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Introduction 

Introduction  

 

 

 

This reader contains in one location all of the essays, handouts, data sets, 

information sheets and lesson activities found in the Student Voices curriculum. Included 

are documents from both the elections/political campaigns curriculum and the local 

government curriculum at both the secondary and upper elementary levels.  

All of the documents in the reader were created to provide further insight into 

American politics and American local government to the teachers and students who 

participate in the Student Voices curriculum. Many of the contributors study, write or 

teach about politics and government in their professional lives. Several essays, however, 

were written by people who work in politics and government or report on those who do. 

All of the contributors are fascinated by civic life and want to share both their knowledge 

of the American system of governance and their passion about issues that are important to 

us all. 

While all of these materials may be found elsewhere in the curriculum, we hope 

that having all of the documents in a single and separate location assists you in using the 

curriculum for your own needs. We appreciate the fact that teachers might seek a 

different sequence or use for the materials developed. 
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Suffrage in America 

 

By Alex Keyssar 

 

 

A democratic puzzle lies at the heart of the history of the right to vote in the United 

States. At the nationôs birth, our country was far from being a democracy ï at least not in the 

sense that we understand the word ñdemocracyò today. Although the federal constitution, as 

well as the constitutions of individual states, did provide for government officials to be 

chosen through elections, relatively few people were permitted to participate in those 

elections. In most states, only white men who owned property or paid taxes were allowed to 

voteðand white men who owned property or paid taxes were a distinct minority of the 

population. 

Over the next 180 years, and with many ups and downs along the way, suffrage rights 

were dramatically enlarged. Most property and tax-paying requirements were removed by 

1840. Racial exclusions were prohibited in 1870 by the 15
th
 Amendment ïalthough thinly 

disguised racial barriers remained in place in the South for another century. Women were 

enfranchised in a few states in the late 19th century and everywhere by 1920. Literacy tests, 

lengthy residency requirements, poll taxes and a host of other (often racially directed) 

discriminatory devices were eliminated by the end of the 1960s. 

Yet here precisely is the puzzling question: Why did this happen? From the vantage 

point of the early 21
st
 century, we tend to see these changes as natural or inevitable; we take 

them for granted because we presume that ñuniversal suffrageò is fair, just and democratic. 

But what, in fact, produced those momentous changes? Why did people who possessed 

political power ï such as white males who possessed property ï cut others in on the deal? 

Why did people give up some of their own power and hand it over to others?  
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There is no simple answer to this question, but the historical record does reveal 

several factors and dynamics that played important roles. One is the key fact that the 

disenfranchised themselves often banded together to ask for, and then demand, inclusion. 

During the War of 1812, for example, non-property owning militiamen, summoned to fight 

the British, signed petitions insisting that men who risked their lives for a nation ought to be 

able to vote in its elections. Women campaigned for ñequal suffrageò from the 1850s until 

the passage of the 19th Amendment in 1920, repeatedly bringing thousands of demonstrators 

out into the streets while also lobbying tenaciously in Congress and in state capitols. African-

Americans in the South petitioned Congress for the franchise after the Civil War and nearly a 

century later made the right to vote one of the centerpieces of the civil rights movement in 

the 1950s and 1960s.  

These grassroots movements owed some of their success to their ability to make 

compelling arguments, to change peopleôs minds. It was, for example, difficult to ignore (or 

counter) the claim that a man who fought for his country ought to be able to vote for the 

political leaders who could take the nation into war; that argument was put forward not only 

about property-less militiamen but about the hundreds of thousands of African-Americans 

who fought in the Civil War and in World War II (and about 18-year-olds who could be 

drafted but could not vote during the Vietnam War.) As General William Tecumseh Sherman 

observed after the Civil War, ñthe hand that drops the musket cannot be denied the ballot.ò 

Similarly, despite great initial resistance, arguments favoring the enfranchisement of women 

eventually carried the day, particularly as the counter-arguments ï often grounded in 

assertions that voting would destroy families and the character of women ï disintegrated in 

the face of evidence. Ideas and values mattered, and over time ideas and values that once 
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were embraced by the activist few became mainstream features of American political 

thought.  

Legal changes that expanded suffrage, however, were not a simple outgrowth of solid 

arguments and peaceful shifts in ideology. Hard-nosed political pressure and political 

calculation also played a role. In North Carolina, for example, the Whig party abandoned its 

support for stiff property requirements to vote for the state senate when it became apparent 

that, unless it did so, voters would punish the partyôs candidates in elections for the House of 

Representatives (where the franchise was broader). Similar dynamics occurred in the latter 

stages of the campaign for womenôs suffrage, when women in some states could already vote 

and could mobilize against candidates whose parties were hostile to their cause in other 

states. In numerous instances, moreover, political parties endorsed an expansion of voting 

rights when they believed that it would serve their own partisan purposes: the Republicans, 

after the Civil War, embraced the cause of suffrage for freed slaves not only because of their 

beliefs but also because they hoped that the freedmen would constitute a key electoral base 

for their party in the postwar South. 

Finally, it must be noted that, in some key cases, the right to vote was enlarged only 

because the federal government intervened to compel individual states to change their 

policies. This was true for both Asian Americans and Native Americans in several western 

states; and it was dramatically so in the South in the 1960s. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 

(coupled with an array of other pieces of legislation, Supreme Court cases and a 

constitutional amendment) represented a decision by the federal government in Washington 

that it could, and would, wait no longer for white Southerners to decide by themselves to 

allow African-Americans to exercise a right that had been formally guaranteed in the 
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Constitution since 1870. Particularly in the wake of televised violence against civil rights 

marchers, Congress and President Lyndon Johnson overrode the claim that voting was a 

ñstate rightò and forced the white leadership of the South to share political power with 

African-Americans.  

In the end, it is not so surprising that interventions of this type were sometimes 

necessary. Minorities or factions that wield political power have almost invariably been 

reluctant to surrender their monopoly. The drive for greater inclusiveness, for a more 

democratic polity, could succeed only by convincing those in power that it was either the 

right thing to do or that it was in their self-interest to change the rules and expand the 

electorate. When those efforts failed, it ultimately became the responsibility of the national 

governmentðwhich only gradually was willing to assume that responsibilityðto ensure that 

political practices everywhere matched the countryôs professed ideals. 

 

By Alexander Keyssar, Matthew W. Stirling Jr. Professor of History and Social Policy at the 

Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University. An historian by training, his most 

recent book, The Right to Vote: The Contested History of Democracy in the United States 

(2000), was named the best book in U.S. history by both the American Historical Association 

and the Historical Society; it was also a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize and the Los Angeles 

Times Book Award. 
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The Polls Are Open! But Can You Vote? 

 

By Richard K. Scher 

 

 Professor Keyssar (ñSuffrage in Americaò) is absolutely correct: the voting rights 

history of the United States is essentially one of broadening the franchise. But voting extends 

beyond the question of who has the franchise and who doesnôt. In fact, even those persons 

who have the franchise face considerable barriers to its exercise. So they cannot or do not 

vote. Indeed, voting in America can be very problematic. 

 We know for example that in Florida (2000) and Ohio (2004) hundreds if not 

thousands of qualified voters were not allowed to cast ballots. We know that in both states 

thousands of ballots were never counted, most coming from African-American and other 

minority precincts. There is reason to think that in Florida (2006) about 18,000 votes simply 

vanished in a Congressional race. 

