
The Citizenship Toolkit offers flexible, easy-to-use resources that will help your stu-
dents practice the skills and develop the confidence that they need to become active, 
engaged, and informed citizens. The toolkit is divided into five sections that together 
encompass the civic knowledge, skills, and dispositions that are essential elements of 
active citizenship in a democratic society.
• Gathering, Analyzing, and Assessing Information
•  Researching and Communicating Positions
•  Understanding and Respecting Diverse Points of View
•  Influencing Policy by Engaging with Public Officials
•  Working Cooperatively to Take Action in the Community

The “tools” in each section are reproducible handouts. The first page of each hand-
out introduces the student to the citizenship activity—describing its purpose and 
explaining how to do it. The remaining page or pages serve as a guide for action to 
help students navigate through the activity. Some are note-taking templates. Others 
are step-by-step directions, sample writing formats, or planning documents.

The tools can be used in a variety of ways. One approach is to begin with citizenship 
activities that students can carry out relatively easily and then move on to more de-
manding ones. Another is to use the tools to extend History Alive! lessons. The tools 
can also be used to support semester-long service learning projects. However you 
choose to use these tools, most activities can be completed by students working as 
individuals or in small groups, or by the class as a whole.

“From the depth of need and despair, people can work together, 

can organize themselves to solve their own problems and fill 

their own needs with dignity and strength.”

 —Cesar Chavez (1927–1993) 

How to Use the Citizenship Toolkit
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Section One

Gathering, Analyzing, and Assessing 
Information

“Studying goes deeper than mere reading. There are surface 

nuggets to be gathered but the best of the gold is underneath, 

and it takes time and labor to secure it.”

 —Mary McLeod Bethune (1875–1955) 

 

To be effective at “doing democracy,” students need to be skilled at gathering 
information from a broad variety of sources, ranging from public meetings to 
the news media. The tools in this section are designed to help your students 
acquire and analyze information about public affairs.

Attending a Public Meeting

Attending a Court Trial

Analyzing News Media

Contacting and Interviewing Experts
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A public meeting is a scheduled gathering of a govern-
ing body. These include meetings of school boards, 
utility districts, city councils, boards of supervisors, 
state legislatures, and Congress. 

Why attend a public meeting? 
Representative democracy happens in your commu-
nity in public meetings. By attending such meetings or 
watching them on your local access television station, 
you can find out what is going on in your community, 
who is in charge, and who does or does not represent 
your views and interests. By attending a public meet-
ing in person, you may participate in decision making 
by providing information and feedback to public offi-
cials. You might even decide to run for office yourself 
or choose a career in public service. 

How can you get the most out of attending  
a public meeting? 
On the next page you will find a Public Meeting 
Observation Log to use when you attend a public 
meeting. It will help you analyze the meeting and 
make observations you might otherwise miss. Review 
the log sheet before you arrive at the meeting. Add 
any additional questions you have. Then follow the 
tips below. 

1  Find out what, where, and when. Public meetings 
must be advertised and announced in public locations. 
You can find out dates, times, and locations of public 
meetings in local newspapers and on the Internet. 
Some meetings might even take place through the 
Internet via webinars or videoconferences.

 2  Be respectful. Show up on time. Turn off your  
cell phone. If you are with a friend, keep side  
conversations to a minimum and at a whisper. 
Dress appropriately.

3  Prepare for the meeting. You are likely to get more 
out of the meeting if you do some advance work.  
A little preparation can give you greater insight 
into the group’s issues and decisions. 

• Explore the Web site of the governing body 
whose meeting you plan to attend. What are 
some issues they face or past decisions they  
have made?

• Look for newspaper items and Internet postings 
about your chosen governing body. What kinds 
of issues are they dealing with currently? 

• Get the agenda for the meeting you plan to at-
tend in advance and familiarize yourself with 
it. You should find it posted on the governing 
body’s Web site.

Attending a Public Meeting
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Public Meeting Observation Log 
Use this sheet to help you analyze the meeting process, participants, and issues.

Name of governing body: 
Meeting place:
Date and time: 

Explain the function of this governing body. What do its members do? What are they in charge of? 

On a separate sheet, sketch and label the meeting space and the meeting participants. Include names  
and titles when possible. 

What does your drawing tell you about this governing body? Make at least three observations.  
(For example, who runs the meeting? How formal or informal are their meetings?) 
1.

2.

3.

List four topics that were discussed at the meeting. (Attach the meeting agenda to your notes.)
1.

2.

3.

4.

Describe one issue that was discussed at the meeting. What perspectives were expressed on  
the issue? With which perspective did you most agree? Explain.

What did you learn by attending this meeting? What might motivate you attend more public 
 meetings in the future? 
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Attending a Court Trial
A court trial is a formal proceeding held in a court 
of law during which two conflicting parties present 
evidence on an issue to a judge or jury. In a criminal 
trial, the government initiates the case. In a civil trial, 
a private party (an individual or corporation) files the 
lawsuit at issue. A judge or jury makes a decision that 
both parties must abide by.

Why attend a court trial?
At court trials, you can watch justice happen. Attend-
ing a court trial will help you understand the legal sys-
tem more fully than by reading about it or watching 
a court drama on television. The majority of trials are 
open to the public, so you can walk into a local court 
at any time and see lawyers, judges, defendants, juries, 
bailiffs, and many others in action. 

How do you find a court trial to attend? 
Call your county circuit court clerk (find the num-
ber online or in the telephone book), and ask which 
days and times the court schedules jury trials. If you 
live in a big city, civil and criminal trials may be held 
in different locations, so choose the type of case that 
interests you most. 

What do you do at a court trial? 
Prepare to attend a court trial by reading the following 
guidelines. As you observe the trial, use the Court 
Trial Observation Log to help you analyze what you see. 

1 Dress appropriately. You don’t need to dress 
up, but dress respectfully. By doing so, you show 
respect for the rule of law.

2 Travel lightly. Leave bulky jackets, backpacks, 
and cell phones in the car. Bring a notebook, your 
Court Trial Observation Log, and a pen. 

3 Enter and leave the courtroom quietly. Since you 
are unlikely to stay in a courtroom for a full pro-
ceeding, use discretion when coming and going.

4 Be courteous. Do not talk, whisper, giggle, pass 
notes, or make faces during a proceeding. Do not 
bring any food, drink, or chewing gum into the 
courtroom. Also, make sure your cell phone is 
turned off. Judges take this very seriously. 

5 Stand at the right time. The bailiff will bang the 
gavel to begin the court proceeding. He or she will 
then instruct you to stand while the judge enters 
and the court is called to order. Remain standing 
until the bailiff or the judge tells you to sit down. 
You are also required to stand when court is called 
into recess. 

6 Be an observer. Courtrooms are fascinating 
places—take it all in! Watch how the lawyers inter-
act with one another and with their clients. Note 
what the judge says to the jurors. Listen carefully 
to the arguments on both sides. You might develop 
strong opinions and reactions about the subject, 
but remain an observer. During recess, do not ap-
proach anyone involved in the proceeding. Save 
your comments and observations until you leave 
the courthouse. 

7 Follow the rules of the court. If the judge thinks 
you are not following these rules for observing 
a trial, he or she could find you in “contempt of 
court.” Contempt of court is punishable by ejection 
from the court, a fine, or even imprisonment.
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Court Trial Observation Log
Use this log to summarize what is at issue in the trial and to describe what occurred during the trial.

Date and time:
Name and location of courthouse:
Name of presiding judge or magistrate:
Name of trial (such as State of Tennessee v. John Simms):

On a separate sheet, sketch the layout of the courtroom and label the key participants (judge, lawyers, 
clients, jurors, bailiff, court reporter). Include names when possible.

Make three observations based on your sketch. What is interesting about how the courtroom is  
structured? For example, where does the jury sit in relation to the judge and defendant? Why might  
the court reporter sit where he or she does? 
1.

2.

3.

Summarize the central issue of the trial, and describe the position of each side. 

Describe three specific things that occurred during the trial, such as the opening statement by  
the prosecutor or the examination of a witness. 
1.

2.

3.

What did you learn by attending this court trial?
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Analyzing News Media
Analyzing news media means being a critical viewer 
and consumer of the news stories you see, hear, and 
read every day. It involves not only digesting the 
information in news stories, but also evaluating how 
different news outlets may shape their reporting to 
influence their audience. 

Why analyze news media?
As citizens we have the responsibility to become 
informed on public issues. The news media help 
Americans meet that responsibility by providing a 
wide range of information sources. On a typical day, 
57 percent of Americans watch television newscasts. 
Another 40 percent read a newspaper, and 23 percent 
use the Internet to read news accounts online. How-
ever, there is more to the news than what meets your 
eyes and ears. To become a fully informed citizen, you 
need to understand some of the characteristics of the 
news you consume. 

