Title: 

Citizen Power Workshop
Goal:  
To build student interest and involvement in Democracy Matters and the issue of money in politics.

Objectives:

Participants will be able to:

· Identify political and social issues that are important to them

· Understand the reasons why people care about certain political and social issues

· Analyze the sources of political and social issues

· Understand the role that private money plays in politics and public policy and how public financing is a solution

· Help set the agenda for campaigns organized by Democracy Matters

Time: 

60 – 90 minutes
Materials: 
Paper, pens, money in politics handouts, sign up sheet, Democracy Matters information, flip chart, markers
Lesson Plan:

1. Introduction (5 minutes) - Each participant will be given a piece of paper on which they will be asked to write their answer one of the following question (or a variation thereof): What is the most important issue facing America today?  What is the most important issue facing young people (15-30) today?  What political/social issue do you care about the most?
2. Icebreaker/Snowball Fight (5 minutes) - Once everyone has written their answer on their piece of paper they should crumple it up into a ball.  Once everyone is fully armed with a paper ball the entire group will engage in a “snowball” fight – throwing pieces of paper around the room and at each other.  After 30 seconds of throwing paper at each other (which is supposed to symbolize how a lot of these issues end up competing with each other and fragmenting what could be a much larger and more effective movement) each participant should pick up the ball of paper that is closest to them.

3. Group Work 1 (10 minutes) - All the participants will then be split up into 4-5 small groups (chosen at random).  Members in each group should open their respective paper balls and see what issue is written inside.  The small group must then try and get into the head of whoever wrote that issue and figure out why someone would consider that issue to be important.  The participants should write down their collective answers to each of the issues.

4. Group Presentations (5 minutes) - Each group selects one of their members to share their group’s response to one of the issues they discussed.  Someone should write the issues discussed onto a piece of flip chart (10 minutes)
5. Group Work 2 (10 minutes) - Once each group has shared a response they must then go back to working with their group and collectively answer the following question (or a variation thereof):  Why has this issue become such a serious problem in the United States?  Why is this issue not getting as much attention as you feel it warrants?  Why has the government been slow or unresponsive in its efforts to address this issue?  
6. Group Presentations 2 (5 minutes) – Each group will pick on of their members to share their collective response to one of the issues with the rest of the groups.  The reports should in some way all make a reference to the role of special interests, corporations, and private money in politics affecting the kinds of people who get elected and the policies they enact once in office.  This should tie all the issues and solutions around one common theme: money in politics.
7. Presentation (10 minutes) - The facilitator will highlight the connections found in all the issues by giving a brief presentation on voting reform and publicly financed “Fair Elections”, using the handout attached.. All participants should be given a copy of the handout. Take questions.

8. Group Brainstorming (10 minutes) – The Democracy Matters president will outline the goals he/she has set for the chapter and those in attendance will choose to focus on one of these goals (campaigns/events) and sign up to play an active role in making that campaign/event a success.  They will be asked to consider the following questions:  What level of involvement would you like to play in organizing this campaign/event?  What skills/expertise can you bring to enhancing the efficacy and success of this campaign/event?  What ideas do you have in enhancing the power and scope of this campaign/event?  How can Democracy Matters reach more students on campus and educate the community about the money in politics issue and public financing as a solution?  Depending on the number of participants, this brainstorm can be done as one large group, or they can be split up into issue areas or campaigns and a DM member will help facilitate the work in each of those separate groups.
HANDOUT:                                                                                          FAIR ELECTIONS & VOTING REFORM FACTS

Fair Publicly Financed Election Campaigns

Our democracy is being undermined by the enormous amount of  big money influencing out elections.

· Cynicism about politics and government is rampant as people see: a) the influence of big contributors on laws and policy and b) the corruption scandals involving campaign contributions.

· The cost of running for office continues to escalate. Few citizens can afford the huge cost of running for office at any level of government.

· Uncontested and non-competitive elections have increased in frequency, with a re-election rate of incumbents that tops 90% in both federal and state races. Incumbents regularly out-spend challengers by margins of 4 to 1.

· In 2010, the Supreme Court reversed a 100 year-old ban on corporate and union expenditures on political speech, unleashing unlimited spending from these sources. The “Citizen’s United” decision has worsened the dominance of corporate influence in our democracy.