 Why is this? Why is voting difficult and problematic in America? One answer is that 

while the 1965 Voting Rights Act makes voting a right, it is not seen in the same terms as 

guaranteed constitutional rights. Rather, Americans view voting as a privilege, similar to 

getting a driverôs license, instead of something which is basic, fundamental and assured. As a 

result, we force voters to ñearnò the right to vote. So we erect barriers they must overcome. 

That way, we can regulate who can and cannot vote. We can keep people from the polls 

against whom we hold prejudices, or of whom we are suspicious or whom we want to punish, 

or whose values we question. Often these are minorities, or peoples of color or the poor. 

 And voting is political. So it is in the interest of those holding power to limit or deny 

access to the polls those who might vote against them. 
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 Doesnôt sound like ñthe American way?ò Not what our teachers told us in school? If 

we valued the franchise as universal, we would not place onerous burdens on people who 

want to vote. Nor would we rest until we are as certain as humanly possible that every vote 

cast will be accurately recorded and counted. 

 We have no way of knowing how many people donôt even try to vote because they 

recognize that the barriers are too high or too much trouble for them to confront. 

 What are the hurdles that make voting so difficult and problematic? 

¶ Registering to vote is often a burdensome process; 31 states require it be done at least 

25 days before an election, and only 7 allow it on the same day as the vote. 

Registration is defined by states in laws, but is implemented locally. Not all voting 

officials enforce the rules fairly and equally, and there is even evidence that outlawed 

literacy or other tests are occasionally required for registration and/or voting. Online 

registration, potentially a good idea, often does not work because of technical 

failures. And the digital divide means poor people, who do not have ready access to 

computers, cannot take advantage of it. 

¶ We continue to find evidence that voter turnout, particularly among minorities and 

the poor, is depressed by deliberate intimidation efforts orchestrated by groups who 

want to keep them from the polls. 

¶ Dates of elections, virtually always on Tuesdays, are inconvenient for working 

people, as are the hours when the polls are open. Only recently have 15 states moved 

to ñearly votingò which allows voters to cast ballots at times and on days other than 

election day. Polling stations themselves are often inconveniently located, and they 

are sometimes moved with very little notice. It is probably also the case that in many 
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locations there are not enough polling stations, and their distribution across the 

jurisdiction neither reasonable nor fair. 

¶ Even if the prospective voter successfully locates his polling place while it is open, 

the battle is only half over. He/she has to prove his or her identity, an increasingly 

onerous task and, if some recent measures are allowed to stand, an impossible one for 

many people, especially the poor and racial/ethnic minorities. The reason is that some 

states have moved to requiring special kinds of identification documents (including 

proof of citizenship), which many people do not have at hand or cannot afford. 

¶ Voters may suddenly find that their names are not on the approved voter list, even 

though they are registered, in which case they cannot vote. Others will be on lists of 

unknown origin, but which carry the stateôs imprimatur that they are ineligible 

because they are felons, or have some other baggage in their background which the 

state has decided renders them ineligible (again, the burden has fallen 

disproportionately on African-Americans and other peoples of color). Or they may be 

on one of these lists for no apparent reason at all. In any case, it is hard to appeal the 

disqualification, at least at the moment of voting; the voter may or may not be given a 

provisional ballot, but there is no guarantee that it will be counted. 

¶ But even for those voters who manage to get a ballot, there are still hurdles to 

overcome. The machinery of casting a ballot is increasingly electronic, complicated, 

and confusing. Counting ballots by electronic scanning devices is more accurate than 

punch cards, but it is still only as reliable as the scanning equipment. Most 

problematic are touch-screen voting technologies, the darling of many election 

ñreformistsò as well as the national Help America Vote Act (2002) and used in more 
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than 30 states. Directions for their proper use can be ambiguous, even opaque. It is 

very easy for the voter to make a mistake. The machines themselves are unreliable, 

and as we now know can readily be jimmied so that only some votes are counted, 

others are lost, or are redirected to other candidates. And 23 states do not require a 

paper trail to ensure accuracy or, if needed, a reliable recount. 

o Under these circumstances, voters cannot be sure if the vote they cast will be 

recorded and counted according to their intent. This uncertainty seriously 

undermines public confidence in the electoral process. 

 The problems with our voting systems are not solely mechanical or administrative. 

They are systemic, meaning they result from the publicôs view of the ñrightò to vote, and 

from conscious decisions of politically powerful people and groups to build biases and 

stumbling blocks into the way we vote. Until these are eliminated, the promises of the Voting 

Rights Act will remain unmet. 

 

Dr. Richard K. Scher is a professor of political science in the Political Science Department 

at the University of Florida. His research interests include: voting rights, legislative 

districting political campaigns in America, state politics, Southern politics, political culture 

and regionalism, Florida politics and American federalism. He is the author of The Modern 

Political Campaign: Mudslinging, Bombast, and the Vitality of American Politics (1997). 
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Women and American Politics 

 

By Kira Sanbonmatsu 

 

 

 Should women have the right to vote? Today it seems odd to pose such a question. 

Yet, womenôs suffrage was controversial for much of U.S. history. Borrowing from the 

Declaration of Independence, a small group of womenôs rights activists claimed in 1848 that 

women had natural rights just like men -- including the right to vote. But opposition to 

womenôs suffrage was strong. Some opponents worried about the effect of womenôs voting 

on family life. Others thought women were unsuited for politics and not rational enough to 

vote. There were fears that women would change public policy if they had the vote. These 

strongly held beliefs meant that suffrage would be a hard fought, 70-year struggle. 

 Womenôs lives have changed a great deal since women won the vote in 1920. Indeed, 

women have been more likely to vote than men since 1980. In the 2004 presidential election, 

for example, about 60 percent of women voted compared to 56 percent of men. Among 18- 

to 24-year-olds, about 45 percent of women voted compared to 39 percent of men.  

 But the vote is not typical of womenôs status in American politics. Women remain 

less likely than men to participate in most political activities beyond voting. For example, 

women are less likely to give money to politics, to belong to political organizations, and to 

contact government officials. And women are much less likely than men to hold elective 

office. According to the Center for American Women and Politics at the Eagleton Institute of 

Politics at Rutgers University, in 2007, women are just 16 percent of members of Congress 

while men are 84 percent. Women are 24 percent of state legislators in the 50 states while 

men are 76%. Just nine women serve as governors; the other 41 governors are men. Instead 

of leading the world, the United States lags behind most other industrialized democracies in 
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womenôs officeholding. In some countries, women make up over one-third of the national 

legislature. 

 These gender gaps may seem natural because women have always participated less 

than men in politics. However, what seems natural is subject to change. After all, the idea of 

women voting seems quite natural now, but that was not always the case.  

 Why are men so much more likely to hold office? The gender gap in officeholding is 

puzzling given that women are a majority of voters. Several factors seem to be at work.  

 First, the main problem is that relatively few women run for office in the first place. It 

is not the case that women run and lose more often than men; instead, women and men tend 

to win their races at similar rates. Therefore, the problem is a shortage of women candidates. 

Second, fewer women than men are in jobs that typically lead to running for office, such as 

law and business. Third, women are less likely to be asked to run. Because women are less 

likely to hold office, they donôt always seem like typical politicians. Sometimes women are 

overlooked even though theyôd be great candidates. Fourth, most incumbents (the politicians 

already holding office) are men. Because incumbents almost always win reelection, there are 

fewer openings for new groups of candidates such as women.  

