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The Origins of The Civics4Action Collaborative 

Several area college faculty and staff, K-12 teachers, and representatives from non-profit organi-
zations, began meeting in spring and fall of 2018. This group came together because each of them 
recognized the urgent need for expanded civic learning and civic engagement opportunities, for 
both students and adults, in the Greater Southern Tier.  Group members agreed to work to ad-
dress this gap in civic education in the region. They agreed to do so by issuing a Call to Action 
and by creating civics learning and civic action programs for multiple audiences. 

 These early discussions led to the Summer 2019 Future Leaders Program for middle 
school students, held at Corning Community College (See Appendix I). Also, in September of 
2019, a workshop at Corning Community College brought together a diverse group from a 14-
county region of New York, including representatives from: colleges, universities, public and pri-
vate K-12 schools, libraries and museums, economic development agencies, and philanthropic or-
ganizations. The workshop laid the foundation for the Civics4Action Collaborative by formulat-
ing and recommending the purposes of the Collaborative, a mission statement, and a statement of 
values. 

The Need For The Civics4Action Collaborative 

Nationally, a movement is occurring which is shining a spotlight on the need for universal civic 
education and on the need for informed and actively engaged citizens.  An array of prominent in-
dividuals, organizations, foundations, colleges and universities, state departments of education, 
and the U.S. Department of Education are involved in a variety of efforts related to increasing 
and improving civic education throughout the Country. These diverse efforts are all based on the 
fact that there is a serious decline in civic learning in elementary and secondary schools, and in 
colleges and universities.  According to the Carnegie Corporation, “For decades, civic education 
curricula have received decreasing amounts of time, money, and attention in American schools.” 
As stated by former United States Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, “The need to revitalize 
and reimagine civic education is urgent.  However, that urgent need brings a great opportunity - 
the chance to improve civic education in ways that will resonate for years.” Additionally, in 2020-
2021, ongoing political and public health crises strained the nation’s civic infrastructure. The 
global pandemic highlighted an array of social inequalities that require citizen action to solve. 
Simultaneously, antidemocratic movements/forces sowed distrust in elections and have prompted 
a wave of voter suppression tactics. This is the context for our work.  The time is ripe for the 
Civics4Action Collaborative. 

 Based on their own research, analysis, and experience in the community and in the class-
room, members of the Collaborative have concluded that there is a need in the Greater Southern 
Tier of New York for an independent, nonpartisan organization to create, plan, and implement 
multiple, diverse, and replicable civics learning, civic action, and civil discourse opportunities.   
For instance, “As a Political Science Professor at Elmira College, Jim Twombly says, “Every day 
I see the lack of knowledge and understanding about basic principles of our democracy and the 
functions of government. Students should not enter college, or leave it, without such knowledge.”  
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Retired teacher Denise King says, “If you are an involved citizen who respects our form of  
government, you have to be concerned about the amount of misinformation and disinformation, 
the degree of polarization, and the refusal to work toward the common good, that exists today.” 
Judith Rowe sees the need for increased civic engagement and subsequent action, further believ-
ing that engagement is “foundational to making lasting change in the Southern Tier and beyond.” 
From her perspective as an official in a statewide non-profit, Scarlett Rebman has observed that 
both students and adults care deeply about their communities and envision change. Increased 
civics knowledge can provide tools to help them realize this change. She believes that there is a 
need to “reinvigorate a sense of common good and to help people to place a higher value on civic 
learning and civic engagement” in the Greater Southern Tier.  In addition, Peter Lederer has ob-
served that there is a need in our region for “both advocacy and programs which support civil 
discourse and mutual respect when residents and neighbors discuss local and national, sometimes 
controversial issues.”   

The Civics4Action Collaborative and The New York State Education Department 

The Mission, Goals, and planned Programming of the Civics4Action Collaborative  align well 
with the objectives of the New York State Education Department (NYSED). For example,  the 
views of NYSED and the Collaborative are very similar: According to NYSED, "Civics education 
increases the likelihood that students will participate in political and community activities; be 
more committed to fundamental democratic values and principles; and be more tolerant of 
those who may have different points of view." Also, in an action that confirms the need for civic 
education both in the Greater Southern Tier and in the rest of the New York, The New York State 
Education Department is creating a New York State Seal of Civic Readiness and a corresponding 
pathway to high school graduation. The work of the Civics4Action Collaborative will  support, 
complement, and bolster the efforts of NYSED. 