How can you critically analyze the news media? 
The next time you read a newspaper or news maga-
zine, search for news online, or listen to a radio or 
television newscast, think about what goes into a news 
story. Consider how the following characteristics of 
news reporting shape the stories you read and hear. 

1 People write the news. As much as reporters and 
broadcasters may attempt to be objective, they 
cannot escape the biases and prejudices inherent in 
human nature.

2  Every story is told from someone’s point of view. 
What happened last Friday night depends on who 
you ask. News professionals try to gather as many 
sources as possible, but in the end, the stories they 
write depend on the sources they consult and, to 
some extent, on their own particular perspectives.

3 All reporting is biased in some way. No matter 
how objective reporters try to be, what gets reported 
each day is biased in some way. Bias is a slant or 
perspective on the news that can surface in a variety 
of ways. For example, someone has to decide which 
stories are important to report and where those 
stories will be placed. Someone must decide how 
much coverage to give a story. Someone decides 
how to present the story by choosing which facts, 
quotations, images, graphics, statistics, or other 
information to include or exclude. These decisions 
shape what you see and hear and what you don’t.

4 Some news features focus on opinions, not facts. 
Opinion pages, political cartoons, editorials, letters 
to the editor, and debates among experts on televi-
sion are not intended to be objective news report-
ing. They focus on how people react to and think 
about the news of the day.

5 Most news media outlets are businesses. They 
make their money by selling advertising. How 
much advertisers influence news content is an 
ongoing debate. But advertising dollars may some-
times affect which stories get covered and in what 
manner. Who runs ads on the newscasts, on the 
Web sites, or in the newspapers and news maga-
zines you rely on to stay informed? 
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Analyzing News Media Task Sheet
Practice analyzing your news media outlets by 
completing the tasks below.

 Task 1  Compare news reporting in newspapers, 
television newscasts, and Internet news sources. 
Spend 20 minutes on the same day with three dif-
ferent news sources: a television newscast, a daily 
newspaper, and Internet news sites. Then draw 
and label a three-part Venn diagram like the one 
below on a separate sheet of paper. Use the dia-
gram to record your observations about how each 
news source is distinct (in the outer circles) and 
how they are similar (in the overlapping areas). 

After completing your observation, answer the 
following questions under your Venn diagram:

1. Which news source provided the most com-
plete coverage of the day’s news? 

2. Which news source seemed least biased to you? 
Which seemed most biased?

3. Given a choice, which news source would you 
turn to most often in the future? Why? 

Task 2  Compare news coverage around the world. 
Examine news coverage on the same day in news- 
papers from three countries. You will find many 
choices by searching for “foreign newspapers” 
online or through news aggregator Web sites and 
applications. Consider looking at newspapers you 

know will have differing perspectives. For exam-
ple, you might compare the reporting in three 
English language newspapers from the Middle 
East, such as the Jerusalem Post, the Lebanon 
Daily Star, and the Tehran Times. Or you might 
choose papers from three continents, such as the 
China Post, the London Telegraph, and the South 
African Mail and Guardian. After browsing the 
three newspapers, answer the following questions 
on another sheet of paper:

1.  Which newspapers did you examine? 
2. What did each paper consider to be the top 

story? Why do you think the top stories were 
different? 

3. In what other ways were the news sources  
different? Consider tone, images, graphics,  
and other aspect of the newspapers. 

4. What can Americans learn about perspective 
and bias by reading foreign newspapers? 

Task 3  Keep a current events journal. Each week, 
find one article from a newspaper, news magazine, 
or Internet news site to analyze. The article should 
cover an important and possibly controversial 
political issue or event. Tape the article into a 
notebook, and answer the following questions:

1. What is the subject of the article? 
2. What is the article’s source? Who wrote it? 

How might the source affect the way the story 
was reported? 

3. What is your overall impression of the cover-
age of this new story? Do unanswered ques-
tions remain? What is missing? Is there any 
detectable bias?

4. What is your opinion about the issue or event 
covered in the article?

Television 
newscast

Daily 
newspaper

Internet 
news sites
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Contacting and Interviewing Experts
Contacting and interviewing experts is an essential 
skill for gathering information. If you want to ac-
complish something in your community, you might 
contact experts in government offices, businesses, 
nonprofit agencies, or academic institutions for help 
or advice. 

Why contact and interview experts?
From novice activists to veteran political operatives, 
people on the front lines of politics have insider per-
spectives. Getting written information from books  
or the Internet is important, but interviewing a live 
human being can often yield more current informa-
tion. This process can also lay the groundwork for 
creating a list of allies who might help you with your 
cause. For example, if you are concerned about crime 
in your neighborhood, talking with a local police 
officer or city council member could help you get an 
up-to-date and accurate picture of what is going on 
with this issue. 

How can you best contact and interview  
experts? 
Finding the right expert to interview can be difficult. 
But with persistence, you can usually get the informa-
tion you want, as well as answers to questions you did 
not even know to ask.

1  Find the right expert to contact. What problem 
are you trying to solve? More than likely, someone 
is already working on it and has expertise from 
which you could benefit. Brainstorm a list of people 
and organizations you think might be helpful. You 
may need to talk with administrative assistants and 
a number of other people to identify the expert you 
need to talk to.

2  Find the expert’s contact information. Look for 
contact information in the government pages of 
your local phone book or on the Internet. 

3  Call or write to set up a meeting. Contact your 
expert by mail, e-mail, or telephone to ask for a 
meeting. Introduce yourself and clearly state the 
problem you are trying to solve and the informa-
tion you are seeking. Ask when it might be conve-
nient to meet by telephone or in person. 

4 Prepare for your meeting. Decide what you want 
to get out of the meeting. Prepare your interview 
questions and comments in advance. 

5  If possible, try to meet in person or by videocon-
ferencing. During your interview, be pleasant, to 
the point, and professional in dress and demeanor. 
Once you have your expert’s attention, keep asking 
questions. 

6  Thank the expert. Send a card or an e-mail thank-
ing the expert for his or her time and effort. 
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Contacting and Interviewing Experts
Use this task sheet to help you find and prepare for a successful meeting with an expert on an issue  
you care about. 

1. Describe the issue or problem you trying to understand or solve. 

2. List the kinds of information you need to help you do this.

3. Identify people or groups who might be able to provide this information or who might help you  
find an expert who can.

4. Once you have located your expert, list his or her contact information below. 
  Name:
  Address:
  Telephone number:
  E-mail:

5. Contact your expert by telephone or in writing. Use the following template as a guide.

  My name is ________________________________.
  I am a student at ________________________________.
  I am very interested in _______________________ __________________________________.
  
  I am hoping you might find time to meet with me to discuss this important issue. Would it be  

possible to set up a telephone or face-to-face meeting in the near future? If so, what time would  
be most convenient for you? 

  Thank you for your time. 

6.  Prepare a list of questions to ask your expert during your interview. Be as specific and thorough  
as possible. The more you ask, the more you will learn.
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Section Two

Researching and Communicating  
Positions 

“A popular government without popular information  

or the means of acquiring it is but a prologue to Farce  

or a Tragedy or perhaps both.”

 —James Madison (1751–1836) 

If we want students to be fully engaged in civic life, they must both be 
informed on public issues and be able to share their information with others. 
The tools in this section are designed to help your students conduct research 
on public issues and communicate their ideas on those issues effectively.

Researching a Public Issue 

Writing a Letter to the Editor 

Writing and Circulating a Petition 

Writing a Press Release
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Researching a Public Issue
Researching a public issue means gathering informa-
tion on that topic from the Internet, books, newspapers, 
magazines, and knowledgeable people. Conducting 
research on a familiar issue is a good way to check that 
your assumptions are accurate. Research is essential to 
understanding unfamiliar issues and to ensuring that 
the positions you advocate are supported by facts. 

Why do research? 
Researching issues that concern you is often the first 
step toward taking action on them. If you want to 
make a difference in the world, knowing the scope of 
the problem you want to address and alternative solu-
tions is an essential starting point. Research will also 
help you to verify that the information you want to act 
on is based on facts rather than unsupported opinion. 

How can you conduct research most effectively? 
Effective research requires curiosity about your issue 
and a plan for finding the information you seek.

1  Be specific about the issue you want to research. 
Start by noting what you already know and then 
listing what you want to find out. Make a list of 
keywords to help you in your search.

2  Search a variety of sources. Look for information 
from various sources, including people in your 
community, the Internet, books, newspapers,  
and periodicals.

3  Organize the information you find. Find a system 
that works for you. You might keep notes in a 
notebook or on note cards. Or you might highlight 
or write margin notes in materials you print out or 
photocopy. If you are using a computer, consider 
setting up folders to organize the information you 
find on the Internet. Be sure to make a record of the 
sources you consult. You may want to refer back to 
them later to reread portions or verify information.

