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Effective citizens are able to solve problems and they understand the role that policy plays in doing so.  During this course, you are going to address a problem or an issue by taking civic actions.  As you try to make an impact, you’ll explore relationships between the issue, your actions, and policy.
Choosing a Problem, Issue, or Policy: Brainstorming Possibilities
Come up with all kinds of possibilities by brainstorming off the list below. While you are brainstorming, suspend your judgment. The purpose is to write down as many ideas as you can.

Once you finish your brainstorm, decide which of the problems you have written down are the most important.

Education. You probably have some strong ideas about school. What are some problems with education in your community? Have they affected you?

Crime. Crime can cause big problems. How does crime affect you? Your community?

Economy. Without jobs or income, a community has a hard time. What economic problems does your community suffer from? Jobs? Housing? Poverty?

Recreation. People need places to go where they can relax, and children need places to play and have fun. Is there recreation in your community for people of different ages and interests? 

Environment. Are you concerned about the air, land, water, and wildlife? Many communities have problems with pollution and waste disposal. What environmental problems does your community face?

Other Social Problems. People need food, clothing, housing, medical care, and old-age assistance. Many communities must deal with drug and alcohol abuse, teen pregnancy, automobile accidents, and natural disasters Cities often suffer from problems such as graffiti, litter, and abandoned buildings. Conflicts between people of different races, cultures, religions, and ethnic groups can cause problems. What other problems or issues does your community face?

Choosing a Problem, Policy, or Issue: Making up Your Mind
Here are some questions you can ask yourself.   Which problem:

Touches your life the most? You will probably work best on problems that are part of your life.

Most affects other people in the community? If your problem touches other people, they may want to help.

Needs to be fixed soon? More people will want to work on an urgent problem.

Will be interesting to work on? You’ll work harder if it interests you.

Could you affect the most?
Would you learn the most from?
We have chosen _____________________ as our problem.
It touches our lives by _________________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

It affects other people in our community by ________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

It needs to be fixed soon because ________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

I would like to see this result: ___________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________




Describing the Problem and its Effects on People
The Civic Action Project is about making an impact on a problem, issue, or policy that affects people. If you are thinking about working on an environmental problem, consider not only how the problem affects the environment, but also how it affects people. If you are thinking about a problem having to do with animals, that might be an exception, so make sure you explain that in your proposal.

Policy Implications: What is Policy? 

policy A principle, plan, or course of action, as pursued by a government, organization, or individual. 

public policies The policies that governments adopt to solve problems.

Policies are established ways of doing things. You have ways of doing things, and so do businesses and government. We all adopt policies to solve problems.

A policy can be a principle, e.g., a company pledges to make a special effort to employ homeless people. A policy can be a plan, e.g., an individual creates a budget plan to save $50 a month. A policy can be a course of action, e.g., a city develops a program to feed homeless people at a shelter. 
Many policies are translated into law by government action. For example, to control drunk-driving deaths, a state may pass tougher drunk-driving laws.  These laws in turn may require administrative action, such as enforcement by police.

Policy Implications: What does the problem have to do with policy?
The Civic Action Project provides you with flexibility in connecting your CAP to policy. You may not see it right away, but for most public problems, there is a policy implication. Take a look at these examples:

Policy Implication: Enforcing Existing Policy
Let’s say you are concerned about cars speeding in your neighborhood. Even though drivers are supposed to know the speed limit for a residential street, you notice that there is no posted speed limit on any of the streets in the vicinity. Your CAP is about getting the city to better enforce the policy on your street by posting a speed limit sign. If just posting it isn’t enough, a next step might be to get the city to take further measures to enforce the policy by installing speed bumps.

Policy Implication: Creating New Policy
You notice that huge amounts of paper are in the trash cans at school. You want your school to create a new recycling policy and place recycling cans next to the regular trash cans. 
Policy Implication: Modifying Existing Policy
Your city has a curfew ordinance that applies to people under the age of 16. You and many people you know have summer jobs that require you to be out after curfew. You want to try to persuade the city to change the existing policy to make exceptions for teenagers who are working at night.

Policy Implication: Eliminating Existing Policy
In one of the CAP lessons there is the example of students working with school administrators to eliminate the policy of locked restrooms during the school day.