Meeting The Need 

In the view of the Civics4Action Collaborative, the key to meeting the civics learning, civic action, 
and civil discourse needs of the Greater Southern Tier is the successful proliferation of proven, 
formatted programs throughout the Region. That is why the Collaborative is taking time over the 
next three years to design and refine three programs:  

1. The Future Leaders Program,  
2. Moderated Community Conversations, and  
3. Posted Video Programming.  

By the end of the third year, into the beginning of the fourth year, the Collaborative will desig-
nate one or more Traveling Civics Ambassadors, who will reach out to interested stakeholders in 
every section of the Southern Tier, including representatives from libraries, museums, govern-
ment, K-12 and higher education, and other community groups, as well as parents and students.  
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The Civics Ambassadors will describe how the programs function and will promote their use in  
the stakeholders’ towns and cities.  In this way, the Civics4Action Collaborative can positively in-
fluence the expansion of civics learning, civic engagement, and civil discourse throughout the 
Greater Southern Tier, home to 1,000,000 New York residents. 

Individual Members of The Collaborative 

G. Peter Lederer, Ed.D., Founder and Chair, The Civics4Action Collaborative 

Bill Caudill, Coordinator, Steuben County Youth Bureau, Bath, New York 

Don Keddell, Retired Associate Superintendent, Elmira City Schools, and President, Greater 
Southern Tier BOCES Board of Education 
  
Denise W. King, Retired Middle School Teacher, Member and Past President, Southern Tier  
Library System Board of Trustees 

Scott MacDonald, Executive Director, Tioga County Historical Society 

Scarlett Rebman, Director of Grants, Humanities NY 

Judy Rowe, Principal, Judith A. Rowe Consulting, LLC, Chair, Board of Directors, The Com-
munity Foundation of Elmira-Corning and The Finger Lakes 

Jennifer Sellers, Applied Learning Coordinator, Visiting Instructor, Professional Studies, 
Corning Community College 

Lisa Strahley, Professor, Teacher Education, SUNY Broome Community College 

Dr. Jim Twombly, Professor of Political Science, Elmira College and Political Analyst, WENY TV 

Bruce Whitmarsh, Director, Chemung County Historical Society and Museum 

Institutional Stakeholders and Members of the Collaborative 

Throughout the three years covered by this Plan,  the Collaborative will identify prospective in-
stitutional members, stakeholders, and sponsors in  the Greater Southern Tier.  The Collabora-
tive will reach out to civic and community groups and organizations, local and regional govern-
ment agencies, libraries, museums, colleges and universities, school districts, Boards of Coopera-
tive Educational Services, philanthropies, businesses, and corporations. These varied organiza-
tions will be encouraged to become active, supporting institutional members of the Civics4Action 
Collaborative. 
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The Mission 

*Expand Civics Learning In New York’s Southern Tier to Engage, Educate, and Empower 

Values 

*Collaboration, Inclusiveness, Justice, and Respect 

Vision 

*Every person in the Southern Tier contributing to the Region’s and to the Nation’s Common 
Good. 

Organization of the Strategic Plan 
The Collaborative’s Strategic Plan is divided into focus areas, which relate to the stated mission. 
Goals and tasks for each of the three years are described below for each focus area. 

Focus Area Number One:  Educating Local Youth For Civic Engagement 

Year One: May 2021 - April, 2022: 

Relaunching the Future Leaders Program as an annual event. The Collaborative’s 4 day pilot 
program was held in August, 2019 at Corning Community College. (Please see Appendix I for the 
descriptive brochure and students’ feedback after the event). Our intent was to sponsor a second, 
similar event in the summer of 2020. Due to Covid 19, those plans were shelved. 
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In relaunching the program, we will build on our 2019 experience and on the feedback we re-
ceived from students, their parents, and from local teachers and guidance counselors. 
The 2021 program will invite about 30 high school freshmen and sophomores from several 
area school districts to participate. We will make an effort to attract a diverse group of students. 
The program will teach students about the basics of how government functions at the local, state, 
and federal levels, and how students can have an impact on a real-world issue relevant to their 
lived experiences in the Southern Tier. 

The Future Leaders Working Group, with Co-leaders, Jennifer Sellers and Dr. Jim Twombly, 
and other members of the Collaborative, will lead the design and implementation of the summer, 
2021 program.  The Future Leaders Working Group will be assisted by an Advisory Committee, 
made up of community leaders, educators, parents, and students. 