 Finally, even though women have come a long way since the 1800s, some doubts 

persist about womenôs capacity for politics. Some worry about a womanôs ability to hold 

office if she has a family. Others donôt think that women have the right leadership skills. 

 Does it matter that women are underrepresented in elective office? This question is 

the subject of much debate. Some people think that the numbers of men versus women 

holding office are unimportant. From this viewpoint, there is no need to worry about the 
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status of women in politics. The important point is that women have the right to hold office. 

And because more women vote than men, women are sufficiently represented.  

 Other people think that Americaôs democracy is not legitimate or fair if women are 

underrepresented. They think that democracy requires a government that looks like the 

people (including women). Others point to studies showing that women and men 

officeholders behave differently. For example, women legislators are more likely to work on 

legislation designed to benefit women. Because men and women have somewhat different 

life experiences, the presence of women can make a difference.  

 This debate notwithstanding, men and women often have different ideas about what 

policies should be enacted. Today, women tend to vote for Democratic candidates and men 

tend to vote for Republican candidates. There is a lot of overlap in menôs and womenôs 

positions on important political issues. Men and women hold similar positions on womenôs 

rights, for example. However, there are some longstanding differences in public opinion, 

depending on the question at hand. Men tend to be less likely to think that government 

should play a large role in society. Men tend to be more supportive of using military force 

abroad. Meanwhile, women are usually somewhat more liberal on issues such as civil rights, 

gay rights and gun control. And although men and women usually take the same position on 

womenôs rights issues, these issues are usually more important to women than men.  

 Or course, women arenôt all alike. Women are Democrats and Republicans, liberals 

and conservatives. Some women are more likely to participate in politics than others. 

Whether a woman is active politically depends on factors such as her race, education and 

income. Thus, some women are more likely than others to have their views heard by 

government.  
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 Itôs also the case that womenôs success in politics is uneven when we look across the 

United States. For example, women are 38 percent of the Vermont legislature but only 9% of 

the South Carolina legislature. Womenôs officeholding also differs by political party. For 

much of the 20
th
 century, Republican womenôs officeholding outpaced that of Democratic 

women. Now, women officeholders are much more likely to be Democrats than Republicans.  

 Over time, womenôs political participation has increased as their educational levels, 

income and job opportunities have improved and as womenôs groups have mobilized in 

politics. Women have achieved many milestones, including the selection of Nancy Pelosi to 

be the nationôs first woman Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives in 2007. Women 

are challenging ideas about what a typical politician looks like. However, progress for 

women in politics is not inevitable. For example, the percentage of women in state 

legislatures has leveled off in recent years. Therefore, the future of women in politics 

depends on future generations of women -- including the political involvement of todayôs 

young women.  

Kira Sanbonmatsu is Associate Professor of Political Science at Rutgers University and 

Senior Scholar at the Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP) at the Eagleton 

Institute of Politics. She is the author of Where Women Run: Gender and Party in the 

American States (University of Michigan Press, 2006) and Democrats, Republicans, and 

the Politics of Women's Place (University of Michigan Press, 2002). 

 

Additional Resources 

More information on womenôs political participation is available online from the Center for 

American Woman and Politics at the Eagleton Institute of Politics, Rutgers University at 

www.cawp.rutgers.edu.  

 

Burns, Nancy, Kay Lehman Schlozman, and Sidney Verba. 2001. The Private Roots of 

Public Action: Gender, Equality, and Political Participation. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press. 

 

http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/
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Carroll, Susan J., and Richard L. Fox, eds. 2006. Gender and Elections: Shaping the Future 

of American Politics. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Lawless, Jennifer L., and Richard L. Fox. 2005. It Takes a Candidate: Why Women Donôt 

Run for Office. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Sanbonmatsu, Kira. 2006. Where Women Run: Gender and Party in the American States. 

Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press. 

 

Seltzer, Richard A., Jody Newman, and Melissa Vorhees Leighton. 1997. Sex as a Political 

Variable: Women as Candidates & Voters in U.S. Elections. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner. 
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Modern Political Campaigns 

 

By Richard K. Scher 

 

Political campaigns, whether for candidates or issues, have been around since at least 

Pharaonic times; remember Mosesô campaign to free the Hebrews from slavery? In some 

respects, modern campaigns look a lot like old-time ones. Both practitioners and observers of 

the presidential campaign of 1828, the prototype for modern ones, would recognize much of 

what happens in todayôs campaigns. 

But some things have changed considerably, and the modern campaign has evolved 

into a complex, expensive exercise in manufacturing an appealing image and message for 

candidates and issues, including at local levels. It has also become a vehicle for character 

assassination, innuendo, distortion, even destruction of opposing candidates and views. These 

are not new; but the sophistication and ferocity with which they are carried out are virtually 

unprecedented. 

So what is new in the modern political campaign that differentiates it from old-time 

ones? We can point to three major developments: 

Role of Political Parties 

In the old days, candidates scarcely campaigned; it looked unseemly to do so. Instead, 

the parties did the campaigning on their behalf. In the presidential election of 1896 William 

McKinley literally sat on his front-porch rocking chair, while Mark Hanna and the 

Republican Party did everything for him. 

Since roughly 1960 all that has changed. The so-called ñcandidate centeredò 

campaign has evolved in which the candidate has to assemble his own organization, raise his 

own money and conduct his own campaign. He/she may run as a Democrat or Republican, 
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but the party does little besides act as a funnel for distributing funds and offer technical 

assistance (for example, sophisticated voter databases). Parties are not irrelevant in modern 

campaigning, but they are ancillary to what the candidate must do on his or her own. 

Money 

Campaigns have always involved money, so there is nothing new in the role dollars 

play in them. What is new is the amount of money, to some extent the sources of that money, 

and the regulation of money in campaigns. 

Campaigns can be staggeringly costly. Not all rise to the level of the 2005 mayorôs 

race in New York City ï Michael Bloomberg used $85 million of his own funds to ensure his 

reelection ï but expenditures can still be enormous. Arnold Schwarzenegger spent $46 

million to be reelected governor of California in 2006; Charlie Crist won the open Florida 

governorship that year with $20 million. 

Is this bad? Not necessarily. Former House Speaker Newt Gingrich says we donôt spend 

enough money on political campaigns, and he may be right. Potential dangers come from two 

directions: 

¶ The source of money. Small contributions from individual citizens only account for 

a tiny fraction of campaign funds. The big money comes from interest groups, PACs, 

and ñ527s,ò organizations formed because of tax loopholes whose task is to raise and 

spend funds on behalf of political campaigns (the ñSwift Boatò campaign against 

John Kerry in 2004 is an example). There are virtually no limits on the amounts of 

money these organizations can raise and spend during the campaign season, and they 

are essentially unregulated. Their influence on the campaign outcome can be 

substantial. But even funds from groups that are regulated by the Federal Election 
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Commission or individual states are potentially problematic because once the election 

is over, they will come calling on the candidate, pressing their claims and interests. 

Who pays the piper in politics usually calls the tune. Meanwhile, the publicôs voice 

may not be heard at all. 

