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INTRODUCTION


On June 13, 2018, the Committee on Youth Services, chaired by Council Member Rose, and the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Treyger, will conduct a joint oversight hearing titled “Youth Civic Engagement Opportunities.” Witnesses invited to testify include New York City’s Department of Education (DOE), Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD), Department of Citywide Administrative Services (DCAS), youth advocates, education advocates, and other members of the public.

BACKGROUND

The Parkland, Florida School Shooting as a Youth Call to Action


On February 14, 2018, 17 people, including 14 students and three staff members were killed in a shooting at the Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida.
 Although it was not the first school shooting to garner national attention, the Parkland tragedy has received prolonged attention due to how it galvanized youth from all ethnic backgrounds and socio-economic levels to participate in public policy discussions regarding gun control throughout the nation. This level of engagement has been underscored by the fact that many participants are not old enough to drive or vote, yet they have found ways to make their voices heard through grassroots activism, collaboration, and social media. These youth founded organizations like Never Again MSD to advocate for tighter gun regulations
 and organized March for Our Lives, a demonstration in the nation’s capital with a similar message.
 Young voices were similarly heard in New York City, where nearly 200,000 assembled as part of a sibling event in support of March for Our Lives.
 

Civic Engagement

Civic engagement involves working to make a difference in one’s community through political and non-political processes.
 Youth civic engagement focuses on how youth work to make a difference in their community, including their development of the knowledge, skills, values, and motivation to make such a difference.
 In addition to gun control, youth civic engagement may relate to a range of topics important to New York City youth and their communities such as improving access to education, combatting poverty, and addressing bullying and inclusiveness, among others. Earlier this year, the Mayor announced an initiative concerning student voter registration, civic education, and advocacy.
 In addition to voting, engagement can be displayed through other key means such as volunteerism, service-learning,
 or community service.
 It can also be displayed through activism, such as participation in a protest that raises awareness about an important issue. 
Volunteerism and civic engagement are critical to helping residents and the neighborhoods of New York City thrive, as they drive community economics, education, health, and public safety.
 By strengthening civic engagement opportunities within and outside city schools, youth, who may not feel civically empowered simply because they are not old enough to vote, may feel emboldened to engage in conversations they may not otherwise have considered.
DYCD CIVIC ENGAGEMENT INITIATIVES

DYCD supports a network of community-based organizations and programs that provide opportunities for young New Yorkers and communities to flourish.
 Among these are programs that provide youth opportunities to participate in the political and social process and to positively impact their communities and themselves. Several key DYCD programs include: 
· Teen Achieving Change Together in Our Neighborhood (Teen ACTION) Program
· Mayor’s Youth Leadership Council (MYLC)
· Neighborhood Development Area (NDA) Programs for High-School-Aged Youth 
The Teen ACTION Program, which operates in partnership with the Center for Economic Opportunity, is geared towards students in grades six through 12. Operating via 59 city-based programs, it offers structured- and service-learning activities including hands-on volunteering.
 
The Mayor’s Youth Leadership Council (MYLC) engages approximately 20 high school youth between the ages of 14 and 21 to work locally with 10 neighborhood-based Youth Leadership Councils called hubs and with a citywide MYLC.
 Selected youth collaborate with hubs to identify policy issues of concern and create an action plan to address the issues. A capstone of their participation is a formal presentation of their plan given by the youth themselves to City Hall officials.
 In addition, MYLC provides participating youth an opportunity to interview public officials, learn about city policy creation and implementation, and engage in community projects, presentations and public speaking.
 


Neighborhood Development Area (NDA) Programs for High-School-Aged Youth are part of a larger program that fosters community engagement in low income neighborhoods so that residents can positively address pressing needs of their communities.
 NDA Programs for High-School-Aged Youth additionally promote youth public speaking, community outreach, and other skills that encourage their civic engagement within these low-income communities.
 These activities are intended to build upon school-day learning.
OTHER YOUTH CIVIC ENGAGEMENT OPPORTUNITIES

In addition to DYCD-funded programs, a number of organizations and programs throughout the city offer similar opportunities for youth engagement including the New York Civil Liberties Union (NYCLU) Teen Activist Project (TAP), YMCA Youth & Government program, Generation Citizen (GC), Center for Court Innovation, and the Urban Youth Collective (UYC). 
The New York Civil Liberties Union (NYCLU) is one of the nation’s foremost defenders of civil liberties and civil rights.
 Its Teen Activist Project (TAP) engages approximately 25 New York City teens as organizers and educators on civil rights and civil liberties.
 TAP members work on a range of advocacy issues including the rights of pregnant and parenting teens, student’s rights, racial justice, LGBTQ rights, immigrant rights, and freedom of speech and religion.
 Notably, in December 2017, TAP members attended the public hearing held by the city’s Interagency Coordinating Council (ICC)
 to present on topics relevant to New York City youth, including policing methods in public schools, school segregation, sex education in public schools, and the repeal of Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA).


New York City’s YMCA is an organization that seeks to empower youth, improve health, and strengthen communities through programs and services offered through 24 branches across the city.
 Its Youth & Government program provides youth an interactive experience of the United States’ democratic process, beginning with issues that intrigue youth. They debate public policy, draft legislation and engage in mock simulations that mimic proceedings of the New York State Legislature.
 

Generation Citizen (GC) is a national organization that works to ensure that every student in the United States receives an effective “Action Civics” education that provides the skills and knowledge to actively participate in our nation’s democracy.
 GC has served over 30,000 middle and high school students through several locations across the country, including one in New York City.
 Among GC’s findings is that youth throughout the nation are increasingly removed from the political process, distrust the federal government,
 and exhibit historically low voter turnout.
 GC’s solution is to educate young people how to drive change through the political process with a proven state standards-aligned “Action Civics” curriculum.
 This curriculum incorporates real-world democracy principals through student-driven projects.
 GC’s 2017-2020 Strategic Plan seeks to create demand for Action Civics nationwide by demonstrating its efficacy.