4  Analyze the information. Look at the data you 
have gathered carefully. For each important fact, 
ask yourself: Is this information relevant, accurate, 
and current? Does is come from reliable, unbiased 
sources? Can I cross-check its validity against other 
sources? How does it relate to other data I found in 
my research?

5  Communicate your findings. The best way to 
summarize and synthesize your research results 
is to share your findings with others. Decide first 
with whom you most want to communicate your 
research results. Then consider how best to reach 
that audience. Options include a written or oral 
report, a newspaper article, a speech, or an online 
presentation. 
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Evaluating Information and Sources
Use these questions to help you evaluate the information you find in your research. 

Is the information relevant?
• How closely is the information related to the topic you are researching?
• Does the information help you prove or defend your position on the issue?
•  Is the information complete, with nothing important left out?

Is the information accurate?
•  Is the information fact or opinion?
• If it is fact, can you verify it elsewhere?
• If it is fact, does it contradict anything else you have read?
•  If it is opinion, is it supported with facts?
•  If it is opinion, is it an authoritative, or expert, opinion?

Is the source current?
•  When was the source written or published?
•  Are there more recent sources on the topic?
•  Is the source appropriate for your research, or would a newer source be more relevant or accurate?

Is the source of the information reliable?
•  Does the source have a reputation for accuracy?
•  Does the source appear to include all relevant facts?
•  Does the source include statements of opinion?
•  Does the source use questionable claims as supporting evidence?
•  Does the source make broad generalizations that are not supported by facts?
•  Does the source acknowledge other points of view?
•  Does the source provide a bibliography of sources?
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Writing a Letter to the Editor
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A letter to the editor is a brief statement of your  
opinion on an issue about which you feel strongly.  
If the editor of a newspaper or magazine accepts it, 
your letter is published in the “Letters to the Editor” 
section for all to read. Most newspapers and maga-
zines accept letters both through mail and e-mail.

Why write a letter to the editor?
The “Letters” section is often the most widely read 
feature in a publication. Politicians, business leaders, 
public officials, and members of the media read this 
section to gauge public opinion. Getting your letter to 
the editor published is a great way to get attention for 
your issue. 

How can you write an effective letter  
to the editor? 
Anyone can write a letter, but to get it published, you 
need to make it stand out. Use the tips below and the 
following sample letter and template to help you draft 
a letter that will appear in print. 

1  Follow your passion. Choose an issue about which 
you care deeply. Your name will be associated with 
this topic in print—make it something that you 
believe in. 

2  Do your research. If you want the editor and read-
ers to take you seriously, you need to know your 
material. Understand your topic and support your 
statements with solid facts. 

3  Choose the right publication. Where you choose 
to send your letter will depend on your intended 
audience. Consider smaller publications, where 
your letter is more likely to be published, as well as 
larger publications.

4  Check the requirements of your chosen publication. 
Every publication has different length and format-
ting requirements for letters to the editor. You can 
usually find the guidelines on the editorial page.

5  Start strong. First impressions do matter. Make 
your first sentence catchy by being dramatic, play-
ing on words, or using a comparison. Grab the 
editor’s attention so that later you can grab the 
attention of the reader. 

6  Cut to the chase. Less can be more. Most editors 
want short and concise letters (no more than  
250 words). 

7  Make it personal. Provide a human focus. Explain 
how this issue affects you or how it will affect oth-
ers. Offer personal and compelling examples. 

8  Be tasteful. Provide solutions instead of point-
ing fingers. Resist the temptation to criticize other 
people or organizations.

9  Fire up your readers. Tell readers exactly what you 
want them to do. Do you want them to vote a cer-
tain way? Join a demonstration? Introduce a new 
policy? Be specific. 

10   Make your letter look polished and professional. 
Editors sift through many letters a day. Make sure 
yours looks its best—well written and typed. 
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Drafting a Letter to the Editor
Read this sample letter to the editor. Then use the outline below to help you draft your own letter  
to the editor. 

Use the following outline to collect information for your own letter to the editor. Then write  
a rough draft, revise it, type or print it, and send it to your editor.

Issue:

Brief background:

My position:

July 30, 2018

Dear Editor of the Eaton Daily News,

Lake Augusta is terribly sick. She was recently diag-
nosed with “toxic contamination” after doctors found 
high levels of poisonous chemicals in her waters. This 
year alone, she has been forced to take seven “sick 
days” and close her beaches. Augusta is a treasured part 
of our community  —  we cannot let her die. 

Lake Augusta’s contamination is in part a result of 
chemicals we use in our own gardens and farms. Fertil-
izer and pesticide residues are washed into the lake by 
runoff water when it rains. These chemicals wreak havoc 
on the lake’s wildlife. Recent studies show that the 
fish population has decreased by 40 percent since  
2005 alone!

You and I can do something about this. We can STOP using 
toxic chemicals in our yards, gardens, and farm fields. 
We can instead use natural fertilizers and pesticides, 
if we need to use any at all. I pledge to start today. 
Will you join me? If we don’t change how we care for 
Lake Augusta, we may all be meeting soon at her funeral. 

Sincerely,
Jane Livingstone,  
Eaton community member

Start off strong.

Take a position.

Provide relevant back-
ground information.

Include facts that  
support your position.

Give the reader a  
specific action to take.

Keep it short and  
concise.

Include your name and 
relation to the issue.
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S E C T I O N  T W O :  R E S E A R C H I N G  A N D  C O M M U N I C A T I N G  P O S I T I O N S

Writing and Circulating a Petition
A petition is a request to someone in a position of 
power, such as a school principal, local city council, 
school board, Congress, or even the president. You 
might send a petition to a school principal to chal-
lenge a dress code, for example. Petitions come in 
different forms. You can write out a petition to mail 
as a letter, or you can create and submit your petition 
online.

Why use a petition? 
Petitions can bring about change. For example, when 
young people in Detroit, Michigan, found out that a 
community park was about to be developed as a com-
mercial space, they collected thousands of signatures 
in protest. Soon afterward, city officials revoked the 
building permit and told the developers that the park 
was off-limits. 

How can you write and circulate an effective 
petition? 
An effective petition states the issue and desired  
action to be taken simply and concisely. Use the tips 
below and the model petition on the next page to help 
you write a petition that gets people’s attention.

1 Stick to one issue. Don’t get carried away. Decide 
on one issue per petition.

2 Identify your target. Choose the recipient of the 
petition by figuring out who has the authority to 
enact the change you are trying to create.

3 Do your research. Learn as much as you can about 
your issue. Educate yourself on the issue so you can 
convince others to sign your petition. 

4 Begin with a strong title. When people glance at 
your petition, what do they see? Be sure your title 
tells them what your petition is intended to accom-
plish. Begin with a strong verb such as save, stop, 
preserve, block, or end.

5 Provide a well-written summary. The official who 

receives your petition will read this part carefully. 
Be clear about what you want and why it is neces-
sary. Make sure the summary is typed clearly and 
without grammatical mistakes. 

6 Check local guidelines for circulating a petition. 
Contact local authorities to find out the procedures 
you need to follow when circulating your peti-
tion. If your petition involves a recall, initiative, or 
referendum, determine out how many signatures 
you will need for your petition drive to succeed. 
Also find out what information you need from each 
signer for a signature to be considered valid.

7 Prepare your materials. Make several copies of 
your original petition and secure them to a clip-
board. Have lots of pens handy for signers to use. 

8 Write a script. Prepare and memorize a short 
script of what you want to say to people who might 
sign your petition.

9 Determine where to gather signatures. Choose 
a place with high pedestrian traffic where people 
have a vested interest in your topic. If there are 
several signature gatherers, divide into pairs and 
stand in different locations. If you are creating a 
petition online,you may want to share your petition 
through blogs or social media.

10   Gather those signatures! Approach people po-
litely, using your prepared script. Do not let people 
goad you into a long argument. Your goal is to 
collect as many signatures as possible, not debate 
people with opposing views.

11   Submit your petition. If possible, hand deliver 
your petition to the person or governing body that 
has the power to grant your request. Indicate that 
you expect a response.

12   Follow up. Contact the person or governing body 
that received your petition after a set amount of 
time, and ask about the status of your petition.
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Model Talking Script

Hi, my name is Casey, and I’m collecting signatures to stop the tuition hikes at Dexter Community  
College. I promise not to take much of your time, but hope you can support my cause by signing  
this petition. Please read the petition and let me know if you have any questions. 

A Model Petition and Talking Script

June 2016

Addressed to: President of Dexter Community College

Agreed upon by the following people:
 
Stop Dexter Community College’s Tuition Hike!

We, the undersigned, ask that Dexter Community College (DCC) 
abandon its plan to raise student tuition again this year. This is the 
fourth year in a row that DCC has increased its tuition rates. The  
purpose of a community college is to provide affordable education  
to the community, but continual hikes put the cost of education  
out of the reach of many of our residents. While we understand that 
there are many costs to running a community college, we believe  
that DCC should find ways to increase its funding without penalizing 
the students it was created to serve. 

