Assignment developed by Dr. Ramona Ilea at Pacific University (based on an assignment she and Stephanie Stokamer used for a different class). Feel free to use this assignment or use it to copy and paste whatever parts of it are useful to you! If using this assignment or some version of it, please include a tiny reference crediting Ramona Ilea and send her a quick email at ramona75@gmail.com to let her know you’re using it.
This assignment takes the students very little time to do! You can just assign it as homework.
Also, another big advantage of it is that you can super quickly spot check it to grade it. Or if you have a student TA, they can quickly spot check it. Normally, if students did the assignment (followed the instructions), they will earn full points. So, it’s a very easy assignment to grade.
Note: It’s recommended that you make a phone call in class yourself to demonstrate what this involves. Ideally, you’d get a couple of students (e.g. TAs or volunteers) to do this in class too. The students will find making the phone call very nerve-wracking, but it doesn’t take very long and the students always say that it was much easier than they imagined.

CIVIC ACTION ASSIGNMENTS

Purpose: To create opportunities for students to take action on a small scale, to practice “quick and easy” civic actions as well as to build confidence in advocating for one’s beliefs.

Due Dates:
Any time during Week 2 (extension until Saturday, Sept. 11, at 5PM): 1st petition, 1st phone call, 1st email
Any time during Week 3 (extension until Saturday, Sept. 18, at 5PM): 2nd petition, 2nd phone call, 2nd email

This assignment will have three components, all of which are described in more detail below:
1. You will sign a petition
2. You will call someone in a position of power
3. You will email someone in a position of power
Important Note: Note: For this assignment, you must direct your actions to entities outside of Pacific University (though certainly you are welcome to use your own voice at other times to work toward internal change).
These three actions do not all have to be on the same topic.


DOCUMENTATION / WHAT TO TURN IN - TEMPLATE

You will turn in one single document that will include the following information:

Name:

Reflection (What? So What? Now what?):
Please answer each question using about 75 words per question (2-3 sentences).   
· What? What specific topic(s) did you focus on and why?
· So what? What did you learn from doing today’s civic action assignments?
· Now what? What is one commitment you are willing to make regarding this topic specifically? This is a commitment you are making for your own role in shaping the future of this issue. 

Evidence for signing a petition
[paste your image here with brief explanation – see full instructions below]

Evidence for calling an elected official or other decision-maker
[paste your image here with brief explanation – see full instructions below]

Evidence for writing an advocacy email to an elected official or other decision-maker (different than the one you called)
[paste your image here with brief explanation – see full instructions below]
[also paste the text of your letter]

GRADING

Sign a petition: 1 point. Call an elected official: 1 point. Advocacy email: 2 points (1 point for just doing it, another 1 point for quality). Reflection: 1 point (0.5 point for just doing it, another 0.5 point for quality).

To earn points, make sure the evidence is clear, easy to see, and shows all required information.


SIGN A PETITION

Petitions are a “low bar” form of engagement. You can sign a petition in under a minute. They are not always effective in realizing the change requested, but they can often call attention to an issue, put public pressure on decision-makers, and force decisions, even if it is a decision to ignore the petition. Petitions can also be made more strategic and therefore more effective (see alumnus Trelaine Ito’s wisdom at the end of this document).  

Purpose: The main purpose of doing a petition in this class is to experience a super-quick form of civic engagement that has the greatest power when your contribution is the tiniest fraction of the many others petitioning the same cause (i.e., the more signers the better). Another purpose is to get you to skim a lot of petitions and thus quickly explore a lot of issues, which will help you figure out what topic you want to choose for your phone call and email. 