The Center for Court Innovation coordinates an annual after-school leadership program called the Youth Justice Board that brings together 15 to 20 teenagers to study a public policy issue that specifically affects young people.
 A key feature of the program is the opportunity for youth to present recommendations to key policymakers and partner with local stakeholders to implement their ideas.
 The Youth Justice Board has taken on such topics as school safety and police-youth relations, among others. Notably, during the 2016-17 school year, its members examined the intersection between youth homelessness and the city’s justice system and developed recommendations to improve housing programs for homeless youth and support for LGBTQ youth in foster care.


The Urban Youth Collaborative (UYC) is a student-led organization which fights for education reform.
 Founded by youth leaders from Bushwick and the Northwest Bronx, after realizing their common frustrations with the top-down decision-making structure at DOE, UYC organized to demand a high quality education for all students as well as social, economic, and racial justice in schools and communities.
 With a membership consisting of representatives from other powerful youth organizations across the city,
 UYC has engaged in campaigns and supported legislation such as the passage of the Student Safety Act, which requires DOE and NYPD to publicly report on school discipline and police department activity in schools,
 and a 2014 bill requiring DOE to report information regarding guidance counselors and social workers in schools.
 
NEW YORK CIVICS EDUCATION


Pursuant to the New York State Education Department’s (NYSED) Learning Standards for Social Studies, students are expected to demonstrate an understanding of the values of American democracy and “the roles, rights, and responsibilities of citizenship, including avenues of participation.”
 DOE offers a Passport to Social Studies curriculum to students in grades K-8, which integrates the NYSED Social Studies Framework.
 This curriculum includes lessons on geography, history, economics, citizenship, government and civics.
 The Passport to Social Studies program is also designed to provide social studies teachers “with the tools they need to help students make sense of the world in which they live, allow them to make connections between major ideas and their own lives, and help them see themselves as members of the world community,”
 as well as professional learning opportunities on social studies and civic engagement.
 Currently, however, explicit instruction in civic participation primarily occurs in the “Participating in Government and Civics” course, which most students take in the 12th grade.
 

Civics for All Initiative

In his 2018 State of the City Address, Mayor Bill de Blasio announced the city’s Civics for All initiative, which expands DOE’s civics education in schools by including $3.9 million in Fiscal 2019, growing to $5.4 million by Fiscal 2022, to hire and train staff to engage students in the democratic process.
 As part of the initiative, in fall of 2018, DOE will pilot a student participatory budgeting process program, in which a small group of high schools will receive $2,000 and students will identify their priorities and decide where that funding should be allocated.
 Additionally, in fall 2018, the city will pilot a curricula for grades 6-8, that teaches civic ideologies and civic participation as it relates to rights, freedoms, and the responsibilities of community members.
 This curricula is set to be available to all students in grades K-12 after the pilot, and the student participatory budgeting program is projected to expand to all DOE high schools.
 The Civics for All initiative will also include teacher professional development in civic education curriculum and the facilitation of civic action projects.
 Additionally, the administration will offer resources during the school year that address current events, including Supreme Court decisions, elections, and important civic and government news.

As part of the Civics for All initiative, Mayor de Blasio expanded Student Voter Registration Day (SVRD), which was first piloted in 2015 in 25 high schools by the office of Council Member Helen Rosenthal in partnership with the Campaign Finance Board and community organizations, to help register eligible students to vote, including those who are 18 or who will be 18 by Election Day in November.
 In 2016, SVRD expanded to include 62 high schools and helped register approximately 8,500 students to vote, and on May 21, 2018, all DOE high schools participated in SVRD.
 As part of SVRD, all DOE schools received a Resource Guide link that included lessons and activities for SVRD, and all high schools received voter registration forms and civic participation pledges in different languages.

DOE’s Response to the Parkland Shooting

In addition to the Civics for All Initiative, DOE also supported student civic engagement following the February 14, 2018, school shooting in Parkland, Florida.
 In addition to founding organizations and organizing marches as described above, Parkland students organized a 17-minute student walkout in order to commemorate the 17 individuals who were murdered.
 On March 8, 2018, then-NYC Schools Chancellor Carmen Fariña sent a letter to parents informing them of DOE’s “support [for] students participating in civic engagement and exercising of their First Amendment rights,” and reminding parents of DOE’s attendance policies as it related to the protest.
 The policy outlined that students who left their schools for 17 minutes would be marked as cutting class rather than absent, and it acknowledged that students who participated in the protest would not endure consequences beyond their attendance record and a discussion with an administrator.
 Additionally, DOE required staff from each school to be outside during the walkout to ensure student safety.
 After the Parkland shooting, DOE also provided schools and families with civic engagement resources,
 and then-Chancellor Fariña encouraged educators to discuss the Parkland tragedy with their students.
 

On March 8, 2018, Mayor de Blasio and First Lady Chirlane McCray convened a town hall with city students focused on school safety.
 About 100 students were invited to attend the town hall, which lasted for approximately two hours.
 During the town hall, students informed the mayor and first lady about their concerns regarding metal detectors and advocated for more social emotional supports and mental health services.

CONCLUSION

Today’s hearing will allow the Committees to examine opportunities for New York City youth to explore civic engagement, including through programs and initiatives provided by DYCD, DOE, and community organizations. The Committees also expect to hear testimony from parents, students, educators, advocates, unions, and other members of the public about their experiences and recommendations.
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