As part of organizing the Future Leaders Program, the Working Group will also reach out to in-
terested government, educational, non-profit, and private sector stakeholders in the Southern 
Tier. The aim is both to gain their concrete support for the Future Leaders Program and their 
membership on the Roster of Institutional Members of the Civics4Action Collaborative. 
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The goal is to hold an in-person event this year, in the summer of 2021. But, in the event that we 
cannot, because of Covid, we will prepare for a virtual experience. 

We will raise the necessary funds to cover the program expenses, so that students will be able to 
attend at no cost. 

Year Two: May, 2022 - April, 2023: 

In our second year, the Future Leaders Working Group will continue to refine the Future Lead-
ers Program, with input from students, parents, educators, and other stakeholders from across 
the region, and feedback from participants (providers and students)  in the program in year one 
of this plan. The third Future Leaders Program is scheduled for August, 2022. 

In 2022, the Future Leaders Working Group will seek the help of students who attended the 2021 
Future Leaders Program to mentor the incoming class. As mentors, students will learn about 
leadership. And, the student mentors will have opportunities to build on their earlier experience  
as participants in the 2021 Program in becoming active citizen leaders in their schools and home-
towns. 

We will raise the funds necessary to cover all expenses, so that students can attend at no cost to 
them. 

Year Three: May 2023 - April, 2024: 

By our third year, the Future Leaders Program will have become a well-known, highly regarded 
model for student civics learning and civic action, which can be replicated by other groups 
throughout the Greater Southern Tier.  The program will have been designed to evolve with spe-
cific feedback from participants on a yearly basis. Students will have gained practical knowledge 
about government, politics, and how to impact real world issues in their communities, thus learn-
ing by doing. 

We will raise the funding necessary to cover all expenses, so that students can attend at no cost to 
them. 

In addition, we will promote and advocate for other groups in our multi-county region to use our  
Future Leaders format and our model. In this way, we will ensure that civics learning will be ex-
panded in the Greater Southern Tier, in support of our Mission. 
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Focus Area Number Two:   Engaging People Via Deliberative Community Conversations 

 The goal is to engage young people and local adult residents in deliberative forums on is-
sues related to proactive citizenship. Learning about the lived experiences of local people, and 
their issues and concerns, via civil discourse with mutual respect, is the aim of these moderated 
community conversations.  These community conversations will be sponsored and hosted by area 
libraries, museums, or community groups ,as part of their respective missions in support of in-
creased civics learning, civic engagement, and social justice in the Greater Southern Tier.  

Year One: May, 2021 - April, 2022: 

We will establish the Community Conversations Working Group, with Co-leaders Denise W. 
King and Scarlett Rebman.This Working Group will lead the knowledge gathering, organization, 
design, and implementation of one to two pilot deliberative community conversations in the first 
year. Appropriate membership for the Group will be determined by the co-leaders, but, should 
include representatives from area libraries, museums, and community groups. 

In planning and implementing deliberative community conversations, The Civics4Action Collab-
orative will use the toolkits of both the National Issues Forum Institute and  Humanities New 
York.  Eventual training of moderators,  from among Collaborative members and, the facilitation 
of deliberative discussions will be guided by the best practices and broad experience of these two 
organizations (NIFI.org. and humanitiesny.org), depending on the issue and/or group involved. 
(See Appendix II, “The Power of Public Deliberation,” a brief description of the National Issues 
Forums Institute including definitions of relevant terms). 

Year Two: May, 2022- April, 2023: 

In the second year, the Community Conversations Working Group will continue to refine 
the Collaborative’s approach to deliberative community conversations. The Working Group 
will plan and implement 3 or 4 moderated conversations in the second year. The Working Group 
will begin to build a network of interested and committed libraries and museums, in order to ex-
pand opportunities for forums throughout the Southern Tier. 

Year Three: May, 2023 - April, 2024 

In the third year, six community conversations will be organized by the Civics4Action Collabora-
tive. By the end of the third year, these deliberative discussions will become a well-known, well-
regarded model by residents throughout the multi-county Greater Southern Tier Region. The 
Community Conversations Working Group will promote the deliberative techniques and advo-
cate for other organizations to employ the same format and technique as a way of discussing dif-
ficult and challenging issues in a civil, respectful way. 
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Also, in year three, the Community Conversations Working Group will  organize several inter-
generational training sessions for deliberative discussion moderators, beyond the membership of 
the Collaborative. Expanding the pool of trained moderators has the potential of broadening civil 
conversations on topics of concern to diverse groups and in varied settings, such as schools, col-
leges, and service organizations. 