Name Signature Phone 
Number

Address

1

2

S E C T I O N  T W O :  R E S E A R C H I N G  A N D  C O M M U N I C A T I N G  P O S I T I O N S

Include the month and 
year.

Make your demand  
obvious in your title.

Explain what you want 
done.

Explain why it should be 
done.

Address the petition to a 
specific group or person.

Number each line.

Leave enough room for 
the address.
Leave enough room for 
the address.
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A press release is a statement prepared by a group for 
distribution to the media—newspapers, radio, televi-
sion, or the Internet. It might announce an event, a 
fundraising effort, the results of a survey or study, or 
the founding of an organization. 

Why use a press release?
If you want other people to help your cause, consider 
getting the media involved. If the local community 
sees reports of your efforts in the paper or on televi-
sion, many people will learn what you are trying to 
accomplish and may want to assist. A well-designed 
press release can help you raise funds or other donations, 
recruit volunteers, or heighten awareness of an issue. 

How can you write an effective press release? 
An effective press release convinces the news media to 
report on your issue. Use the tips below and model on 
the next page to help you write an outstanding press 
release of your own. 

1  Plan ahead. You want the press release to reach 
the news media sources well in advance of your 
planned event whenever possible. 

2  Craft a story that will attract journalists. The 
journalists who review press releases are looking 
for stories that will engage readers or viewers.  
Releases that reveal new information, that focus 
on a compelling story, that reveal conflict, or that 
relate to other big news stories are more likely to 
get press attention.

3  Start strong. Leading with an interesting title or 
“hook” at the beginning will lure people into read-
ing more.

4  Answer the five W’s. Provide complete informa-
tion on your event by including who, what, when, 
where, and why.

5  Include an action step. Decide what you want your 
audience to do. Make a donation? Attend an event? 
Contact a public official? Include at least one clear 
action step in your release. For example, Donations 
may be sent c/o Save Our Lake, 520 A Street, Point 
Blue, CA 95246. 

6  Make the press release look professional. Proof-
read your work and have someone else give you 
honest feedback. Type or print your release in an 
easy-to-read font on official letterhead stationary  
if possible. You can even submit a press release 
online.

7  Send your release to the right place. Select the 
news sources that are most likely to carry your 
story. Local newspapers will probably be more 
interested in your story than a regional or national 
news outlet. If you identify a specific journalist to 
send it to, you will probably have more success in 
getting it printed. 

8  Follow up with a telephone call. This may prevent 
your press release from being ignored. 

9  Prepare for press queries and interviews. Expect 
to receive calls from reporters asking for more in-
formation. Be prepared with a “grabby” quote that 
they could use in their story. Also think about how 
you might accommodate reporters, camera opera-
tors, and news vans at your event. 

Writing a Press Release

S E C T I O N  T W O :  R E S E A R C H I N G  A N D  C O M M U N I C A T I N G  P O S I T I O N S
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A Model of a Press Release

S E C T I O N  T W O :  R E S E A R C H I N G  A N D  C O M M U N I C A T I N G  P O S I T I O N S

Lincoln High School 
425 Tenth Avenue

Warm Springs, NM 83323

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE  Contact: Maria Mendez
                   (123) 456-7890
October 12, 2017                 mmendez@localserver.com

Lincoln High Students Set for “Change Tables at Lunch Day”

Do you remember your high school cafeteria? There were no assigned seats, but 
everyone seemed to know where to sit. Seniors at one table, the drama kids at another. 
Freshmen? They were lucky even to have a table. Cliques reigned supreme, and people 
didn’t dare sit in the wrong place.
 
 Many students at Lincoln High School are tired of cliques, and they are taking action. 
On Friday, November 8, students at Lincoln are launching their first “Change Tables at 
Lunch Day.” On that day, students will be encouraged to sit at a different lunch table 
and eat with someone new. In short, they will have the opportunity to break down the 
invisible barriers that divide them. They might even make a new friend.

 Maria Mendez, a Lincoln High School senior, suggested “Change Tables at Lunch Day.” 
Maria says she got the idea from a friend in another state. The friend said a similar 
event at her school was a big success. Maria convinced the student council at Lincoln 
to adopt the event as part of this year’s Spirit Week. If successful, more “Change 
Tables at Lunch Days” will be planned throughout the school year.
 
 Lincoln High principal Kevin Moore says, “I am 100 percent behind this project. What 
better way can you think of for our students to break out of their tight groups and get 
to know each other than by sharing a meal together? I urge all of Lincoln High students, 
parents, and teachers to support ‘Change Tables at Lunch Day.’ My hope is that chang-
ing table days will become a new Lincoln High tradition.”

# # #

Use all capitals here. 

Include the date. 

Use a catchy title.

Use three number sym-
bols to signal the end 
of the press release. 

Use letterhead if pos-
sible. Ask permission 
if you need to. 

Include essential  
contact information. 

Your body paragraphs 
should cover the five 
W’s: what, who, when, 
where, and why.

Include a call to 
action.

Capture your audi-
ence’s attention in 
your opening.
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Testifying means speaking before a public body such 
as a school board, neighborhood association, or city 
council regarding an issue about which you feel strongly. 

Why testify?
Your testimony can influence the action of a public 
body. It will also become part of its permanent record 
and could be used in future research. Elected officials 
want to hear from you—speak up! 

How can you effectively testify before a  
public body? 
The more prepared you are, the more comfortable and 
persuasive your testimony will be. Use the tips below 
and the template on the next page to deliver dynamic, 
effective testimony.

1 Research the issue. Make it your goal to know 
more about your issue than the elected or appoint-
ed officials who will hear you speak. Gather rel-
evant and reputable facts to use in your testimony. 

2 Know your audience. Do a background check on 
the public body you will be speaking to. Look for 
answers to these questions: What does this group 
do? Who are its chair and members? Which mem-
bers have the most influence on its decisions? How 
large a budget does it have? How has it ruled on 
similar issues in the past? 

3 Get the meeting specifics. Call ahead to find out 
the location and time of the public body’s meeting. 
Ask if you need to sign up in advance or be placed 
on the meeting agenda in order to speak. Better yet, 
attend a meeting beforehand to become familiar 
with the process and room layout.

4 Prepare talking points. Identify the main points 
you want to make. Prioritize these from most im-
portant to least important since you may not have 
time to get to all of them. Include relevant facts.  
Jot down enough to jog your memory, but not  
so much that you will be tempted to read from  
your notes.

  Sample talking points: 
 Speed bumps are needed on Lynn Rd. because:
 • Many cars exceed the speed limit
 • 15 accidents in one year
 • Street is a major school route
 • No sidewalks for pedestrians

5 Anticipate questions. Think about what questions 
committee members will likely ask, and prepare 
sample responses. 

6 Practice your testimony aloud. Stand in front of 
a mirror or ask a friend or family member to listen 
to you. Begin your presentation by addressing 
the committee members by name: Chair_______, 
members of the committee . . . Maintain eye con-
tact with each member. Project your voice. When 
you are done, say, Thank you for the opportunity to 
testify before you today. I would be happy to answer 
any questions.

 

Testifying Before a Public Body

S E C T I O N  T W O :  R E S E A R C H I N G  A N D  C O M M U N I C A T I N G  P O S I T I O N S
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Preparing to Testify Before a Public Body
Use this template and the tips on the previous page to help you prepare a dynamic testimony.

Name of public body: 

Meeting date and time: 

Location: 

Name of chairperson: 

Name of committee members: 

Talking points:

1. 

2.

3. 

4. 

Questions I might be asked and my responses:

1. 

2.

3.

S E C T I O N  T W O :  R E S E A R C H I N G  A N D  C O M M U N I C A T I N G  P O S I T I O N S
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Section Three

Understanding and Respecting  
Diverse Points of View

“Civility costs nothing and buys everything.”

 —Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689–1762)

As students begin to take an interest in public affairs, they will inevitably 
encounter controversial issues, sensational news reporting, and mudsling-
ing election campaigns. With so much diatribe and acrimony in the public 
square, many students lack good models of civil dialogue. The tools in this 
section are designed to help your students learn how to listen to, understand, 
and respect diverse viewpoints.

Engaging in Civil Dialogue

Creating and Conducting an Opinion Survey

Posting Opinions on the Internet
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Engaging in Civil Dialogue

S E C T I O N  T H R E E :  U N D E R S T A N D I N G  A N D  R E S P E C T I N G  D I V E R S E  P O I N T S  O F  V I E W 

Civil dialogue is a serious discussion of public issues 
that emphasizes thoughtful reflection, finding com-
mon ground, respect for differing views, and a search 
for solutions. 

Why engage in civil dialogue?
Sometimes individuals who want to make a difference 
feel the need to shout. Generally, however, listening to 
the views of others and reasoning together can actu-
ally advance a cause more effectively than loud words. 
Learning and practicing civil discourse will make you 
a better advocate. 