Policy Implication: Using Policy to Leverage Change
This one is a little more subtle, but very useful. Let’s say that a local business runs its sprinkler system four or five times a day, and you and others in the community think this is a waste of water. You check and find no city about watering lawns, but other ordinances are related to water conservation. You’ve heard the mayor and other public officials talk about conserving water, so you know it is on the public agenda (CAP Lesson *). Even though it’s not against the law, you want the business to be more responsible in its use of water, so you leverage (use to your advantage) the information you have found to persuade the business that cutting back is the right thing to do. You could also see if you could get public officials to support your cause either by contacting the business owner themselves. Though you are not trying to create or change policy, you are using government, the public agenda and policy to leverage change.
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Which policy implication will apply to your study?  Explain thoroughly…. ____________________________________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Why do you want to work on this? What’s your buy-in? 

Caring about and taking a stand on a community problem is a civic action. Wanting to impact a policy to make a positive difference is a civic action. You need to be able to convince others (including your teacher) that the problem, issue, or policy you want to work on is important.

Use detail in describing why this is important. Sometimes including causes and effects in your description can help you make a compelling case.

In addition to your written description, try to collect evidence to make your case. Evidence might include taking photos, attaching articles or URL links that show why this problem, issue, or policy needs to be addressed. 

Civic Actions: Thinking About the Things You Could Do 

CAP is about taking “civic actions” to address a real problem, issue, or policy. Simply put, civic actions are the activities you do to make an impact on the problem, issue, or policy. Civic actions include:
1) Finding out more about the problem. Examples of civic actions: Reading articles, studying resources on the Internet, talking to people who might know something about it. Learning about people/agencies/organizations that share your concern. Learning what, if anything, is already being done. Finding out who or what agencies make decisions related to the problem, issue, policy. Your first step should be doing research to learn as much as you can about the problem, issue, or policy you want to address. 

2) Developing your strategy for addressing the problem. Examples of civic actions: Determining what your goal is—what do you think should happen. Deciding what you need to ask for and who you need to ask. 

3) Contacting people/agencies that could address the situation. Examples of civic actions: Calling, writing, e-mailing, visiting the people who might be able to solve the problem. 

4) Making other people aware of your concerns. Examples of civic actions: Talking to people to get them to support your position, creating a poster/flyer campaign to raise awareness, using the Internet (blog, web page, posting your own writing/video/photos) to raise awareness and build a constituency.

5) Becoming involved in the efforts of others to address the problem.

6) Trying to get the problem on the agendas of different groups. Examples of civic actions: Bring the problem to the attention of a neighborhood council, city council, school board. Or to an appropriate agency like the Better Business Bureau, Chamber of Commerce, Department of Housing. Or to an advocacy group that might be interested in your issue (such as groups that are concerned about the environment, health, safety, education, children’s issues, etc). Remember: Doing the research to find out what agencies and groups might help you is a civic action.

7) Taking political action. Examples of civic actions: Lobbying, petitioning, testifying at hearings and other public meetings, working to get something on a ballot, voting, etc. 

Be sure to read through numbers 1-7.  You will need to show your work in numbers 1 and 2 and then select ONE of the options in 3-7 that you will follow through with.
Setting a Goal
Think about what it would look like if the problem were solved. How will you be able to tell that the situation has improved? 

In some cases, this will be very concrete…

Problem: trash in the park 
Goal: a clean park

In other cases, setting a goal will be a little more complex…

Problem: bullying at school 
Goal: fewer discipline referrals for bullying, or a survey of students will show that bullying has decreased, or
students who have been bullied will report that it has stopped.

You may have to think ahead to figure out how you will know that your civic actions are making a difference. Be flexible.

You may also want to rethink and refine your goal along the way. For example, you started out working on the problem of litter in a park, then decided the problem was that there were no trash cans in the park. Your goal of “a clean park” has become more specific to be “getting trash cans put in the park in hope that people will not litter if there is a place to throw trash.” 
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What is your goal?  Explain thoroughly…. ____________________________________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
The Civic Action Project:  Proposal
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Contributed by CAP teacher Hayley Lotspeich, Wheaton North High School, Illinois