¶ Funding gaps between candidates. The amount of money available to campaigns is 

probably less important than funding gaps between candidates. In 2001 Michael 

Bloomberg spent $74 million (most of it his own) to become mayor of New York 

City; his opponent, Mark Green, spent $16 million, less than a quarter of 

Bloombergôs. Under these circumstances, Bloomberg swamped Green. Substantial 

funding gaps create an unequal and unfair tilting of the playing field, rendering the 

campaign something of a cruel joke. 

Technology 

The impact of changing technology on campaigns from just a generation ago cannot 

be overstated. Improved polling and focus group techniques, lap top computers, cell phones 

and increasingly sophisticated marketing and advertising have all revolutionized the way 

they go forward. 

But two crucial technological changes overshadow the others: 

¶ Cable television. Use of electronic media for political campaigns has been around 

since the 1950s, at least. But in recent years the power of cable television has 

revolutionized how electronic media are employed. The reason is that cable TV 

allows precise targeting of voters, with appropriate messages/advertisements for each. 

For example, voters watching CNN, ESPN, MTV, Lifetime, Discovery or Food 

Channel are all very different. Campaigns looking for particular demographic groups 
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can find them through the type of viewers each cable network attracts, and make buys 

accordingly. This allows for a very efficient and effective use of media dollars. 

¶ The Internet. Political campaigningôs use of the Internet is still in its infancy, but its 

power has already been demonstrated. Such websites as YouTube and MoveOn.org 

were important players in the 2006 general election, and they and others will be again 

in the future. Of particular significance will be blogs and bloggers, because they 

allow likeminded voters from radical leftists to right-wing extremists to communicate 

and mobilize virtually instantly. Howard Dean and Barack Obama have already 

demonstrated that the Internet serves as a useful tool in fundraising. It is certain that 

the Internet will be of substantial value to state and local candidates, since its low cost 

and laser precision for targeting specific voters will help check rising expenses for 

other campaign technologies. On the other hand, the continuing digital divide inhibits 

use of the Internet to reach low income and other disadvantaged voters. 

Thus while the architects of campaigns in 1828 or 1896 or 1952 might well recognize a 

good deal in campaigns today, it is also true that major parts of the modern version might 

surprise them, and probably make them more than a bit envious. 

Dr. Richard K. Scher is a professor of political science in the Political Science Department 

at the University of Florida. His research interests include: voting rights, legislative 

districting political campaigns in America, state politics, Southern politics, political culture 

and regionalism, Florida politics and American federalism. He is the author of The Modern 

Political Campaign: Mudslinging, Bombast, and the Vitality of American Politics (1997). 
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Saving the Earth One Place at a Time: Agitating for Change in Local Government 

 

By J. Timmons Roberts 

 

We can blame others for destroying the rainforest, the ozone layer or killing whales 

or seals. But by any more inclusive indicator, America is the most destructive nation to the 

Earth. It consumes minerals, energy and food produced in the far corners of the planet that 

are ripped and pumped out of the ground, manufactured using chemicals that pollute, and 

shipped thousands of miles to our doors, burning huge amounts of fossil fuels along the way. 

We use the stuff thatôs presented to us at the discount store, grocery or gas station, only to 

throw away most of it or use it very inefficiently. And our government refuses to participate 

in many of the global efforts to address critical environmental problems we face as a species. 

Thatôs the bad news. The good news is that there is no more effective place to save 

the planet than right at home, and doing so builds citizens and leaders who can address the 

global issues like climate change, deforestation or ocean pollution with skills, expertise and 

the knowledge that their own house is at least beginning to be put in order. Here are three 

quick stories of how students have made a difference in protecting the place where they live. 

Their seemingly small actions have wide-ranging implications for huge issues like climate 

change and urban sprawl in America. By working on them, these students took active roles in 

their local governmentsô actions, and started to make change. 

First-year students in a special program at the College of William and Mary 

developed their own lessons for high-school students on what families and local governments 

do that damage the rivers and streams close to their homes, and what people can do to protect 

them. One group presented the information and then led students in an activity that simulated 

the conflicts between developers, environmentalists and local governments. Another group 



Contributor Essays 23 

mapped storm sewers in local neighborhoods to help the local government address 

uncontrolled runoff that pollutes and erodes local streams. This work was part of several 

efforts by faculty and students to inform more careful land-use policies and ones protecting 

local streams to address issues of water quality, erosion, flooding and ecosystem protection.  

Another group studied what it would be like to live in their community without a car. 

They worked with a tiny new citizen-lobbying group to make their local community safer for 

pedestrians, bicyclists and runners. Using nationally tested methods for comparison, they 

conducted research on which neighborhoods were most and least safe for people to walk, ride 

or bike in, and where public transportation was lacking. They conducted public opinion 

surveys door-to-door and by phone to gauge different groups of peopleôs desires and levels of 

dissatisfaction on pedestrian accessibility. They prepared a ñbriefing paperò for local 

decision-makers, presenting it at City Council and County Supervisors meetings, gave 

briefings and report copies to local government staff. The group provided key information in 

the formation of the new non-profit group that has successfully lobbied for over $1.5 million 

in funding for bike routes and trails in the county, pushed for more attention to issues like 

ñsafe routes to schools,ò and ongoing efforts to make the city a model community for healthy 

and safe living while reducing the car dependency and obesity that comes with sprawl. 

Third, the Student Environmental Action Coalition at William and Mary developed a 

complete campaign to ñgreen the university.ò Middle and high school students have had the 

same impact on local school districts. The first part of the campaign was focused on energy 

use and waste. Persistent requests, working within existing committees, and even one-time 

protests proved ineffective, so the students worked with a few key faculty members to plan a 

series of events to push the college into reducing its hugely wasteful practices on fossil fuel 
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use. The student leading the planning, who had learned to facilitate planning meetings with 

the Sierra Club youth coalition using its excellent ñorganizers planning matrixò (and later ran 

for Williamsburg City Council).  

Of these three efforts, the student campaign on energy was the best organized. Their 

campaign involved events to educate (leafleting, petitioning, meetings with key decision-

makers like the president of the University) and to pressure key people (protests outside 

Board of Visitors meetings, and pressure on the vice president for administration) who made 

the key decisions on what money should be invested, when and for what, projects, including 

heating and air conditioning systems, lights and transportation. Literally millions of dollars 

were being spent and wasted on her watch, and students strategized how to move her, and 

which key people could influence her if she was hesitant to move. They planned a campaign 

that included increasingly public and potentially embarrassing events if the administration 

did not move. The president of the university in early fall 2006 agreed to take meaningful 

steps to significantly reduce the collegeôs energy waste, taking concrete suggestions from the 

student plan.   

Students have been visionary and brave leaders in changing society for the better, 

around the world and sometimes in the face of extremely dangerous opponents like dictators 

and violent repression by police. These three simple examples are a long way from fighting 

totalitarianism, but they show how students can move the big institutions where they live in 

making sensible changes in the way they treat the Earth. Reform-minded students can 

provide quality research on damaging patterns of behaviors and on what alternatives are 

available. They can present these results in a form useful for local governments and school 

systems. They can work to inform and then lobby for ambitious reforms that make sense 
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economically and environmentally, and which build healthy communities less dominated by 

cars and the wasteful and divisive overconsumption that makes America the world pariah on 

the environment.  