When is dialogue more effective than debate? 
The chart below outlines differences between dialogue 
and debate. Examine the differences to determine 
which is more likely to produce a solution to a com-
munity issue or global problem? Under what circum-
stances might dialogue be more useful than debate? 
When might debate be better? Which might you use 
to advance your cause?

People engaged in civil dialogue . . . People engaged in a debate . . .

work together with opponents to reach common  
understandings.

argue against opponents to persuade others to  
agree with their positions.

listen carefully to opponents’ views to understand  
how they see the issue.

listen carefully to opponents’ views to find weak 
points in their arguments.

ask and answer questions to increase understanding  
of the issue.

answer only those questions that help support  
their positions.

are open to multiple answers or solutions. focus on only one answer or solution.

respect different viewpoints. look for ways to disprove differing viewpoints.

sometimes change their minds. rarely change their minds.

believe many heads are better than one in finding  
solutions to difficult problems.

believe they know the “best” solution without  
listening to others.

try to learn from each other. are sure that the other side is wrong.

try not to offend or hurt others. may be more concerned about winning the  
argument than about others’ feelings.

are willing to rethink and test their assumptions. are more likely to defend than test their  
assumptions.

are open to the possibility that they might be wrong. are determined to prove they are right.
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Follow the steps outlined below to seek out examples of discourse and debate in today’s  
political culture.

Step 1  Spend an hour examining three discussions of political issues or candidates. You will find  
such discussions on radio talk shows, television newscasts and talk shows, or in political blogs on  
the Internet. As you listen or read, watch for examples of dialogue and debate. 

Step 2  On another sheet of paper, write a short description of the political discussions you examined.  
In each description, answer the following questions:
• Where did you hear or read the discussion?
• What was the topic of the discussion? 
• Who participated in the discussion?
• Was the discussion an example of civil dialogue or a heated debate?
• What did you learn from the discussion?

Step 3  Based on your examination, discuss when you think dialogue is more useful in political  
discussions and when debate is more effective.

Examining Contemporary Political Culture:  
Dialogue or Debate

S E C T I O N  T H R E E :  U N D E R S T A N D I N G  A N D  R E S P E C T I N G  D I V E R S E  P O I N T S  O F  V I E W 
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Creating and Conducting an Opinion Survey

S E C T I O N  T H R E E :  U N D E R S T A N D I N G  A N D  R E S P E C T I N G  D I V E R S E  P O I N T S  O F  V I E W

An opinion survey is a set of questions designed to 
gather information about what a group of people are 
thinking about a given topic or issue. The size of the 
group will depend on the purpose of the survey.

Why create and conduct an opinion survey?
You might conduct an opinion survey to get more 
information about an issue, to find out whether your 
concerns match those of others, or to publicize a cause. 
What the majority of people believe or care about 
matters in a democracy. The results of a well-designed 
survey can help place pressure on people in power to 
respond to requests they might otherwise ignore. 

How can you write a well-designed survey? 
Writing an opinion survey can be tricky. If not done 
well, the results may be easily dismissed as inaccurate 
or biased. The tips below and the task sheet on the 
next page will help you craft a well-designed survey. 

1 Keep it short. People are far more willing to 
respond to a short survey than a long one. Also, 
compiling the results will be easier. Make your 
questions short and keep them few in number.

2 Use simple, clear language. Word questions in 
simple language that people can understand with-
out explanations. Avoid terms, like always or never, 
that are likely to muddy the issue. Also avoid ques-
tions with one or more negative words. Example: 
Do you agree or not agree that no candy bars should 
be sold in school vending machines? Instead, word 
your questions in positive terms when possible. 
Example: Do you agree that candy bars should be 
banned from school vending machines?

3 Include only one topic per question. Avoid a 
question like, How concerned are you about acid rain 
and global warming? It will not yield reliable results 
because people may have very different levels of 
concern about the two topics. Ask about only one 
topic at a time: How concerned are you about acid rain? 

4 Choose the type of question that fits your needs. 
Surveys use different types of questions to gauge 
public opinion. Each type has its own purposes.

• Multiple-choice questions force people to choose 
among clearly worded alternatives. 

 Example: Which of the following public issues 
matters most to you? 

 A. combating global warming 
 B. providing universal health care 
 C. improving public schools 
 D. expanding public transportation

• Open-ended questions invite people to express 
opinions that otherwise might not be heard.

 Example: What do you care most about in 
choosing a college to attend?

• Scale questions work well for measuring atti-
tudes on an issue and are easy to compile. 

 Example: On a scale of 1 to 5, how satisfied  
are you with the overall performance of the 
student council? 

 1 ________ 2 _________ 3 _________ 4 _________ 5 
 (not satisfied)    (somewhat satisfied)     (very satisfied)  

• Ordinal questions force people to rank their 
concerns in order of importance to them. 

 Example: Which of the following ten issues most 
concern you? Rank them from 1 to 10, with 10 
being the most important to you and 1 the least.

5 Avoid loaded questions. A loaded question sug-
gests something that has not been proven is an 
accepted fact. Example: How corrupt do you think 
the government is? The way this question is worded 
implies that corruption is a proven fact.  

6 Use the Internet. You will find more tips for 
writing good survey questions online. Some sites 
and social media platforms will even help you to 
create and administer your survey online. 
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S E C T I O N  T H R E E :  U N D E R S T A N D I N G  A N D  R E S P E C T I N G  D I V E R S E  P O I N T S  O F  V I E W

Designing Your Own Opinion Survey
Prepare
Brainstorm a list of problems or issues to focus on in your opinion survey. 

Choose one problem or issue for your survey.

Define the primary purpose of your survey. Are you mainly looking for information or seeking  
to raise awareness on an issue?

What questions might you ask to suit your primary purpose? Write three to five questions on  
a separate sheet of paper. 

Practice
Practice writing one of your questions in these four different ways. Use the example below  
as a guide.

Multiple-choice question
Which of the following is the most important issue facing the United States today?
A. fighting crime
B. improving education
C. combating homelessness
D. providing universal health care

Open-ended question
What do you think is the most important issue facing the United States today?

Scale question
On a scale of 1 to 5, how important is combating homelessness to the future  
of the United States?  

 1 _____________ 2 _____________ 3 _____________ 4 _____________ 5 
(not very important)                   (important)                           (very important)

Ordinal ranking
Rank the following issues in order of their importance to you, with 4 being the most important  
and 1 being the least :

___ fighting crime
___ improving education
___ combating homelessness
___ providing universal health care
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Posting Opinions on the Internet

S E C T I O N  T H R E E :  U N D E R S T A N D I N G  A N D  R E S P E C T I N G  D I V E R S E  P O I N T S  O F  V I E W

The Internet allows anyone with opinions on an issue
to post those views for others to read and respond
to. Before you join in on the conversation, get your
parents’ permission first. There are several easy ways
to get your views online for others to see. The easiest is
to use social media to comment on a post or a profile
page. You can also respond to a blog or an article that
someone else has posted. You might also consider
posting a video online, building a Web site or social
media profile around your issue, or starting a blog. 

Why post opinions on the Internet? 
More and more people today are looking for informa-
tion about public issues online. The Internet provides 
an inexpensive way for you to reach a potentially huge 
audience with your views. 

How can you most effectively post your opinions 
on the Internet? 
The Internet can seem overwhelming. These tips and 
the task sheet that follows will help you find your on-
line community and communicate effectively with it. 

Tips for Blogging
1  Become familiar with blogs. Learn the ins and 

outs of blogging by seeing how the pros do it. Find 
and read a variety of blogs, from cooking blogs to 
travel blogs to well-established political blogs.

2  Be informative. Many bloggers post comments 
that are all opinion and no facts. That is a bit like 
making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich but 
leaving the peanut butter out—there is not much 
substance. Knowing what you are talking about and 
including solid evidence to support your views will 
impress your fellow bloggers. 

3 Be respectful. Some bloggers feel free to “flame” 
people they don’t agree with. That may sound like a 
great way to let off steam or have a little fun, but it 
is unlikely to help you promote your cause. You are 
far more likely to attract readers to your postings if 
you don’t set out to offend them. 

4  Use good judgment. Recognize that anyone with 
Internet access will be able to read your postings. 
That includes friends, strangers, parents, teachers, 
and current and prospective employers. Use good 
judgment about what you reveal. Otherwise, it may 
come back to haunt you. 

Tips for Posting Videos Online
1 Begin on established video-sharing Web sites. 

Visit some of the larger video-sharing Web sites to 
see how other people use video to share their views 
on current issues. You will also find information on 
how to register and upload your own videos.  

2  Entertain while you inform. Political commentary 
in video form is more likely to be watched if it is 
also entertaining. The most-watched videos are 
creative, funny, or compelling in some way. 

