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Champions

Members of the Reproductive Justice Champions 
Cohort, with Dr. Toni M. Bond (bottom left).



Over 30 years ago, in a moment of clarity 
and courage, a group of 12 Black women—Dr. 
Toni M. Bond, Rev. Alma Crawford, Evelyn S. 
Field, Terri James, Bisola Marignay, Cassandra 
McConnell, Cynthia Newbille, Loretta Ross, 
Elizabeth Terry, Rep. ‘Able’ Mable Thomas, 
Winnette P. Willis, and Kim Youngblood—
gathered in Chicago and reshaped the 
landscape of reproductive freedom. They 
named reproductive justice and defined a 
framework rooted not in theory but in lived 
experience, community wisdom, and the belief 
that every person deserves the power to 
decide their own future. What they created in 
that room sparked a national movement that 
still fuels organizers and advocates today.
 
Now, as reproductive and sexual rights come 
under the most sweeping attacks of our 
generation, the birthplace of this movement 
is once again stepping forward. In Chicago, 
where reproductive justice was imagined, 
articulated, and fought for, Chicago Foundation 
for Women is advancing that legacy through 
the Reproductive Justice Champions (RJC) 
initiative1. RJC is building a bold regional model 
that unites organizations working to protect, 
expand, and re-envision reproductive and 
sexual justice across Chicago and Illinois.
 
Launched in 2022, RJC supports a powerful 
cohort of Black, Indigenous, People of Color 
(BIPOC) and African, Latine, Asian, Arab, and 
Native American (ALAANA) nonprofits and 
leaders who are working at the most critical 
intersections of reproductive justice. Their 
work echoes the same foundational truth that 
birthed the movement: lasting change comes 
from those who live closest to the issues and 
hold the deepest expertise.

Dr. Toni M. Bond—a scholar, activist, strategist, 
and one of the 12 Black women who created 
the reproductive justice framework—continues 

to guide this next generation of leaders. For 
the past four years, she has led the cohort’s 
strategic planning and convenings as  
members prepare a report on reproductive and 
sexual justice and philanthropy. Together, they 
are writing the next chapter of a movement 
born in Chicago, carried by the community and 
strengthened through collective power. 

Today, the cohort includes leaders from BA 
NIA, Equal Hope, EverThrive Illinois, HEART, 
Sexpectations, Healing to Action, and  
(Re)Birth Society.
  
“Reproductive and sexual justice groups have 
always struggled to have a seat at the table 
in Illinois, especially as it relates to policy,” Dr. 
Bond said.
 
Organizations in the cohort have traditionally 
carried the responsibility of representing their 
community members, including women of 
color, young people, and LGBTQIA+ individuals, 
yet policymakers have often excluded them 
from shaping the policies that affect these 
communities, even though they bring deep 
proximity and expertise.

Lissah Mason is the Co-Founder and 
Executive Director of (Re)Birth Society, an 
intergenerational community-led organization 
that improves the ecosystem of reproductive 
and environmental care through land and 
community stewardship. The organization 
provides direct care services, including doula 
services and reproductive justice supports, 
educational programming, and cultural events. 

“These groups have the right to 
be at the table,” Dr. Bond said. 

“They are the experts.” 
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(Re)Birth Society joined the cohort in 2023, 
motivated by its intention and strong alignment 
with the organization’s work.
  
“We’re really big on filling gaps,” Mason said.  
“It’s hard to fill gaps if you don’t know who’s 
doing what.”

The cohort gave (Re)Birth Society a seat at 
the table and helped them learn about other 
reproductive justice organizations’ efforts in 
Chicago and across Illinois. 

Sexpectations, which began in 2018 as a 
collective of sex educators and has since 
become a nonprofit, joined the cohort in 2022. 
The organization has developed a 12-week sex
education curriculum, which is rooted in 
reproductive justice principles and taught 
from an abolitionist lens. Now recognized as a 
Chicago Public Schools vendor, Sexpectations 
delivers comprehensive lessons in middle and 
high school classrooms throughout the city and 
creates fun, accessible learning spaces for adults 
through events like sex ed trivia nights. 

Because community-building is central to 
Sexpectations’ work, joining “a cohort of other 
Black and Brown nonprofits that are working in 
the city to do the same kind of work we are” was 
something that drew them into the work, Elhom 
Karbassi, Program Director at Sexpectations, said. 
  
For Karbassi, the cohort is unique because it 
brings together different groups working toward 
reproductive justice in various focus areas—a 
sentiment Mason echoes. 

While every cohort member is “working in 
the heart of reproductive justice,” Mason 
underscores that each organization’s approach, 

Elhom Karbassi (right), Program Director  
at Sexpectations.

A (Re)Birth Society event.
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programs, and issues they address are distinct. 
Some organizations, like (Re)Birth Society, 
provide direct services, while others focus on 
policy or research. Together, they communicate, 
collaborate, and plan in ways that strengthen 
their collective impact. 

“We can put our brains together and think, ‘What 
is needed in these communities?’”  
Mason said.  