How to document your action: 
· Find a petition you want to sign
· Customize the text a little bit by changing even just one line (e.g., adding something about who you are or why you care about this issue. Or even just paraphrasing one sentence. This makes the petition have a bigger impact by making staffers log it manually. – See Trelaine Ito’s points at the end of this document).
· Sign and submit the petition 
· Document your submission by taking a screenshot of the screen following your submission OR saving email confirmation of your petition submission (if provided)
· Submit your evidence by pasting it into the document you will submit on Moodle

Tips for finding a petition you want to sign:
· Go to change.org and search for something related. 
· Search for “petition” and your topic using Google or your favorite search engine. Make sure you only follow results to active/current petitions.
· Go to websites aligned with your values to find their petitions. For example, MoveOn.org, a progressive political site, and Americans for Prosperity, a conservative political site, both have petitions under the Take Action part of their websites.  Many organizations that are not explicitly political but do advocacy work of some kind also have a Take Action section of their website with petition opportunities. 
· If you want to check the bias/quality of information with help from https://www.allsides.com/unbiased-balanced-news and https://www.allsides.com/media-bias/media-bias-ratings.
· If you are feeling ambitious and can’t find an existing petition on the topic you’re interested in, start your own at change.org. 




CALL AN ELECTED OFFICIAL OR OTHER DECISION-MAKER

In an age in which we have countless ways to communicate with each other, phone communications still have a special sway. Though in-person testimony is also powerful and available to everyone at least at the local level, that has not been practical for a long time for most people or in large numbers. Telephone calls are just about as close as one can get to the experience of a live human-to-human interaction, which can convey much more between people than written communication alone. At the same time, they can be quite quick, especially when one has easy access to their representatives’ contact information. Even when you do not reach a live person and have to leave a recording, someone at the other end has to listen to you, and there is power in that.  However, because of the cultural changes around use of technology for communication, many people do not have much practice using phones for professional communications, let alone for civic engagement. Calling an elected official might challenge some of you to stretch outside of your comfort zone, which is good for learning, particularly when coupled with reflection. Students with documented disabilities that affect speech or hearing communications can work with the instructor to find an alternative action.

Purpose: The purpose of making calls for this class is to practice civil communication by telephone because of its enduring power as a form of civic action. 

How to Document Your Action:
· Take a screenshot of your phone’s call log to paste into your document. You can search for how to do this on your phone. If screenshots are not available on your phone, you can use an itemized billing statement (whoever manages your cell phone account can get this) with the call record.
· Include in your documentation the name and position of the person you called so the number can be cross-referenced. 

Tips:
· Decide what your opinion is about an issue.
· Determine who is a decision-maker you can reach regarding the issue and research their phone number (see Research Your Audience) below. 
· Your intended audience should be a political or organizational figure, not a personal or Pacific person.
· It is ok to speak to the decision-maker’s staff member.
· Focus on expressing your opinion and persuading someone to do something about your topic.
· Think about what you want to say. Jot down some talking points or write yourself a script if you’d like.
· Watch someone do this from the progressive advocacy site 5calls.org by way of example.
· You can search for “script to call your representative” and find many examples.
· Once you reach the right person, you can say:
· Hi, my name is …
· I’m calling about …
· I’m concerned because …
· I’d like [decision-maker] to …
· “I would like a response if possible.” (Or something like this).
· “Thank you for your time.”


WRITE AN EMAIL TO A PERSON IN POWER (DIFFERENT THAN THE ONE YOU CALLED)

In order for democracy to work, decision-makers need input about what to do (even if they don’t always want or listen to it). Suggestions, feedback, ideas, strong encouragement--and strong reprimand--can all affect what decision-makers do, especially when received en masse. Demands, by the way, do not generally have impact unless they are backed by power and willingness to do something if the demands are not met (and they are not great for building working relationships that can effectively problem-solve together, either). Because ethical problems involve both the public sector (government), the private sector (business and non-profit), and the general public, there are many possible decision-makers whose decisions you could influence through advocacy. For this assignment you can write to an elected official or other organizational decisionmaker.  

Purpose: The purpose of writing a letter for this class is to practice the skill of writing a clear, brief, civil and persuasive communication. 

How to Document Your Action:
· Proofread your letter and prepare to send.
· Copy and paste the text of the email you sent in 11 or 12 point font (it’s not enough to take a screenshot as those are hard to read sometimes) into the document you’ll submit on Moodle.
· Capture an image after submission so we can confirm that it was sent. 
· Provide evidence of your advocacy as an image you paste into the document you submit on Moodle.