3  Take the time to do it right. Don’t rush to get your 
work online. If people see that you have invested 
time and effort in your video, they will be more 
likely to care about the message you are trying  
to convey.
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Investigating and Posting Political Opinions on the Internet
Hone your Internet skills with the tasks below.

Task 1  Visit at least three political blogs, two that match your political point of view and one that  
does not. Then record the following information on a separate sheet of paper.
1. Identify the blogs you visited. Characterize each one in terms of its political position. 
2. Briefly describe the issues you read about. 
3. List five observations about political blogs now that you have viewed these sites. 

Task 2  Post a comment on a political blog following the guidelines on the previous page. Attach  
a printed copy of your posting and two surrounding posts from others to this sheet. Then record  
the following information on a separate sheet of paper.
1. Identify where you posted your comment. Why did you choose that blog? 
2. Describe the responses, if any, to your post. Did you get the responses you expected? 
3. Reflect on what you learned by completing this task. 

Task 3  Watch three political videos that have been posted on the Internet. Then record the  
following information on a separate sheet of paper. 
1. List the titles of videos you watched.
2. Reflect on what you learned by watching each of these videos. 
3. Write a brief description of a video you would like to make and post on the Internet, using  

what you have learned. 

Task 4  Make and post a video online. You video should be
• related to a current political or social issue.
• clever, creative, funny, or compelling.
• high quality and purposeful.
• at least 30 seconds long.

Print pictures of your video and attach them to this sheet. Include the URL where others  
can find your video.

S E C T I O N  T H R E E :  U N D E R S T A N D I N G  A N D  R E S P E C T I N G  D I V E R S E  P O I N T S  O F  V I E W



29© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute Inc.

Section Four

Influencing Policy by Engaging with 
Public Officials

“Power concedes nothing without a demand.  

It never did and it never will.”

 —Frederick Douglass (1818–1895)  

For most students, the chasm between their own lives and the actions of  
their elected officials is huge. If democracy is to thrive, the bridge between  
the representative and the represented must be strong and flexible. The  
tools in this section are designed to help students communicate effectively 
with public officials.

Being a Government Watchdog 

Communicating with a Public Official

Organizing a Letter-Writing Campaign

Evaluating Candidates for Political Office
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Being a Government Watchdog

S E C T I O N  F O U R :  I N F L U E N C I N G  P O L I C Y  B Y  E N G A G I N G  W I T H  P U B L I C  O F F I C I A L S

A government watchdog monitors elected officials to 
ensure that they are acting in the best interest of the 
people they are serving. You can be a government 
watchdog by keeping up with what your elected offi-
cials are doing—what meetings they attend, how they 
vote, and with whom they network.

Why be a government watchdog?
Most public officials work hard to represent you, your 
family, and your community. But unless citizens like 
you watch what public officials are doing and pro-
vide feedback on their decisions, they have no way of 
knowing how well they are meeting your needs. 

How can you be an effective government  
watchdog? 
Being a watchdog means paying attention to what goes 
on in government. Use these tips and the accompany-
ing log sheet to get started on this lifelong activity.

1 Choose one public official or governing body to 
start with. Begin with who or what interests you 
most. This might be a specific officeholder such 
as your mayor, a state legislator, or a member of 
Congress. Or you might choose a public body such 
as your school board or city council.

2 Find out who’s who. If you chose a specific office-
holder, find out all you can about that person’s 
position on issues and voting record. Many elected 
officials have personal Web sites with this informa-
tion. If you chose a public body, identify who serves 
on it and their position on issues. Information 
about local officials can usually be found on city 
and county government Web sites.

 3 Find out what your official or public body does. If 
you chose an elected official, learn what that person 
does, the responsibilities of his or her office, and 
how that official spends most of his or her time. If 
you cannot find this information online, call your 
official’s office directly. If you chose a public body, 
find out what its areas of responsibility are and who 
is most affected by its decisions.

4 Follow the issues. Read about the issues that are 
likely to come before your elected official or public 
body. Choose the ones that most interest you to fol-
low over the next few weeks. Watch the news media 
closely for stories on those issues. 

5 Read what others have to say. Chances are your 
elected official or public body has been the subject 
of news stories. Check the online archives of your 
local newspaper to learn what others are saying 
about that person or body.

6 Communicate. If possible, attend a public meet-
ing, hearing, or political event in person to see 
your elected official or public body in action. Ask 
questions or speak up on the issues you care most 
about. Or contact your elected official or public 
body in writing about issues of interest to you. 
Communicating with public officials is the best way 
to let them know that you are paying attention to 
what they are doing.
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Government Watchdog Log Sheet for an Elected Official
Choose an elected official to watch, such as a mayor, governor, or city council member.  
Use this log sheet to keep track of what you learn. 

Name of elected official:
Position:
Primary responsibility:
Years in office:
Party affiliation (if applicable):
Membership in professional organizations or caucuses (if applicable):

Committee assignments (if applicable): 

Recent votes, initiatives, and positions taken on issues: 

Do you agree with these votes and positions? Why or why not?

What did you learn about this elected official that surprised you?

Would you consider this official to be effective? Why or why not?
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Communicating with a Public Official
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Communicating with a public official is easier than 
you might think. Most officials are eager to hear about 
their constituents’ needs and positions on issues. You 
can communicate your views by writing a letter, send-
ing an e-mail, or telephoning the official’s office. 

Why communicate with a public official?
Public officials rely on constituents like you to educate 
them about what is happening in their districts as  
well as to tell them how you want to be represented. 
Making a telephone call or writing an e-mail to an 
official takes little time yet carries tremendous power. 
Why? Because so few people take the time to do it. 
Most offices receive only a handful of letters, calls, or 
e-mails on any given issue. Direct communication is 
an effective way to get your voice heard.

How can you effectively communicate with  
a public official? 
Determine whether you want to write, e-mail, or 
phone your official. E-mails are the quickest, let-
ters tend to elicit the most personalized responses, 
and calling is the most direct if you can talk to your 
official. Once you have chosen your form of commu-
nication, use these tips and the model that follows to 
communicate your position most effectively. 

1 Research the issue. Determine what issue you want 
to communicate about. Gather background infor-
mation and collect relevant and reliable facts to use 
in your communication. 

2 Find out where your official stands. If possible, 
determine what has already been done about this 
issue and what position this official has taken on it. 

3 Craft your message. Whether calling or writing, take 
the time to shape a clear and compelling message.

Tips for writing an e-mail or letter Tips for telephoning a public official

• Start off strong and get right to the point. 
• Tell your representative exactly what you want 

him or her to do. 
• Include relevant examples or facts. 
• Stay focused—address only one issue per letter  

or e-mail.
• Keep it short—no more than one page.
• Be polite but firm. Avoid offending your official. 
• State that you expect a response, either in writing 

or by telephone.
• Include your contact information so that the 

official knows you are a constituent in his or her 
district and can get back to you.

• If possible, say something nice. It never hurts  
to share something positive that your official  
has done.

• Before calling, prepare a talking script with the 
same elements you would include in a letter. 
Read it aloud to yourself or a friend a few times to 
become comfortable with it. There is no need to 
memorize or read from your prepared script. You 
want to sound natural.

• When you call, ask to speak directly with your 
elected official. If you cannot get through, ask to 
speak with the aide who handles the issue you are 
calling about. If the aide is unavailable, leave your 
contact information and ask when you should 
expect a return call.

• Be persistent but polite. Call again and again until 
you speak with the right person.

• Request a written response to your call.
• Thank your contact.
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Sample E-mail to a Public Official About an Issue

To: schwarzbetty@frederick.gov
cc: daveyjoe@jmail.com
Subject: Ordinance 77

Councilwoman Betty Schwarz
Frederick City Council 
Frederick, TN 37224
schwarzbetty@frederick.gov

July 7, 2018

Dear Honorable Councilwoman, 

I urge you to oppose Ordinance 77, an ordinance that would cut funding for the  
Frederick Public Library. If this ordinance passes, the library will have to eliminate  
its evening hours. This will place a particular burden on students who use the library  
in the evenings to complete their coursework. 

Our library has been a cornerstone of learning in our community for 50 years.  
Nevertheless, library funding has been reduced three times in the past five years.  
These reductions have resulted in staff layoffs as well as cuts in library programming. 
Further program cuts will be devastating. 

Although you supported library budget cuts in the past, I hope you will consider alter-
native solutions to this year’s funding crisis. One idea is to initiate a volunteer program 
to help staff the library at peak hours. I have several ideas on how this could work and 
would welcome an opportunity to share them with you.
 
I applaud your support over the past year of projects aimed at improving local parks. 
Now I urge you to continue to improve our community by voting no on Ordinance 77. 

I look forward to your response to this issue. Feel free to contact me via e-mail, letter, 
or telephone. 

Your constituent, 

Nicole Johnson
7369 Devonshire, Frederick, TN 37224
(615) 499-8321
johnson_nicole@jmail.com

Include the official’s 
title and contact  
information.