Individual people need help to make good environmental decisions, and local 

governments provide much of that support. Making recycling easy and required is a small 

start, but making it possible to consume local and fairly traded products and live without 

being so dependent upon automobiles and other waste is next. Addressing these requires 

addressing transportation, land-use and the massive impacts of uncontrolled urban sprawl. In 

a time of inaction at the federal level, local and state governments have been leading the way 

on air pollution, climate change and waste. These are people you can get an appointment 

with and influence. If institutions and politicians fail to respond to sensible solutions, it has 

been seen that sometimes being disruptive is the only way to bring reluctant decision-makers 

to the table. But activists need to have viable solutions when they meet at that table, and they 

must be persistent, innovative and well organized. With planning and organization building, 

students can overcome the inherent problem that graduating students often move away. 

Students have been leaders because they have the ability to organize and can sometimes take 

chances and say brave things that most adults are afraid to for fear of losing friends or their 

jobs. Students can see that things donôt need to be this way: America can be a leader again in 

protecting the Earth.  
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Resources:  

Ý Sierra Club local chapters are in all 50 states and most cities. Their national website, 

http://www.sierraclub.org/, and training manual is useful for any group planning a 

campaign. The Sierra Youth Coalition, http://www.syc-cjs.org/tiki-index.php, is a 

serious organization. 

Ý National Wildlife Federation website on greening schools, 

http://www.nwf.org/campusecology/, has useful case studies and ideas. 

Ý Footprint analysis is a good way to begin thinking about where our impacts are 

greatest and what can be done. Two good websites are the Global Footprint Network, 

http://www.footprintnetwork.org/index.php; and the Wuppertal Institute on 

Globalisation, http://www.wupperinst.org/globalisation/. 

Ý Some of the student projects described above are at http://jtrobe.people.wm.edu/. 

 

J. Timmons Roberts is Professor of Sociology and Interim Director of Environmental Science 

and Policy at the College of William and Mary. In 2006-07 he was a research fellow at 

Oxford Universityôs Environmental Change Institute. His research centers on global 

inequality and climate change. He has published a book and several articles on 

environmental justice, claiming that the greatest impacts of environmental problems tend to 

fall on minorities and the poor. His most recent book is A Climate of Injustice: Global 

Inequality, North-South Politics, and Climate Policy (with Bradley Parks).  

http://www.sierraclub.org/
http://www.syc-cjs.org/tiki-index.php
http://www.nwf.org/campusecology/
http://www.footprintnetwork.org/index.php
http://www.wupperinst.org/globalisation/
http://jtrobe.people.wm.edu/
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Running for Local Offi ce 

By Jim Kennedy 

My journey to political office was the result of a controversial neighborhood issue 

that concerned the location of an asphalt plant and its proximity to my home. Prior to this 

time, I must admit to never being truly aware of local political issues; I merely voted in each 

election and believed that I had done my part in the process. Truth be told, I was totally 

unaware of what that process entailed. 

My involvement quickly became political in nature as I climbed the leadership ladder 

within a new group that was formed to fight the asphalt plant. Our group quickly grew to 

over 400 in number and we were raising funds to fight for our cause. We organized weekly 

meetings with community leaders, environmentalists and our own sub-committees, in 

addition to weekly briefings of affected neighborhoods. I quickly became aware that 

although many believed in our cause, they were more comfortable on the sidelines of debate. 

I suddenly found myself in a leadership position and growing more political as the time went 

by.  

After meeting with our Board of Supervisors member, we quickly realized our issue 

wasnôt going to sway his vote and that he would vote in favor of the project. This vote quite 

literally changed my familyôs life in many ways. The old saying ñfor every action, there is a 

reactionò is true. Our Board member had been appointed to the Board for merely a year, and 

a special election was to be held that coming November. My wife and I decided that I should 

step up and run for elected office rather than just complaining about a system we perceived to 

be broken. The fight against the asphalt plant was over, and our side had prevailed; however, 

my fight to replace an unresponsive official had just begun. 
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What sounded like a good idea, a run for office, quickly turned into a major 

commitment. I was astounded by the local press coverage of the asphalt plant vote and how 

many local television and newspaper reporters were looking to me for stories. After the press 

died down, the realization of running for office set in. The one question I had was how would 

I run a successful campaign? I was an optical salesman and knew nothing of the inner 

workings of the political process. Perhaps my ignorance saved me, for had I known the 

enormity of the task ahead of me I may have given more consideration before pursuing the 

position. As it was, I dove in and tried to figure out how to get on the ballot, raise funds, deal 

with the different political parties, along with a myriad of other issues. Once in, this process 

quickly consumed me and my life was not the same. 

A funny thing happened on the way to the election: both parties decided to give me a 

call and arrange meetings. I first met with the local Democratic Party; however, the meeting 

did not go well, and they decided not to endorse a candidate that year. Soon my meeting with 

the local Republican Party took place and at that meeting was a man who made a living 

running campaigns. We had much in common and we bonded over our love of the Boston 

Red Sox and all New England sports teams. The issues we discussed pertaining to elective 

office went well and I felt comfortable with the knowledge that this man had valuable 

experience and would help me greatly in my campaign. I decided to run as a Republican 

rather than as an Independent for the main reason of having a political machine behind me 

that could help me obtain my objective: local office. I already knew that having experience 

and organization on my side would help me immensely. 

The incumbent was a lifelong resident of the county, with a long family history and 

was very active in the oldest area church. He may have been appointed to the position 
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initially, but I realized that he would have the upper hand getting elected because he and his 

family were so well known. To many people in this part of the county, being a native son was 

the most important criteria to voting someone into office, and I, as a transplanted northerner, 

was definitely the outsider. I soon learned that local politics is a blood sport, and everything 

is fair game. This was to include family, religion, profession and friends. My opponent was 

very well funded, outspending us 3 to 1. My only choice was an old-fashioned one, going 

door to door and meeting the public. I walked hundreds of miles that summer, was chased by 

wild turkeys, sworn at, called a carpet-bagging Yankee, but more often than not was 

embraced for what I was doing. We delivered fliers to newspaper boxes at night, had 

neighborhood coffees and ate a lot of pizza on the go. My campaign was truly a grass-roots 

one that stemmed from a desire to make a difference and bring a change of attitude to the 

Board of Supervisors. I was fortunate in my endeavor to have the assistance of many good 

people who shared my vision and were willing to help me. 

The most agonizing events of the campaign process were the local candidate forums, 

a time to be put on the spit and roasted. The sad fact is that most citizens donôt attend these 

events. Supporters and political activists do, and they come prepared with questions and 

agendas. My one issue, the asphalt plant, was not enough, and was already over anyway. I 

quickly was schooled in issues pertaining to local taxation, schools, police and fire and the 

most important issue ï growth of the community. All of this for a job that only pays $4,000 a 

year. 

After a bitter campaign the election was upon us. The term was only for the 

remaining one-year term of the deceased former supervisor, so a repeat would be taking 

place in less than a year. I wound up losing the first election by 29 votes. Over half of the 
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original 400-500 members of our initial group did not show up to vote in the election. I 

learned a great deal that year about local government and its role in our day-to-day life, as 

well as what motivates voters. I still believed that it was time for a change and so I 

reenergized myself and came back the following year to win the four-year term by eight 

votes. I have been out of office for four years and have been hearing the grumblings of a 

disgruntled community, so I am once again running for the same position. I am proud of what 

I accomplished while on the Board and know that I have more to offer. I am no longer naïve 

about the political process and am entering into it fully aware of all that being an elected 

official entails and the hard work it takes to get there.  