· In 2014, the Court’s McCutcheon decision raised the limit of individual contributions to national party and federal candidate committees from a little over $200,000 to over $3 million (essentially no limit at all on what one person can contribute). The Supreme Court has declared war on campaign finance reform and exponentially raised the power of individuals and corporations to control our elections, laws and democracy.

· The number of bright young people who want to spend their lives in politics or government service has declined as the price of participation has risen.

· Fewer than 1% of Americans contribute the vast majority of private money going to fund campaigns.

· Too many politicians are forced to spend up to 20 hours a week raising money rather than solving our country’s pressing problems.

· National polling has consistently shown that large majorities of the American people distrust the government because they believe that wealthy special interests have more influence in Washington and in state capitols than do voters.

· Polls also showed that over 2/3 of voters say we need changes to the way elections are financed.

Public Campaign Financing systems are now in place throughout the United States They have passed in states (including Connecticut, Arizona, Maine, Hawaii), in cities (like Seattle WA, Washington DC, New York NY, Tucson AZ, Los Angeles CA, Bolder CO, Portland OR, Austin TX),  and counties of Maryland (Prince George’s and Montgomery) and New York (Suffolk).  These fair elections give candidates the option to run with public financing for their campaigns. This frees them from dependence of big donors, gives voters more choice, creates a more diverse pool of candidates, and brings new ideas and policies into the public arena. 

Voting Rights

        The United States has one of the lowest voter turnout rates of any democracy. We make it complicated and difficult for citizens to register and vote. Many citizens cannot get to the polls on election day to cast their ballot. Voter suppression tactics and voter purges are much too common in our states. These particularly harm older citizens, students poor people and urban residents.

         Listed below are some of the exciting reforms that Democracy Matters and our allies in the Democracy Movement support. They are meant to protect every citizen’s right to vote and to expand the number of people who can exercise that right.

         NOTE: HIGHLIGHTED IN RED ARE VOTING REFORMS PASSED in 2019 by THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES’ DEMOCRACY AGENDA, “FOR THE PEOPLE ACT” (HR 1) 

· NATIONAL VOTING HOLIDAY   Make election day a national holiday so that everyone has a chance to vote.
· EARLY VOTING  Enable voters to go to the polls to cast their vote before the “official” election day. 

· POLLING PLACES ON COLLEGE CAMPUSES  Establish polling places on every college campus with more than 8,000 students to ensure their access to the polls.
· MORE POLLING PLACES   Long lines discourage voting.  Establish an adequate number of polls to avoid the long lines especially found in large cities. 
· AUTOMATIC VOTER REGISTRATION (AVR)  Automatic voter registration puts every eligible voter on the rolls and gives more Americans a voice.  AVR makes voter registration “opt-out” instead of “opt-in”— eligible citizens who interact with government agencies are registered to vote or have their existing registration information updated, unless they affirmatively decline. Those agencies transfer voter registration information electronically to election officials instead of using paper registration forms..  16 States and DC now have AVR.
· SAME-DAY VOTER REGISTRATION  Voters show up on Election Day to register or to update their registration status and then cast their ballot. This turnout-boosting reform provides needed flexibility in today's mobile society.
· PROMOTE ON-LINE VOTER REGISTRATION  & UPDATING INFORMATION Encourages voters to use on-line registration.

· PRE-REGISTRATION FOR 16 AND 17 YEAR OLDS Allows 16 and 17 year olds to pre-register to vote as long as they will be 18 by the next election. Gives registration information to all secondary schools to promote pre-registration.
· LOWERING THE VOTING AGE   A growing movement is advocating to lower the age of voting to 17 or even to 16. This would encourage young people to get more involved in the political process and make voting a habit.

· ABSENTEE BALLOTS WITH NO EXCUSE Absentee ballots are notoriously erratic in ensuring that a voter’s preference is counted. The system needs updating and should never require a special “excuse” for voting absentee.
· RESTORE THE VOTING RIGHTS ACT - The Voting Rights Act enshrines the right of every citizen to participate in our democracy on an equal basis. Its restoration would prohibit much of the voter suppression that deny voters their right as American citizens.