If applicable, refer to 
the person’s past  
legislative history.

State your position 
right away.

Mention any  
ordinance or bill  
by number.

Include facts.

Say something nice. 

State that you expect a 
response. 

Include your contact 
information.
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Organizing a Letter-Writing Campaign
A letter-writing campaign encourages people to send 
individual letters to a person in a position of power 
urging action on an issue. Organizing a letter-writing 
campaign is easy and inexpensive and increases 
awareness of your cause among the public. You can 
also consider organizing another type of campaign 
such as an e-mail or online petition.

Why organize a letter-writing campaign? 
When a pubic official is flooded with letters about an 
issue, he or she takes notice. Officials often keep track 
of how many letters they receive on an issue. The 
more they get, the more seriously they take it. 

How do you organize an effective letter-writing 
campaign? 
The goal of a letter-writing campaign is to send as 
many letters as possible about an issue to the right 
person. These tips and the planning guide that follows 
will help you meet that goal. 

1 Know your issue. Not only will you need to write a 
sample letter, you will also need to convince others 
to support your campaign. Gather relevant back-
ground information and reliable facts.

2 Choose the right recipient. Who is in a position of 
power on this particular issue? What can he or she 
do to help your cause? Once you identify the right 
person, find out whether he or she has supported 
your cause in the past. This information will be 
useful to you when you write a brief biography of 
the recipient. 

3 Create support materials. Make the job easy for 
fellow letter writers by creating the following: a 
sample letter, a fact sheet about the issue, and a brief 
biography of the recipient. The bio should tell letter 
writers who the recipient is, what his or her posi-
tion on the issue is, and why that person’s support 
is important. Make copies of all three to give out to 
possible letter writers. 

4 Prepare to recruit. Create a banner or sign that 
will attract people to your recruiting station. Gather 
pens and paper for your letter writers to use. 

5 Set up a recruiting station in a strategic location. 
Find a high-traffic area in your school, mall, or park 
and set up your recruiting station. You may need to 
ask for permission to use the space. Hang your ban-
ner or sign where it will attract attention. Set out 
your support materials and writing supplies on one 
or more tables. 

6 Recruit letter writers. On the day of your cam-
paign, approach people politely and unobtru-
sively. Explain the purpose of your letter-writing 
campaign and answer any questions. Tell people 
the process will be quick since you have a sample 
letter for them to follow. Do not waste your time 
debating with people. Your goal is to send as many 
letters as possible. 

7 If possible, stamp and send the letters yourself. 
This will ensure that the recipient gets them in a 
timely manner. If purchasing stamps is too expen-
sive, try to get a sponsor to supply the stamps.  
Alternatively, you can send your letters through 
e-mail.

8 Follow up with the recipient. After a few days, call 
to check whether the recipient received your letters. 
Offer to answer any questions, and inquire about 
how he or she plans to respond. 
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Planning Guide for a Letter-Writing Campaign
Use this guide to help you organize your own letter-writing campaign.
 
Identify the issue you want to address.

State your position on the issue.

List three to five facts that support your position.

Identify the recipient of the letters.

Write down the exact address of the recipient.

To-Do List

Task Assigned Person Done

Two to Six Weeks in Advance 
Write a sample letter.  
Write a fact sheet. 
Write a brief bio of the recipient.  
Choose location of recruiting station.  
Secure permission if necessary. 
Set time and date. 
Create banner or poster. 
Find volunteers and educate them on the issue.
Obtain tables. 
Make copies of all support materials. 
Gather pens and paper. 
Get stamps and envelopes donated.

Day of the Campaign 
Set up tables. 
Distribute support materials. 
Recruit letter writers.

After the Campaign 
Address and stamp envelopes. 
Send letters. 
Call recipient.
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Evaluating a candidate for public office means decid-
ing whether you want that person to represent you 
at some level of government. As drama critic George 
Nathan once observed, “Bad officials are elected by 
citizens who don’t vote.” 

Why evaluate candidates for public office? 
Public officials are elected to make decisions that affect 
you directly—such as whether to raise tuition at 
public colleges, whether to declare war, or whether to 
raise the minimum wage. If you want to be represented 
by people who make wise choices, then you need to 
choose wisely when you vote. 

What is the best way to evaluate candidates?
Voters are inundated with campaign messages and 
advertisements during election season. Although 
evaluating candidates is time consuming and com-
plex, there is no substitute for diligent research and 
thought. These tips and the evaluation sheet that fol-
lows will help you make good decisions. 

1  Decide what is important to you in choosing 
candidates to support. Think about the following 
list of characteristics when evaluating candidates. 
Decide which ones are most important to you. 

      Candidate Characteristics
Personal story Age
Education Ability to compromise
Political philosophy Charisma
Gender Speaking ability
Stand on issues Preparation for job
Public record Character
Supporters Political insider/outsider
Physical appearance Party affiliation
Physical stamina Family characteristics

2  Find the candidates that best match your values. 
The Internet has made researching candidates 
easier than in the past. Most candidates publish 
Web sites as part of their campaigns. Project Vote 
Smart provides information on thousands of 
candidates’ positions and will tell you who donates 
money to them. Web sites like www.ballotpedia.
org and www.isidewith.com provide information 
on issues and candidates. You can also find bio-
graphical information, public speeches, and other 
relevant information about candidates by plugging 
their names into search engines. As each campaign 
heats up, you will be able to gather still more data 
from political ads, televised debates, radio talk 
shows, mailers, newspapers, and magazines, as well 
as from friends, family, and neighbors. As you get 
to know candidates better, look for those that best 
match your values. 
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Evaluating Candidates for Public Office
Americans consider a variety of characteristics in evaluating candidates for public office.  
Follow these steps to evaluate the candidates in one political race.

Step 1  Identify the political race you are focusing on.

Step 2  Identify the two candidates in that race to evaluate.

Step 3  Select five characteristics from the list on the preceding page to use in your evaluation.  
Write your selections in the first column below. 

Step 4  Collect relevant information regarding your chosen characteristics for both candidates.  
Record it in the chart below. (If you run out of space, use a separate sheet of paper.) 

Step 5  Rate both candidates on a scale of 1 to 5 on each characteristic. 

Step 6  Identify the candidate you think would best represent you in public office. Explain why.

Five characteris-
tics of candidates

Relevant  
information on 
Candidate 1

Relevant  
information on 
Candidate 2

Rating of  
Candidate 1 on  
a scale of 1 to 5

Rating of  
Candidate 2 on  
a scale of 1 to 5

Example:  
Speaking ability

Flat speaking 
style

Tells good jokes 2 4
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Section Five

Working Cooperatively to Take Action 
in the Community

“You must do the things you think you cannot do.” 

 —Eleanor Roosevelt (1884–1962) 

The essence of politics is collective action to solve problems and address 
common issues. To engage in civic affairs effectively, students need to learn 
how to work cooperatively with others to achieve shared goals. The tools in 
this section are designed to help your students discover how a small group of 
thoughtful citizens can indeed change the world. 

Organizing a Fundraiser

Organizing a BUYcott 

Conducting an Effective Meeting
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Organizing a Fundraiser
A fundraiser helps raise money for a cause, person, or 
organization. Fundraisers can take a variety of forms. 
You can sell something, put on an event, or provide  
a service. You can raise funds both in person and 
online. 

Why organize a fundraiser?
Let’s face it, sometimes you need money—lots of 
it—to address a community problem, start an interest 
group, or run an effective political campaign. Fund-
raising is more than raising money. It can also be a 
way to bring public awareness to your cause and to 
unify a group. 

How can you organize a successful fundraiser? 
Money is said to be “the mother’s milk of politics.” 
These tips, along with the planning forms that follow, 
will help you to organize a successful fundraiser. 

1 Be creative. People ask for money all the time. To 
set your fundraiser off from all the rest, you need 
a “hook”—the more interesting, the better! Create 
a buzz around your fundraiser so that people will 
want to be part of it and will remember it. 

2  Keep it real. Be sincere and passionate when com-
municating your cause. Draw people in by sharing 
real stories and pictures. Show people how much 
you care. Explain exactly what you will do with the 
money they give you. 

3  Seek out local sponsorship. Whether you are 
hosting a karaoke night or organizing a walk-your-
pet-a-thon, ask local businesses to sponsor you by 
donating items or money. Offer to provide spon-
sors publicity by adding their names to a flyer or 
acknowledging them during a speech. Businesses 
often set aside some part of their profits to donate 
to local causes. Go after that money. 

4  Plan, plan, plan. Fundraisers usually succeed or 
fail based on the strength of the planning. Plan well 
in advance, ideally three months ahead of time. 
Plan everything from logistics, to sponsorship, to 
publicity. Assign lead people and divvy up tasks. 
Also, create a budget and stick to it. Plan to spend 
no more than 15 percent of your projected earnings 
from the event. 