Jim Kennedy is the owner and chef of Dudleyôs Farmhouse Grill. He is a Republican who 

has served as both an elected and appointed local government official in James City County, 

Virginia.  
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Political Campaigns for the Newcomer: 

Learning the Ropes Through Local Elections 

 

By Jennifer Tierney 

 

One night about a decade ago, my husband and I were having dinner with a friend 

and the subject meandered to politics. Completely bored, I got up to clear the table and load 

the dishwasher. At the time I understood how to get involved in politics about as well as I 

understood how to become a rock star.  

A year later I formed my own companyðas a political consultant. Rock stardom 

seemed out of the question at that point anyway, since I was past 30 and had no musical 

talent by anyoneôs standards, including mine. 

What happened in that year to completely change my perspective and interest level? 

It was simple. I got roped into volunteering for a local political campaign by a friend. 

The year was 1999 and a friend was running Dick Murphyôs campaign for mayor of 

San Diego. Dick had served on the San Diego City Council previously and was a Superior 

Court Judge. Even with his political background, however, he was considered a very long 

shot in the race. He was running a low budget campaign with a talented but underpaid team 

of campaign workers. The internet was still relatively ignored by local political campaigns at 

the time, but Murphyôs group wanted to develop a Web site and become the first campaign in 

a San Diego mayorôs race to ever utilize one. Thatôs where I came in. I knew how to build 

Web sites and volunteered to do one for Murphy. 

Ten years later I have run dozens of successful campaigns for candidates and ballot 

measures in San Diego, in addition to helping local candidates in my hometown of 

Williamsburg, Virginia. I accidentally stumbled into the world of political campaigning. 
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Some of you may be a step ahead of me and understand you actually want to get involved. 

How can you best accomplish that goal? Here are a few guidelines. 

1. Forget about national politics. Unless you know somebody who knows somebody, 

your opportunity to gain meaningful campaign experience is greater on the local 

level. I love to be involved in local politics because the results of it are obvious right 

in our own communities. Local governments make extremely important decisions. 

Will a rural community become suburbia? Will local schools be adequately funded? 

Will your property taxes be raised? There is lots of action in local politics, which 

translates to lots of action for the volunteer. 

2. Do your homework. Local campaigns usually start six months to a year before 

Election Day. Check with the Registrar of Voters and find out who has formed a 

campaign committee to run. Call the chairs of the local parties and ask who their 

candidates are for the upcoming season. And do the obviousðGoogle it!  A little bit 

of research upfront will help you find campaigns that are right for you. If you are a 

strong Democrat you might not want to get involved in a Republican campaign. If 

you believe that your town needs to raise taxes and a candidate is running to cut them, 

you might want to think about whether that campaign is the best one for you. Also 

consider ballot measuresðreferenda on subjects that interest you. They are 

increasingly more common, often controversial and usually very interesting. For 

example, I volunteered on the campaign to defeat the marriage amendment in 

Virginia in 2007. I have worked on ballot measures to bond for schools, protect the 

value of farm land and change the form of a cityôs government. 



Contributor Essays 33 

3. Forget about being paid. I launched a successful business by first volunteering on a 

campaign. Most campaigns donôt have the budget they wish they had, so they are held 

together with bubblegum, shoe string and a host of hard-working volunteers. Look at 

your time volunteering on a campaign as an investment in training and not 

employment. If you offer to volunteer you can almost guarantee yourself a spot in a 

campaign. 

4. Make the best coffee. I sometimes use interns in my campaigns who come to me 

from local universities and who get credit for their campaign work. I remember an 

intern who arrived for his first day of work in a three-piece suit and told us he would 

be president one day. The typical tasks of a campaign volunteer, like making coffee, 

stuffing envelopes and entering data in the computer were not important enough for 

him. He wanted to develop campaign strategy, even though he was 19 and didnôt 

know the candidate or the issues. He worked three days and quit. I doubt he will ever 

be president because he doesnôt understand how to get ahead in politics, or any 

business for that matter. Whatever job a campaign gives you, and however trivial it 

may seem at the time, do it the best it can possibly be done. Make the very best coffee 

you can make and be glad for the opportunity. You will rise quickly through the ranks 

and find yourself doing increasingly more important and meaningful campaign work.  

5. Understand the campaign hierarchy. Depending on the size and funding of a local 

campaign, there may be several paid staff. There is typically a general consultant 

like me who makes strategic decisions on what messages the campaign will use and 

how it will spend its money. The general consultant is the person responsible for 

seeing the forest through the trees. On any given day I might help a candidate get 



Contributor Essays 34 

ready for a press interview, assist in the production of a television commercial or 

oversee the development of the direct mail program. My job is to set the course for 

the campaign and make sure we stay on it. Here is an example. In 2002 I worked for 

Bonnie Dumanis, a challenger for San Diego County District Attorney. This 

campaign was the long shot of all long shots. Bonnie is an interesting political mixð

an open lesbian, Jewish and a Republican. We had a positive message for Bonnie, 

thanks to her very impressive resume and career as a Superior Court Judge and 

former Deputy District Attorney. However, we discovered her opponentôs own 

Deputy District Attorneys had voted ñno confidenceò in him for a series of 

management missteps and for bungling a big murder case. I decided to use this 

message almost exclusively in Bonnieôs campaign. There were times when the press 

would ask us to talk about something else because they could repeat our message as 

well as we could, but I believed we needed to stay the course, even when polls a few 

weeks before the election showed us down by double digits. We had limited dollars, 

and in my opinion, only the resources to make one very focused message penetrate 

enough to win. Bonnie unseated the incumbent and won this race with a margin so 

close it took more than a week to declare her the winner. She is the first openly 

lesbian District Attorney elected anywhere in the United States. She recently ran 

unopposed for a second term. 

 

There is also normally a campaign manager who makes sure the campaign runs on a 

daily basis, oversees volunteers and schedules the candidate for events. Some 

campaigns employ a professional fundraiser who is responsible for the strategy and 
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coordination of raising the dollars it takes to run the campaign you intend to run. 

There may also be a professional treasurer who pays the campaignôs bills and 

ensures compliance with all campaign finance laws. Campaigns can be ruined by bad 

financial decisions, so this job is critical.  

 

In some local elections where spending is low, there may be no paid staff at all in a 

campaign.  

 

Donôt be afraid to ask if you can volunteer in a particular area of the campaign that 

interests you. If you want to learn from your experience as a campaign volunteer, 

make sure the campaign has at least one campaign veteran who can teach you the 

ropes. I still get excited when there is a person in my campaigns who is more 

experienced than me and can increase my knowledge of campaigns. 

 

Dick Murphy, the candidate for Mayor of San Diego who helped me launch my 

business by allowing me to volunteer for his campaign, won the mayorôs race in 2000 and 

again in 2004. In 2000 I was an unpaid volunteer; in 2004 I was his consultant, running his 

race. And between those dates I made some amazing coffee. 

 

Jennifer Tierney is a political consultant who specializes in local races. She owns a firm, The 

Gemini Group, which is based in San Diego, California. Her twin sister, Anne Kearns, is the 

firmôs graphic artist and creative director. The Gemini Group is named for the astrological 

sign of the twins. The firm has helped create winning campaigns for more than 30 

candidates, ballot measures and organizations. 

