Civic Engagement in the Government Classroom

Renee Serrao, Cosby High School, Chesterfield County
Renee_serrao@ccpsnet.net

Show students how to make their voices heard

Write letters to the editor of your local newspaper

o Replace several of your essay or position-paper assignments with letter assignments.
It's a more authentic assessment, and kids love to see their words in print. Parents love
it even more.

o When a student’s letter is published, project it for the class to see. Email faculty and
parents with a link to the letter.

o Consider giving extra credit for every letter published.

Contact elected officials at all levels of government

o Again, it's more authentic than an essay, and the kids love receiving mail from their
representatives.

o Contact pages on each official’s website make such communication easy for everyone,
and the kids can print out their comments to turn in to you.

o Local officials, such as School Board members and Supervisors, are especially
responsive, and a few contacts will seem like a groundswell of public opinion.

Attract candidates to your school for a forum

Invite both candidates.
Make your event candidate-friendly
o Don’t expect them to come on the same day; they’ll never agree to a debate.
o Send them the questions ahead of time.
o Accept surrogates if you can’t get the actual candidate.
Partner with your local newspaper, especially the editorial department
o They are looking for free content and are eager to prove their relevance to the
community.
o The editors and reporters have lots of great political contacts and will often be willing to
make calls and provide technical support.
o They can provide news coverage for the event and publish student reactions afterward.
Blend the campaign into your curriculum
o Have all students read common articles.
o Students can write responses to what they’'ve heard.
Get the entire senior class involved
o Solicit questions from everyone as a graded assignment.
o Treat question selection as an honor (announce the “winners” over the loudspeaker!).
Seat the questioners on the stage with the candidate.
Register the 18 year-olds to vote and seat them in the front rows
Make sure your faculty buys into your idea; they need to be willing to let your students out
of their classes.
Invite the media (your division’s public affairs person will want to handle this part).






