Title:

Becoming a Student Activist
Subject:
Money in Politics & Clean Elections

Type:

Workshop

Goal:
To build student interest and involvement in the issue of money in politics.

Objectives:
Students will be able to:

· List some key facts about money in politics

· Understand how money in politics creates cynicism towards the political process
· Discuss their ability, or lack thereof, to participate in and impact our political process
· Explain how the clean elections system works

· Gain access to opportunities to affect change in the pro-democracy movement

Materials:
Flip chart, markers, handouts

Time: 

60 minutes

Procedure:

1. Introductions (5 minutes) – send around a sign up sheet and go around the circle and have everyone introduce themselves by saying their name, year in school, and their answer to some type of fun question (favorite food, favorite band, etc.).

2. Think-Pair-Share (10 minutes) – split the group in half.  Students on one side of the circle pair up with the person next to them and start coming up with words and phrases they associate with the definition of democracy they learned in the fourth grade (the ideal version).  Students on the other side of the circle also pair up with the person next to them, but they start coming up with words and phrases they associate with the definition of democracy they hear from people as they get older (the cynical version).  Once all the students have shared some ideas with their partner solicit 5-8 responses from each side and write them up on a piece of flip chart.  One column should have a list of positive words associated with democracy (justice, equality, fairness, rights, and freedom are common responses) and the other column should have a list of negative words associated with democracy (corruption, greed, lies, inefficient, and bureaucracy are common responses).

3. Community Definition (5 minutes) – Using the words the students have come up with string together two definitions of democracy.  One might be: democracy is a system of government founded in the struggle to promote freedom and equality among people, where values such as justice and fairness are the cornerstone of our political system.  The other might be: democracy is an inefficient form of government riddled with corrupt politicians, driven by their own greed, and stifled in a world of bureaucracy, where lies are used to manipulate the American people.  Explain that most people look at these two definitions and accept them as relatively accurate, even though they are essentially the exact opposite of one another.  Why is it that we can have two totally different definitions of democracy?  Why does the definition of democracy change for people as they get older?  Why do people become cynical about our political system?

4. Discussion (5 minutes) – Ask the students if any of them have run for Student Government?  What did you have to do in order to run your campaign?  Did you spend any money in order to do those things?  How much and what did you spend it on?  Did other students spend more or less money?  In what ways is your campaign for student government similar to running for public office?  What other things do politicians have to spend money on to run a campaign?  Write their responses on a piece of flip chart (TV ads, staff, website, travel, consultants, office space, direct mailing, are common responses).

5. Presentation I (10 minutes) – go back to their list of words defining a democracy and in between the two columns draw a giant dollar sign.  Explain that one of the main reasons why our democracy strays away from the ideal version we learn about in fourth grade is because of the role money plays in our political process.  Ask them the following questions:  how much will be raised and spent by the presidential candidates running for the 2008 presidency ($2 billion)?  If you have to raise $2 billion how would you do it, where would you go, who would ask?  What percentage of Americans donate $200 or more to a political campaign (0.25%)?  Why do so few people donate in high amounts?  How much time, while in office, do politicians spend “dialing for dollars” and raising money for their next campaign (1/3)?  Why would many voters and politicians find this to be a problem?  How would they change the system in order to address these issues?
6. Discussion (5 minutes) – Ask the students how many of them would be able to donate $2,000 to a political campaign?  How many of you would be able to donate $5 to a political campaign?  Have them think of someone they know in their school, family or community who they think is a good leader and would make a good elected official.  Would that person be able to raise enough money to run for office?  Would that person be able to get 500 people to endorse their candidacy and to donate $5?  Take note of the change in hands and explain how they just demonstrated why the clean elections system invites more people to participate and is a way to create a stronger democracy and a more representative government.
7. Presentation II (5 minutes) - hand out information about how the clean, fair, voter-owned elections system work and go through it with the students.  Tell the story of how Janet Napolitano, governor of Arizona, ran her clean campaign and why she preferred it to the private financing system.  Tell the story of Deborah Simpson, one of the first cleanly elected politicians in Maine, and how she is now championing issues that were going largely unrecognized before she was elected.
8. Presentation III (5 minutes) – hand out information about your organization and explain how it works to address the issue of money in politics and to promote clean elections and other pro-democracy reforms.  Make them aware of opportunities for them to get involved with your organization and the movement.

9. Conclusion (10 minutes) – Take questions from the group.

