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Learning Citizenship by Doing: Evaluating the Effects of a Required Political Campaign
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In this article I will discuss the impact of a required campaign internship component in
my American National Government classes during the Fall 2004, Summer 2006, and Fall 2006
semesters. After reviewing the logistics, subject matter, and results of adding a civic
engagement component to this course, I conclude that the experiential learning component had a
dramatic impact on the students’ understanding of and appreciation for the subject matter. The
experience also dramatically increased the students’ interest in participating in government and

their willingness to take an active role as citizens.

American National Government
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When 1 first received the news that we would have to volunteer twenty-five hours
on a political campaign, I was immediately filled with dread. Politics was
something I just didn’t care for.

The internship component was worth twenty percent of students final course grade. The

requirements included the following: work twenty-five hours on a political campaign, keep a
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The selection of a campaign was itself a learning process. Students were compelled to
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her journal, “Was I a Democrat? Was I a Republican?”’ Another remarked, “If not for this
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or which party I sided with the most.”

Students interned on a variety of campaigns throughout Tampa Bay. Depending on the



I administered surveys in class before and after the internships in an attempt to measure the
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Overall, the Pre-Internship Survey results painted a grim picture of what the students

m;zht ﬂbgnt American onvernment and nr\]_jfig ,Sh:éminlaygd_[mjmﬁdﬂagg I& A
e

b,

e,

politicgl svstem and verv little confidence that narticination in campnaione—nr evpo untine —
7

b

[

™
a
w L.

-

would make any difference at all. After reading through the students’ surveys and compiling the
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reconsider their firmly held cynical beliefs. Still, I hoped that the students would learn about
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“corrupted by lobbies and corporate interests,” “very removed from the general population, not
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“Do you think you can make a difference in changing the direction of this country by becoming

involved in the 2004 presidential campaign?” (See pie charts, below)
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In the short answer section, students explained that they learned that they could make
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candidate’s success.”




It surpassed my expectations. I learned so much and met so many people.

I thought it would be boring — but — the internship was one of the best things I
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Excerpts from Students’ Internship Journals and Papers

The Pre- and Post-Internship surveys were anonymous. Students also were required to

keep a journal of their internshin exneriences as well as to write a naner ahont what thev learned
- -

- — {

] :
about campaigns and elections as a result of their campaign work.

Early in their journals, students expressed trepidation about the internship. One student
remarked that “This is the first campaign that I had ever been involved with, as weil as my first
time voting, so to me the entire experience was like walking into some odd dream. . .”

After the initial entries, I read about the various candidate events that the students
attended. Students planned and attended rallies and fundraising events. They went to lunch with
campaign staff and used those opportunities to learn more about life on the campaign trai].

Students indicated that they had increased access to the candidates due to their internship

expgrignce (e.g., “ranaling” tigkets to gyents when they were attendees)
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about politics and how it worked, but now I actually understand what is going on . . . I would say
this was a great learning experience for me.”
Students were generally more positive about politics, politicians and campaigns in their
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pessimistic outlook on politicians and government as a whole. I came out with a new

understanding of the political arena and the realization that the benefits of government far
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willingness to talk about politics.




Despite the overwhelmingly negative response to the Pre-Internship Survey question “Do
you think you can make a difference in changing the direction of this country by becoming
involved in the campaign?” many students reported that they believed they did make a difference
by becoming involved in the election:

I think we all learned something from this election about the strength each and

every one of our voices holds. . . . I learned a great deal about how the whole
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Working on this campaign has affected my life in ways I never imagined. I am
now more driven than ever to get involved and make a difference. I have come
out of this experience with a tremendous amount of respect for those who work on
campaigns and for those who run for office. The dedication and commitment is
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enough to be a small part of that family. It was with a heavy heart that I said
goodbye to the campaign and all the staff, I have come away from this with new
friends, contacts, and a knowledge I had never expected.
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is to become involved in a campaign itself. . . . That is more meaningful and
memorable than any textbook or article could be.
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something to blow off as unimportant. Luckily I found this out at 19-years-old,
during the first election I could legally vote in. . .. I would suggest that everyone
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be that most of them would come out of the experience with a vastly different,
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was a requirement to graduate — not because they had any interest in American government, and

certainly not because they wanted to work on a campaign.

American government, politicians, politics, campaigns, and elections. While youth cynicism and
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