2000 Issue Forum Final Report

Political Leadership and Citizen Participation

The primary focus of this forum group was to seek understanding about how to improve voter education and
accessibility. They explored issues related to voter education in the public and private school system, ballot
technology, efforts by political parties and local elected officials to reach young voters, and the efforts of
community groups (e.g., League of Women Voters) to educate the general public about the voting process.

Key findings:

e There is no systematic effort by the local or state office of elections to educate students and the general
public about the electoral process. This includes a lack of a defined education plan (e.g., one using
widespread mock elections) and a clearly established financial budget.

¢ Ballot technology is outdated, inefficient, and needs to be improved.

e Although Sunshine State Standards are established for teaching civic-related curricula in the public schools,
the extent of instruction provided to students varies considerably by teacher and school. Nationwide
studies show that a significant percentage of students lack basic knowledge of the democratic and elections
process.

e Although voter registration has increased over the years, actual voter turnout has continued to decrease
substantially.

e Although information about candidates and issues is available through the Internet, members of the general
public either are not interested in or lack the ability to access this information. In addition, local media
coverage of local issues and candidates is very limited and oftentimes selective.

Action plan—Improve Ballot Technology and Voter Education Now:

The group will provide a report of its findings calling on the local Supervisor of Elections, City Council, the Duval

County School Board, and other local leaders to take action including;

e updating the technology of ballot machinery;

e providing detailed and timely information regarding candidates and issues;

e improving the mechanics of the registration and voting process; and

e providing young adults in Northeast Florida with a more systematic and comprehensive approach to civic
education and greater opportunities to be involved in the elections process.

Group members will also meet with city council members and other civic-minded organizations to advocate for

the following actions:

¢ Holding town meetings to dialogue with youth about voting and their role as citizens; and

e Working with the local office of Junior Achievement of Florida's First Coast to develop a voter-education
curriculum to educate students about the democratic process and citizen representation.

Community Leaders and Resource Experts
Issue forum groups met with both community leaders and resource experts who provided valuable information
for group discussions. We wish to thank the following individuals for their contributions to the Forward process.
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Issue-Forum Participants
Forum groups met biweekly for four months. They received information from knowledgeable resource people and additional
written materials provided by Forward staff. Congratulations on your efforts and future civic involvement and advocacy.
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