      In this way, the Collaborative will contribute to expanding civics learning and social equity in 
the Greater Southern Tier, in support of its Mission. 

Focus Area Number Three: Empowering People Via Video Education 

Year One: May, 2021 - April, 2022: 

We will establish a Video Education Working Group, led by Dr. Jim Twombly, and made up of 3 
or more  individual members of the Civics4Action Collaborative, and other individuals knowl-
edgeable about media production from the area. Two video conversations will be recorded, pro-
duced, and released in the first year. (We have thus far enjoyed the cooperation  of the team at 
WENY TV and assume that the relationship will continue.) Potential topics include Freedom of 
The Press, and other First Amendment Rights, Media Literacy, and Social Justice.  

The Working Group will reach out to experts in the selected topics, such as first amendment 
lawyers and television and newspaper journalists, who will participate in the video discussion. 
The Collaborative will sponsor additional, short video captures with local leaders to help people 
learn about how local government works, how Southern Tier communities are dealing with par-
ticular issues of the day. 

Year Two: May, 2022 - April, 2023: 

The Civics4Action Collaborative will record, produce and release 3 video conversations on 
subjects related to government, politics, and the issues affecting people’s lives. 

Year Three:  May,2023 - April, 2024: 

The Civics4Action Collaborative will record, produce, and release 4 video conversations on sub-
jects related to government, politics,, and the issues affecting people’s lives. 
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Organizing and Governing The Civics4Action Collaborative 

Year Number One:  May 2021 - April, 2022 

The Collaborative will establish a Governance Working Group, with Co-leaders Peter Lederer 
and Judy Rowe, who will select 3 individual members of the Collaborative and 4 outside mem-
bers, including at least one attorney, and one certified public accountant. The aim of this Work-
ing Group will be to make recommendations to the whole Collaborative concerning how the Col-
laborative shall be organized and managed. This Working Group will consider the legal status of 
the Collaborative, e.g., whether or not it should become a 501(c)(3) or other entity. 

This Working Group will also advise the members of the Civics4Action Collaborative (Collabora-
tive) regarding the organizational structure of the Collaborative, as well as on the By-Laws, Offi-
cers, Board, and the structure of Committees, including the newly forming Future Leaders 
Working Group, the Community Conversations Working Group, and the Video Education Work-
ing Group. Another committee that will need to be established in the first year is The Finance 
Committee, which will be responsible for raising funds to support the work of the Collaborative 
and for the fiscal management of the Collaborative. 

This Working Group will consider the best headquarters (physical and online) for the Collabora-
tive to ensure its long-term viability.  

Future 

Looking beyond 2024, the Collaborative will examine the feasibility and the potential educational 
benefits of additional programs, such as a simulated governmental (legislative or executive) expe-
rience that provides an immersive, civics learning and action opportunities including the devel-
opment and implementation of an advocacy agenda in a civics summer camp. 
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APPENDIX  I 

Part A:  2019 Future Leaders Brochure 
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Part B: Summary of Future Leaders Program Participants’ Feedback

At the end of the Future Leaders Program in August of 2019, we surveyed all of the 27 student partici-
pants (middle school aged), who completed the program, to get their feedback on the direction and suc-
cess of the program. In all, eleven questions were asked. Two questions were aimed at the subject content 
of the program – climate change and government. Two more questions were aimed at skill development - 
leadership and communication.  An additional question was aimed at media literacy and the last several 
were aimed at the overall takeaway from the program (e.g., Would the students recommend it to others?). 
Students were also asked what they would change about the program. Civics4Action Steering Committee 
member, Jennifer Sellers compiled the student responses. 

 Regarding the first question about climate change (the most memorable thing they learned), most 
students, in one way or another, picked up on the idea that CO2 emissions were driving that part of cli-
mate change impacted by human activity. Similarly, many took note of the danger in doing nothing and 
came away from this part of the program with the idea that they needed to take action. 

 After giving the students a common background in the impacts of climate change, we then gave 
them a primer on how government, particularly local government, works. Once again asking what the 
most memorable thing (regarding government) they learned was, many students noted “how a bill be-
comes a law.” Other responses made note of the many points at which citizens can interact with the gov-
ernment – how many cities there are in New York, for example. At least one came away with the idea that 
even they, as kids, can influence what the government does. Notably, this last response was perhaps also 
inspired by some of the videos we showed them about kids about their age taking action at the school 
board and town or village level. 