 

Jennifer started the company in 1999 after working as the San Diego County Department of 

Agriculture, Weights and Measuresô Environmental Program Services Manager for almost a 
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decade, where she was responsible for the Countyôs education program on Killer Bees. She 

figures the leap from killer bees to politics isnôt all that big. 
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Local Political Journalism 

 

By Bentley Boyd 

 

 

Often the only difference between a city hall reporter for a local newspaper and a 

student writing about local government is a few thousand dollars of salary. 

I practiced my writing and research skills on my middle school and high school 

newspapers ð and I noticed something missing from the professional journalism in my college 

town community of about 18,000 people. The local paperôs coverage of school issues was 

weak. And the student newspaperôs coverage of the School Board was nonexistent. When I 

became editor of the high school paper, I decided the other writers and I would do more than 

just cover basketball games and theater rehearsals. We reported on School Board meetings 

because thatôs where many of the political decisions were made that affected our teenage lives 

ð and we were frequently the only media in the boardroom. 

Any citizen can do the same. You donôt need a special pass to sit in a public meeting. 

You donôt need a license to write a story for public readership. 

Campaigns 

Right out of college I got a job covering city and county government for a newspaper in 

Mansfield, Ohio. For 150 years, small-town newspapers have been the incubators for American 

writers. That means the quality of the reporting varies widely as 22-year-olds learn to research 

and communicate. The pay isnôt good, so only those who love to write and who have a high 

sense of mission about their role in the community and the democratic process continue in this 

work for very long. 

I loved the sense of being involved in the decisions of a community. I covered a 

campaign that pitted the longtime mayor of the city against a carpet salesman whose dad had 
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been mayor decades before. The current mayor was the model of a modern local civic leader: 

He was polished and professional and ran the paperwork of city government well. The carpet 

salesman was a chain-smoking friend to everyone who had tried many times to win election 

and never succeeded because he didnôt seem like a guy who could run a multi-million dollar 

city government. In this campaign I would cover a speech by one of them and then 

immediately call the other one to respond. This was a new idea to them and forced a sense of 

urgency; the politicians in this town were used to quieter campaigns in which the local paper 

covered a few speeches and then just reported the election night results of what amounted to 

simple popularity contests.  

But I wanted to imitate the quickening pace of national campaigns, in which a 

candidate hired rapid response teams to answer an opponentôs charges as soon as they were 

uttered (the goal being to balance the news coverage that same day, not wait a day for the 

opponentôs words to get a free shot on the news report). This immediacy of communication 

forced the sitting mayor to address issues he probably would not have normally and made him 

appear on a more equal playing field with the underdog candidate (my reporting indicated the 

two candidatesô words had equal value in this media I worked for). The carpet salesman won in 

an upset. Active research and communication does change the democratic process.  

Policy 

The policy decisions of local government can seem much more boring than the 

elections. But there is still bias and debate at the local level just as there is in the White 

House and Congress. Itôs easy to get distracted by the rock-star quality of national politicians 

and the fun that swirls around them from Jon Stewart jokes and YouTube animations about 
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them. Local politicians donôt get that kind of attention ð but they should. They make 

decisions that affect a citizen much more than the decisions of Congress. 

If campaigns are about speeches and human connections, the government work between 

campaigns is about paperwork. A reporter or citizen must dig for the information and can 

discover a lot in the details. The decisions of city or county government rarely attract a crowd 

at their meetings. The decisions are made in quiet and are revealed in: 

¶ The budget. Government officials spend several months creating an annual budget. 

There are many public meetings held in which they debate the priorities of who gets 

what money. The working budget documents should all be public and available to 

anyone who asks for a copy. 

¶ The Capital Improvement Plan (CIP). Most local governments split building 

construction out of the annual budget and track it in a CIP. Every two or three years 

the government updates its long-term spending plan for new schools, park 

improvements and road repaving. This is another great place to find out the priorities 

of the local community. 

¶ The Comprehensive Plan. Every five or 10 years the local government revises a 

Comprehensive Plan, which describes how the community will use its land. Where 

will businesses be gathered? How dense will the residential areas get? Where do the 

industries and the garbage dumps go? What land stays green space? The 

Comprehensive Plan should always be available to anyone who wants it. 

Transmission Technology 

New technology has erased most of the differences between a professional writer and a 

concerned citizen ð itôs easier than ever for any person to investigate local governmentôs 
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practices and report on them to the community at large. Once upon a time the power of mass 

communication in a small town went to people and companies who could afford a printing 

press and the cost of paying a staff to regularly publish the news. Now anyone can gather 

information easily and can be a publisher of that information. 

¶ Cable television. Local cable access channels for school districts and governments 

mean you donôt have to even attend a meeting at 7:30 p.m. on a Tuesday night. A 

citizen can watch the meetings from the comfort of their own home. 

¶ The Internet. Local government Web sites hold many of the documents mentioned 

above. Citizens can download them and read them at their own pace without even 

paying the cost of copying.  

¶ E-mail. Interviewing a local official is easy enough to do by just calling them or 

visiting their office, but e-mail is another effective way to get quick answers from the 

comfort of the citizenôs own home. 

¶ Blogs and personal Web sites. Citizens can make their own news report as often as 

they want. A host of Web companies have simple, do-it-yourself instructions for 

creating a Web site to transmit your reporting on local events. 

In many ways, Americaôs local communities have the power in 2007 to be the 

communities that Thomas Jefferson and James Madison envisioned two centuries ago. 

People can educate themselves and be directly involved in the process of government. Each 

person can be his or her own expression of free speech. 

 

Bentley Boyd is a reporter for the Newport News Daily Press and a cartoonist who produces 

the Chester the Crab series of comic books and daily newspaper cartoons. His Chester the 

Crab website is http://www.chestercomix.com/index.shtml.  

 

http://www.chestercomix.com/index.shtml
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Individual Impact  

 

Bentley Boyd 

 

 Politics is not trapped in the White House and the Capitol in Washington, D.C. It may 

seem a boring, endless game fought in blah-blah-blah news headlines that only adults care 

about, but politics begins much closer to home. Politics is the process of a community 

making choices for itself, and that community can be a neighborhood, a town or a rural 

county. 

 Those choices are open to all of us who live in those communities. The men and 

women who started the United States of America 200 years ago gave us government that 

depends on our participation. If we donôt participate, the community gets narrower and success 

is harder to come by. If we give up our choices to someone else, our community becomes 

weaker ð like a person forced to hop around on one foot instead of walking confidently using 

all his strength in both legs or like a baseball team where four players always sit on the bench, 

refusing to play defense in the field. 

 I drew the cartoon about a student and his mom to show that each family can have an 

impact on a community. We make daily choices and take daily actions that improve or hurt 

our community. When we think of what a politician looks like we probably call to mind an 

older man in a business suit. But thinking that way leads us to separate ourselves from 

political choices ð we tend to leave the choices up to the old guy sitting in city hall or the 

state capital. I drew people in the comic who look like the political people I know in my 

town.  

 (Quick example: I myself am the Cubmaster of the largest and oldest Cub Scout pack 

in my town, I sit on a library/citizens board that runs an annual prize for the best historical 
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book for young people, I volunteer in my sonôs elementary school art class, I recycle things 

relentlessly, I speak to many school groups about the process of writing my comix and of 

course I vote in each election. I donôt write letters to the editor because as a professional 

journalist I already do a lot of communication about community issues, helping people across 

the town and region understand certain issues that are important.) 