Tips:
· Decide what your opinion is about an issue.
· Determine who is a decision-maker you can reach regarding the issue and research their email address (see Research Your Audience) below. 
· If you write an email, your intended audience should be a political or organizational figure, not a personal or Pacific person. 
· Compose a letter or essay advocating for a particular action. 
· Advocacy is about trying to persuade someone to do something. 
· Use a professional structure with a proper salutation, good grammar, etc., regardless of whether it’s a web form, email, or print letter. If you write to the press or public, follow the guidelines of the news site you are using. Your letter must be very polished and polite.
· A basic structure for an advocacy letter that you could follow would be:
· What you are writing about
· What motivated you to write. Make sure you present a personal reason here for you interest in this issue. This is required for the additional point for the letter (the point about quality).
· What you want the person to do and why.


	REFLECTION	

Reflection (What? So What? Now what?):
Please answer each question using about 75 words per question (2-3 sentences).   
· What? What specific topic(s) did you focus on and why?
· So what? What did you learn from doing today’s civic action assignments?
· Now what? What is one commitment you are willing to make regarding this topic specifically? This is a commitment you are making for your own role in shaping the future of this issue. 


MORE TIPS FOR DOING THIS ASSIGNMENT

Tip #1: Talk to your Teaching Assistants or your Professor if you need any help, you just want to brainstorm some ideas, or you want to clarify the assignment.

Tip for those asking themselves: How can I figure out who to call? I don’t know what all these positions are: 
Check out page 2 and page 3 of this very helpful set of tips: https://164xbp2ocd6p4enk8z35eujo-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/OFB-VoteOutHunger-Whos-Who-Guide.pdf It’s from the Oregon Food Bank, but it’s useful for any issue at all, and for other states too.

Look up more awesome resources for Oregon. (Note: there are similar pages for other cities and states)
a. State legislators. On this page, the upper left tabs have links to contact info (and figuring out what district people are in) for all Oregon senators and representatives. https://www.oregonlegislature.gov/
b. Here is similar information for Congress. https://www.congress.gov/members?searchResultViewType=expanded
c. For more local stuff try the Washington County Board of Commissioners (and four of them are by district—maps are included to figure out the right person). https://www.co.washington.or.us/BOC/
d. And here is Forest Grove (you send a letter to a specific city council member—includes the mayor—or an email to all of them from this site). https://www.forestgrove-or.gov/citycouncil

Research Your Cause
You don’t have to do a bunch of extra research if you already feel confident that your actions are backed by knowledge and understanding at SOME level. That level can be just about anything above zero. Participation in shaping the future does not require expertise, though the more you know the more effective and powerful you can be. In the US, for example, the Voting Rights Act of 1965 ruled out literacy tests to qualify people to vote--they are too fraught with the biases in who gets to decide, how tests are constructed and scored, how they are given and accessed, etc. But at the same time, of course more informed action is a good thing for the outcome, generally speaking.  Consider this quote about the inherent tension in democracies about knowledge and action: 
“As citizens attempting to address social issues, we must ultimately be able to evaluate conflicting information and perspectives and arrive at a decision for action, recognizing that our knowledge and our decision are tentative.  We may discover new information or perspectives tomorrow that will cause us to modify the direction taken today, but often we must act today.” - Janet Eyler, 2002, p. 522

In other words, our problems and our democracy cannot wait for everyone to have perfect knowledge before trying to make things better. The good news is that it does not take a lot of time to become informed enough to take action. Here are some quick things you can do. 
· Read, Google, listen to a few podcasts, watch some YouTubes on the topic.  
· Yes, read Wikipedia. 
· Go to citizen research sites such as those below, and throw in some key terms.  See what comes up.  These sites are all EXCELLENT for leading you directly to policy issues in public jurisdictions that you can take action on. 
· https://ballotpedia.org
· https://votesmart.org
· https://www.congress.gov/
· Your state legislature, for example:  https://www.oregonlegislature.gov/
· You can also often use sites like these (or politicians’ own websites) to discover how your representatives have voted in the past, which is a great starting point for urging them to do something (similar or different) in the future. 