RJC supports the organizations in building 
organic partnerships. Sexpectations has 
conducted trainings with other organizations’ 
doulas. (Re)Birth Society collaborates with BA 
NIA on a gardening initiative and has referred 
doulas to groups within the cohort.
  
The cohort equips the nonprofits to better meet 
community needs.  

For Karbassi, this experience has introduced 
her to new resources she can pass on to her 
students, widening their access to information 
and direct services.
 
“It helps us to expand not only our network but 
our community as a whole,” Mason said, noting 
that it allows the group to identify what gaps exist 
throughout the city and state. 
  
For Sexpectations, the cohort has also aided its 
efforts to receive more funding and scale as an 
organization. Sexpectations’ work is something 
its staff members do alongside other jobs.
  
“I would love to one day be able to do full-time 
Sexpectations,” Karbassi said.
 
“Chi Chi [Okwu] is really helping me try and  
figure out how to make that happen and grow  
as a nonprofit,” Karbassi added, speaking of 
advice she has received from fellow cohort 
member Okwu, the Executive Director of 
EverThrive Illinois.  

In addition to collaborative opportunities and 
advice on scaling and sustaining as a nonprofit, 
the cohort gives members space to lean on one 
another for moral support.
 
“It’s tough, especially in the current climate we’re 
in,” Karbassi said. “It’s been really nice to have 
[RJC] as a support system.”
 
Mason emphasizes that the cohort is executing 
significant work, which one organization alone 
could not carry out. This allows the groups to 
build collective power and “move with unity,” 
Mason notes.  

At its heart, the cohort allows the organizations 
to build Illinois’ reproductive justice movement—
something Dr. Bond says is much needed.
Dr. Bond explains that there is not as strong 
a support for reproductive and sexual justice, 
compared to reproductive health and rights, 
because movement building requires time and 
sustained commitment. 

Sexpectations members.

65



“Reproductive and sexual justice is different 
because it is about organizing the people 
who’ve been impacted the most to join forces 
to build a movement,” Dr. Bond added. “That’s 
really hard work because you’re trying to  
carve out and create spaces for people who  
are living in the midst of reproductive and  
sexual oppression.” 
 
The cohort is solution-oriented to understand 
what it will take to transition from identifying 
gaps collectively and having conversations 
to coalition building and moving people to 
participate, particularly those who systemic, 

interlocking systems of oppression affect  
the most.

Cohort members emphasize that successful 
collaboration extends beyond those in the 
group; it includes honoring the deep knowledge 
and wisdom the communities already hold, 
which solidifies a fundamental yet often 
overlooked truth: people on the ground know 
what they need best.
  
Karbassi notes that the cohort members are 
closely connected to the issues.
  
“They live in those communities, and they relate 
to what’s going on,” Karbassi said, emphasizing 
the importance that people of color-led 
nonprofits receive sustained investment and 
resources, which have been disproportionately 
allocated to large, white-run organizations.   

“It is important to hear from the people who 
are most impacted,” Mason said, noting the 
importance of stakeholders not making  
decisions and allocating resources without 
listening to those who are directly impacted  
and have the lived experience on the issues  
to solve.

“We do have those solutions and answers,” 
Mason said. “What we need is money behind it, 
training, opportunities, and the resources to do 
it. When you put those things in our hands, then 
we’re able to create them.”
 
The long-term work of movement building 
can be challenging for some funders who 
expect immediate results because, as Dr. Bond 
highlights, “you don’t have that kind of  
instant gratification.”
  
Recognizing this dynamic, Dr. Bond sees the 
cohort as part of a crucial shift in how funders 
support movement building.

“It’s a different scenario for grantees to sit with 

“As we see reproductive health 
and rights eroding before us, 
we need to be concentrated 
on building movements of 
people who will make calls to 
the legislators, who will show 
up at legislative briefings, 
[and] who are not afraid to 
engage in public witness 
about how these restrictive 
measures are impacting their 
lives,” Dr. Bond said.

Lissah Mason (center), Co-Founder and 
Executive Director of (Re)Birth Society.
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Sources:
1.	 “Reproductive Justice,” SisterSong.

Photos courtesy of (Re)Birth Society and Sexpectations.

a level of power that they’re not customarily used 
to having in the grantee-funder relationship,” Dr. 
Bond said. “CFW has been great about saying, 
‘No, this is your cohort. You direct it. You do what 
you want with it.’” 

“By CFW creating this cohort, that’s a positive 
change for the reproductive health, rights, and 
justice landscape in Chicago because nobody’s 
ever done it,” Dr. Bond added.
  
With sustained funding and wraparound support, 
organizations can address community needs with 
locally-rooted expertise.
  
“We have the ideas and the vision, but when we 
don’t have the resources, those things are just 
left to imagination,” Mason said.
   

The trust-based model of philanthropy removes 
unnecessary barriers to access and values the 
organization, not the funder, as the expert. 
 
For Mason, this model is a long-overdue shift.

“It’s a restoration of balance,” 
Mason said. “It’s past time for the 
power, the decisions, [and] the 
resources to be in our hands.”

Youth participating in a (Re)Birth Society program.
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