 Iôll bet if you look closely around you, youôll find a lot of active people who appear in 

many different styles: 

ELECTED OFFICIALS  

 Most of the men and women who do serve in a stateôs legislature or executive branch 

start as local officials. Only a few media stars can win a statewide election in their first 

campaign ever. Usually a person begins with the community he or she knows best. It takes 

only a few thousand dollars to run a campaign for town mayor or city council or sheriff, the 

campaigns are only a few months long, and the person can draw a lot of volunteer campaign 

help from his or her longtime friends in that community. 

 Yes, it often seems like a simple popularity contest. The issues of such local campaigns 

usually arenôt life or death, so voters often base their selection on the personality of the 

candidates and a general feeling of who would fit the jobôs day-to-day tasks the best. After a 

person wins a local office, the community continues to judge whether he or she is doing a good 

job. If the elected official does well, he or she can then think about campaigning to work in a 

larger community, such as the state legislature or Congress.  

APPOINTED OFFICIALS  

 Many citizens of a community would feel uncomfortable campaigning for an elected 

office, asking people to approve of them in such a noticeable way. But those same citizens 
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probably have knowledge and experience in an area that would help the community. They 

can be appointed to a local government position ð given a part-time duty that they are 

responsible for. 

 In many communities the school board and the planning commission are run by 

people appointed to those groups. Plenty of PTA parents who demonstrate a knowledge of 

issues at their own childôs school have been asked to sit on a school board to help the whole 

community and all the schools. Appointed government positions are still hard work and still 

require the officials to make choices based on the opinions of the communityôs citizens, but 

these posts are more comfortable for people who donôt wish to go on to politics at a bigger 

level, such as a statewide post. 

VOLUNTEERS  

 Neighborhood committees advise government officials on speed bumps and safety 

watches. Volunteers help run an annual community festival paid for by the government 

budget. Small communities depend on trained, unpaid people to respond to fire and 

emergency calls. This is direct participation for hundreds or thousands of people in a 

community.  

 Many people prefer this kind of work because itôs short-term and out of the glare of 

public attention. These jobs often donôt require a regular commitment, such as meeting every 

month on a school board. But they are the kind of work that most directly affects a personôs 

daily life or neighborhood. And this service can be much more specific to a personôs interests 

than an elected or appointed position; if you like to use tools, you can build the water dunk 

tank for the service clubôs fundraiser! 
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 So take a look around. The person walking their dog on your street or talking to your 

parent in the grocery store or even sitting across the table from you at dinner is probably 

someone making a difference in your life at the local level!  

 Just as you will too, someday. 

 

Bentley Boyd is a reporter for the Newport News Daily Press and a cartoonist who produces 

the Chester the Crab series of comic books and daily newspaper cartoons. His Chester the 

Crab website is http://www.chestercomix.com/index.shtml.  

 

 

http://www.chestercomix.com/index.shtml
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The Process of Speaking Out 

 

Bentley Boyd 

 

 

 Students should never feel like there is only one way for them to have an impact. 

Thereôs no one right way to present information to adults, no required style of free speech 

when they want to weigh in on a hot topic in the community. Writing a letter to the editor of 

the local newspaper is just one way to speak on political and community issues. People of all 

ages have more impact when they speak in their own voice and their own style (Politicians 

donôt pay much attention to a pile of form letters that some organization has generated from 

its members, but they do pay attention to unique and individual expressions).  

 For many young people art is their language. And art can express a political 

viewpoint or call others to action. My own art form is comix, which has gained a new 

popularity in the first decade of the new century with young people who like the Japanese 

comix called manga. Comix are a great way to tell a story because they mix words and 

pictures, emphasizing one or the other depending on which will have more impact at a 

particular moment in the story. Comix can weave a lot of serious information or opinion into 

a fun and bold package. 

 Hereôs how I did this comic about people participating in the political life of their 

local community: 

SKETCH #1 

 Every piece of expression starts with an idea. Usually my ideas come out as big, 

splashy drawings of goofy things. But this time I wanted to draw a story that was more 
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realistic. I wanted the young reader of my story to feel a connection with the characters in the 

story, not think, ñWhoa, thatôs a cool drawing of an alien!ò 

 The biggest step is getting the idea onto a piece of paper. The good news is that it can 

be a regular piece of typing paper, nothing fancy (Iôm usually sketching rough drafts on the 

back of old school handouts; I recycle EVERYTHING). None of my materials are that fancy, 

except for the Mac laptop I use at the end. At the beginning itôs the same stuff you can use: a 

pencil, a black ink pen and a piece of paper. You can see in this image that the drawing and 

the words are loose and rough (the biggest thing to remember at this stage is to figure out the 

panel sizes and order first, then write the words, then draw the bubble around them and then 

the art; that way you donôt end up squeezing words into a bubble thatôs too small). 

SKETCH #2 

 After the rough draft I get a nicer kind of paper called Bristol Board. I type the words 

onto my computer (my handwriting is a font on my Mac) and print them out so I know how 

big to make the word bubbles. Then I draw in pencil and go over those lines with a black ink 

pen. Itôs the same process as doing the rough draft but now Iôm drawing on nicer paper and 

Iôm drawing bigger and Iôm drawing more slowly to make the drawings look the way I want 

them to. 

 Because the drawings help tell the story. At this stage you see that Iôve drawn just the 

student, not his mom. I did that so I could concentrate on his facial expressions and body 

language. Thereôs not a lot of visual action to this comic, and the camera angle doesnôt 

change at all; itôs meant to be a real-time look at a real life situation ð like youôre sitting in a 

chair next to the studentôs desk. In this kind of story, the little details become very important: 
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what is the student looking at in each panel? What do his eyebrows express? Can you see 

him thinking through this problem on his homework assignment? 

SKETCH #3 

 Now Iôm pencilling where I want the mom to go. Can you find differences between 

her poses in the rough draft and in this version? What can you figure out about her life from 

the things sheôs carrying and the things sheôs doing in each panel? (She really has the main 

action of the comic, and these shots of her moving back and forth are meant to give her a feel 

of busyness.) 

SKETCH #4 

 Hereôs the finished drawing. You see that itôs still in black and white. I use a variety 

of black pens to make my drawings and for this one I used a smaller point pen to draw the 

mom. That forced me to draw her smaller, to get the perspective right (because I wanted her 

in the background, behind the student, she would need to look a bit smaller than him in her 

height and in the width of the lines drawing her).  

FINISHED DRAWING  

 I use a scanner to take a picture of my black and white drawing and turn it into little 

pixels in my computer. That way I can quickly move things around, erase or add lines, add 

my words and color the spaces. I color the comic using a program called Photoshop, which is 

really just a grownupôs version of the Kid Pix program that many young people use on school 

computers. Notice how the boldest colors in the panels are the clothes on the two characters. 

The backgrounds are pretty light and flat so they donôt take the readerôs eyes away from the 

main point of the comic. 

 I hope you liked my story! 
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Bentley Boyd is a reporter for the Newport News Daily Press and a cartoonist who produces 

the Chester the Crab series of comic books and daily newspaper cartoons. His Chester the 

Crab website is http://www.chestercomix.com/index.shtml.  

 

http://www.chestercomix.com/index.shtml
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Source: Kelly Holder, Voting and Registration in the Election of November 2004, U.S. 

Census Bureau, Current Population Reports (March 2006), p. 3. Retrieved from 

http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/voting.html.  
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