Dealing with Uncertainty
For the record, as your knowledge grows over time, your opinion about your past actions may also change, and that’s ok.  The outcomes of democracy are never perfect — the whole endeavor of living in civil society is a work in progress and we always can only just try to keep doing better.  So, if you ever regret what you advocate for today, don’t sweat it — just speak your new truth when you know it. 

Research Your Audience
Your action will be most effective if directed toward the right person or people. Elected officials pay most attention to their constituents, especially if these people are genuine, civil, and generally not jerks in how they are going about persuasion.  Remember, elected representatives represent everyone in their district, regardless of political party, citizenship status, etc. You hold them accountable to that with your vote or other involvement in the electoral process.  
· For more personal actions, you’ll need to think about your audience a bit.
· Where might you have influence?
· Who is likely to be open to your ideas?
· With whom do you have a foundation of trust so that if you disagree, it will not break the relationship?
· Tread carefully with people who you think may have a defensive or resistant reaction to what you are sharing. 
· For actions directed to organizational or political decision-makers, you will need to research “the decider(s).”
· Text your zip code to 520-363-2945 to get a list of your representatives and their contact information. 
· Search “find my representatives” or similar and you will get many results with simple tools to look up who your representatives or elected officials are.
· Most elected officials have a web page where you can learn about their history as they want it told. Use sites like Ballotpedia to fact check if you like. 

Maybe check out these helpful websites about advocacy: 
· http://congress.org/advocacy-101/
· https://ballotpedia.org
· https://votesmart.org
· https://www.congress.gov/
Some tips on contacting your congressional office from Trelaine Ito ‘12, Philosophy Major and now Legislative Assistant for U.S. Senator Brian Schatz (D-Hawai‘i).
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People reach out to congressional offices for a variety of reasons—to vent, to yell, to ask for help, to raise an issue, etc. If your main goal is to be heard when raising your particular issue(s), then you should focus on 1) volume, 2) customized messages, 3) asking for a response, and 4) only reaching out to your representatives.
As a congressional staffer who has managed an office’s incoming correspondence from constituents, the best way to get noticed is volume, even with calls. Multiple people calling from different numbers is a great way to flood our call logs. It's harder to raise multiple issues in one call, but calling multiple times over a period of time on multiple issues works too. Calls are effective only because when there's more than the normal amount (which depends on the size of the state), it gets noticed. And the threshold for that normal amount is like 20+ on one subject in one day for a small state like Hawaii.
To be most effective, it should be different callers making those calls, otherwise the staffer will flag the same person together and 20+ calls by one person will be treated like 1 call. 
I think the best way to raise an issue is a massive physical petition or physical letter/fax writing campaign. Something that easily shows the volume. 1000 emails looks scary, but 1000 faxes or letters is truly terrifying, especially since those need to be manually entered into our system. Same goes for typed and printed letters. Hand written letters are particularly effective because staffers have to read them more carefully (however, do print legibly). And make sure, for both calls and letters/faxes/petitions, you request a response. Because then it's not just flagged, it has to be processed and responded to.
Personalizing messages can be effective as well. If you can add a personal anecdote about how a particular issue has affected you, your family, or your community, it may get tagged differently in the office. And it’s much more effective than the “click-and-submit” petitions you see online. However, even with those petitions, they usually have an option where you can customize the message. Take advantage and customize your message. Online petitions are great for the volume of messages they can produce, and how they can easily be shared to wide social networks. However, they can be sorted easily and responded to quickly if they have the same message. Customizing the message will help to ensure that the incoming correspondence is read and responded to individually.
I also cannot emphasize enough that you should write/call/fax/email/visit your own representatives in both the House and the Senate. It is easy for us to dismiss you if you’re not from our state. Most offices don’t even log correspondence or calls from out-of-state. If you can mobilize people within your district/state, it’s pretty easy to look up their contact info on their websites.
One final point: make sure you include your contact info (email or mailing address) and request a response from the office. Especially in calls, it is easy to tally your call on a spreadsheet and be done with it. If you ask for a response, we have to put you in our correspondence system and send you something. In any petition or email or letter or fax or call or even visit, state your piece and then ask for a response. 
