affect people in 

Appalachian Ohio. But we don’t ask 
about people’s party affiliations.”
Grassroots movement has a broader 
purpose than politics. At the 
Athens County Democratic Party 
headquarters in Nelsonville, volunteers 
organize fundraising events, purchase 
food, and serve community dinners  
to the low-income families.

The booming grassroots movement 
has been served as a forum and it is a 
channel to make people’s voice heard 
and to take action, and thus nurtures a 
healthier democracy. 

While the nation may be giving most 
of  its attention to trending news stories, 
every local community has their 
own issues and priorities. As more 
grassroots organizations emerge,  
more diverse voices will be included in 
the political conversation. <

THE STRATEGIST: Nancy Walker, 
right, learns to use the trackpad 
to make phone calls from a 
volunteer at the Democratic 
Party Office in Athens, Ohio. 

THE ACTIVIST: Maxeen Ramlo, 
19, a student at Ohio University, 
eats a snack during one of her 
canvassing trips to encourage 
early voting in Athens, Ohio.

THE PLANNER: Volunteers 
watch senators debate while 
planning upcoming grassroots 
events at the Democratic Party 
Office in Athens, Ohio. 

THE VOLUNTEER: Nathan Benton, 18, works on phone banking at the Democratic Party Office in Athens, Ohio. Nathan is one 
of the grassroots volunteers for the 2018 midterm election. 
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Brooklyn plays 
outside of the 
Democratic Party 
headquarters  
in Nelsonville, 
Ohio, before the 
weekly Thursday 
community dinner. 