5  Empower your volunteers. Make sure your volun-
teers feel respected and well used. Capitalize on their 
strengths and give them important jobs. Save menial 
jobs, like cleanup crew, for dedicated organizers.

6  Say thanks! Take the time to thank everyone 
involved in your fundraiser. If possible, handwrite 
thank-you cards and send pictures. Be sincere and 
heartfelt. You might be asking these same people 
for additional support down the road. 
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Planning Your Fundraiser (page 1 of 3)

Use this planning sheet to organize an effective fundraiser. 

Planning
Identify the purpose of your fundraiser.

• To make money for ______________________________________________________________. 

• To raise awareness about __________________________________________________________.

• Other:

Determine how much money you want to make.

Identify your target audience (for example, students, community members, or businesses).

Determine the date and place of your event.

Describe your fundraiser (include what, when, where, and who).

Establish a detailed budget. When complete, attach a copy to this document.

List the tasks for which you will need volunteers. Estimate how many people you will need for each one.

Identify people you can enlist as volunteers. Consider recruiting friends, family members,  
neighbors, teachers, government officials, local businesspeople, and members of local  
religious groups and nonprofit organizations.
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Logistics 
List tasks relating to the logistics of your fundraiser on the to-do list below. These might include  
finding a venue or place, recruiting volunteers, buying supplies, setting up, taking money, and  
writing thank-you cards to volunteers.

Publicity 
List tasks relating to publicizing your fundraiser on the to-do list below. These might include  
sending invitations, putting up flyers, writing a press release, and making announcements.

Planning Your Fundraiser (page 2 of 3)

Publicity To-Do List

Lead person _____________________________________________________

Task    Assigned Person Target Date      Date Completed

1.
2. 
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Logistics To-Do List

Lead person _____________________________________________________

Task   Assigned Person Target Date      Date Completed

1.
2. 
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
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Sponsorship 
List tasks relating to finding sponsors for your fundraiser on the to-do list below. These might  
include writing letters, meeting with sponsors, picking up donations, advertising sponsorship,  
and writing thank-you cards to sponsors.

Planning Your Fundraiser (page 3 of 3)

Sponsorship To-Do List

Lead person _____________________________________________________

Task   Assigned Person Target Date      Date Completed

1.
2. 
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
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Organizing a BUYcott
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In a BUYcott, people intentionally buy things from  
a business to show their support of the business’s 
practices. That is just the opposite of a boycott, where 
people refuse to purchase items from a business. 
BUYcotts reward companies that support popular 
positions on issues like labor practices and the envi-
ronment. You may choose to BUYcott a store that sells 
only U.S. manufactured clothing, conducts eco-
friendly practices, or contributes money to a good 
cause.

Why BUYcott?
Consumers have tremendous power, especially when 
they band together to support a good business prac-
tice. By BUYcotting one business, you may in turn 
influence other businesses to follow suit. This can cre-
ate a “win-win” situation. The business you choose to 
BUYcott will love getting your business. At the same 
time, the BUYcott may generate positive publicity for 
your cause.

How do I organize a BUYcott? 
A BUYcott can be fun to organize. The following tips 
and the planning sheet that follows will show you 
how. However, planning may involve visits to stores 
in the community. For your safety, plan to travel in 
groups of two or three when meeting with business 
personnel. Be sure to go over your route with a parent 
or faculty adviser before you take off. 

1  Hone in on the issue. Determine first what issue 
you want to address. Poverty, childhood obesity, 
child labor, and renewable energy are all issues that 
business practices can affect. 

2  Find a business to BUYcott. Talk to business man-
agers to find out whether they are already doing 
something to support your issue or whether they 
are willing to start doing something. For instance, 
a local grocery store might be willing to reward 
customers who bring reusable bags to carry their 

purchases. Or a clothing store might agree not to 
buy and sell clothing made with child labor. 

3  Establish a partnership. Work with the manager 
to organize your BUYcott. Brainstorm ways in 
which you can collaborate. 

4  Develop a publicity plan. Your goal is twofold: 
to highlight the particular good practice of the 
business and to encourage people to shop there. 
Consider the following ways to advertise: creating 
flyers, sending e-mails, taking out a newspaper ad, 
writing a press release, creating a Web site, making 
school announcements, or hosting a “BUYcott day” 
at the business. Before you get started, run all your 
plans by the business manager to ensure the store’s 
agreement and cooperation. 

5  Keep track of and celebrate your success. Work 
with the business to keep track of sales for a certain 
time period. Share your success with others through 
press releases, a thank-you sign at the store, or e-mails. 
Consumers will want to know that their choices 
have made a difference.

6  Build an alliance. Once your BUYcott is up and 
running, consider asking other businesses to adopt 
similar practices and join your BUYcott. You may 
be surprised how quickly other businesses will 
change their practices to share in your publicity. 
Before you know it, you may have changed the 
practices of scores of businesses!
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Organizing a BUYcott
This planning sheet will help you organize a successful BUYcott.

Identify the issue you want to address.

State your position on the issue.

List up to three local businesses that might share your position on this issue. 

Describe the practices that these businesses have adopted or might be wiling to adopt that would promote 
your issue. Be specific, such as “sell fair-trade clothing” or “use biodiesel fuels in delivery vans.”

Outline how you would publicize this practice and the business.

Decide which business to approach first. With whom will you meet? Who will accompany you? Be sure  
to consult with a parent or teacher before proceeding with your plan.

Respond to the following questions on a separate sheet of paper after your BUYcott is up and running.

1. What business did you BUYcott? 

2. What specific practice did you highlight?

3. How did you promote your BUYcott? Attach a flyer, Web site printout, or press release.

4. Was your BUYcott successful? How can you tell?

5. If you were to organize another BUYcott, what might you do differently? Why?
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Conducting an Effective Meeting
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Effective meetings are well-organized and focused 
gatherings. They allow all participants to share opin-
ions without feeling pressured or threatened. At the 
same time, they get work done in an efficient and 
orderly manner. 

Why learn how to conduct an effective meeting?
You have probably participated in plenty of meetings 
in your life, for teams, clubs, and student government. 
You know by now that some meetings are more ef-
fective than others. Conducting a productive, orderly 
meeting is a valuable skill, especially if you want to be 
a leader in your community. 

How do you conduct an effective meeting?
Whatever the purpose of your meeting, everyone who 
attends will benefit from some advance planning. 
These tips and the planning sheet that follows will 
help you make your next meeting a success. 

Prior to the Meeting
1 Determine your objectives. What do you hope to 

accomplish in this meeting? Limit your objectives 
to three, and make sure these goals are attainable.

2 Set the meeting time and place. Find a place that 
is centrally located as well as quiet and private. 
Schedule your meeting at a convenient time. Plan 
for no more than two hours. The day before the 
scheduled meeting, visit the meeting place at the 
time you have scheduled. Make sure that the room 
is unlocked, that there are enough seats, and that all 
equipment (such as lights, presentation software, 
projector, and microphone) works. 

3 Prepare an agenda that meets your objectives. The 
agenda should include the meeting date and time 
as well as the main topics to be discussed. For each 
agenda item, allocate a time for discussion. Type 
out the agenda and distribute or post it a few days  
 

prior to the meeting. Make extra copies and distrib-
ute them at the meeting so that everyone has a copy 
of the agenda for reference.

During the Meeting
1 Start on time. This shows respect for your partici-

pants’ time.

2 Welcome attendees, thank them for attending, and 
review the agenda. Ask someone else to take min-
utes and to post them at a designated location after 
the meeting. 

3 Have participants briefly introduce themselves. 

4 Establish ground rules for who can speak when and 
stick to them. 

5 Be energetic and positive at all times.

6 After each agenda item, summarize any decisions. 

7 Have someone else keep track of time. If you are 
running over time on an agenda item, call for a 
decision or table the item for a future meeting. 

8 Close the meeting on time and on a positive note. 

9 Get feedback on the meeting. Pass out simple 
evaluation forms that ask, What was effective or 
ineffective about this meeting?
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Planning an Effective Meeting
Use this planning sheet to help you conduct an effective meeting.

Define the objectives for the meeting.

Determine when and where you will hold the meeting. How will you notify the participants about the 
time and place?

List the equipment you need for the meeting (such as chairs, tables, or a projector). Where and when  
will you get what you need? 

On a separate piece of paper, sketch the meeting room and how you will arrange the furniture. If you are 
hosting a webinar or videoconference, plan how you will host the meeting online.

Create an agenda for the meeting. How much time will you allocate for each agenda item? Where and 
when will you post the agenda? (Attach a printed copy to this sheet.)

List at least five ground rules. Examples: Raise your hand and be recognized by the chair before speaking. 
Avoid making negative comments about other participants’ ideas.

After the meeting, answer these questions on a separate sheet of paper:
1. What went well during the meeting?

2. What aspects of conducting the meeting were challenging?

3. What would you do differently next time?