 In the next two question responses, geared toward leadership and communication, it was apparent 
that students got the point that leadership was not something that always happened easily and that get-
ting a group of individuals to work toward a common goal took work. It was clear from their responses to 
the second question that they understood good communication took good listening. This was a significant 
outcome in that many noted the need for good communication to have effective leadership. 

 With regard to media literacy, students did appear to come away from the program recognizing 
that two things were important to understanding the way information is presented to them, especially via 
the media. First, a number of students noted that it was important to try to understand who the intended 
audience was. Second, to verify the sources used in the presentation and in doing so note any potential 
bias by the presenter(s). Still other students focused more on the task they were given to produce a public 
service announcement about climate change. These students noted in their responses the importance of 
how the video is filmed and what music might be employed to heighten the impact of the message. 
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 The students were asked if they would recommend the program to their friends. An overwhelming 
number (22 out of 27) said yes, they would. Their reasons varied from how much they liked the food that 
was provided to what they learned and how much they learned – even using some of the language about 
communication in their responses. One of the “no” responses made note of the fact that most of their 
friends were more into sports than into academics and thus would not be interested in the program to be-
gin with. 

 Additionally, the students were asked to offer suggestions for changes to the program. One clear 
theme (as noted by Jennifer Sellers in her compilation) was that they wanted to know more about politics 
and government. They also appeared to find the making of the public service video a bit stressful. Over-
all, they wanted more hands-on activity (some noting they wanted more recess). When asked if the pro-
gram might inspire them to take some action in their community, students indicated some inclination to 
do so. Students indicated that they might start out with individual action such as ending their own use of 
plastic straws or that they might focus on efforts in school to promote the school’s environmental con-
sciousness (promote solar energy use, composting, reduce use of plastic, etc.). Still others mentioned start-
ing a community garden. 

 Overall, most students thought the program was just about the right length (13) and another sig-
nificant number (7) thought it was too short. Only two students thought it was too long and three others 
did not provide a response. It seems clear that we provided an informative and entertaining program that 
most students enjoyed and that we did so in an appropriate format. Given the desire for many students to 
learn more about government and politics, it might be appropriate to gear subsequent programs toward 
a more political (nonpartisan) experience. While we don’t want to duplicate a model Congress program, 
perhaps we could focus on a state or local government experience. 
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APPENDIX  II 

THE POWER OF PUBLIC DELIBERATION 

The National Issues Forums Institute 

In a time of polarization within our communities, nation, and world, it is critical that we find ways to 
have civil discourse about the challenges we face. With that in mind, the National Issues Forums Institute 
(NIFI) would like to introduce you to a model of civil discourse that utilizes a well-established method for 
deliberative dialogue. This unique deliberative and democratic approach allows people to engage in 
meaningful and informed discussion across lines of difference – including ideological, political, religious, 
social, cultural, and gender differences. NIFI builds on this respected tradition by creating opportunities 
for diverse persons to engage in informed discussion about the topics of the day. 

Recent topics have explored safety and justice in communities, climate change, immigration, obesity, and 
end-of-life questions, among others. Discussion guides are framed in nonpartisan ways with three options 
for addressing the topic being discussed. NIFI has found that this approach encourages people to identify 
shared concerns rather than default to polarizing positions that lead to inaction and division. The objec-
tive of a forum is to demonstrate the deliberative process of examining the nature of a significant public 
issue and reviewing the tensions and tradeoffs of three possible options and, then, to see if “common 
ground” can be found by the participants. 

NIFI, in partnership with the Kettering Foundation, has been involving citizens in both face-to-face and 
online discussions, through the Common Ground for Action platform, of major issues for over 35 years. It 
has found a significant positive response to the interactions. Forums create a space for participants to 
share experiences, offer suggestions, and to hear what others have to say before identifying common 
ground for action.  

Forums have been used across the country and internationally with young people, intergenerational 
groups, and senior citizens in diverse settings such as classrooms, religious communities, libraries, and 
community centers.  

More than simply being a place for someone to speak, deliberative forums are intentional environments 
where people are encouraged to wrestle with complexity and step away from otherwise simplistic “either/
or” and “left/right” approaches to public issues. 

 
We believe that deliberative forums can offer another facet to your programming that encourages inquis-
itive discussion, deep reflection, and a sense of community. 
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About National Issues Forums Institute 

Located in Dayton, Ohio, The National Issues Forums Institute (NIFI) is a nonprofit, nonpartisan organi-
zation that serves to promote public deliberation about difficult public issues. Its activities include pub-
lishing issue guides and other supporting material used in a forum.  

What is Deliberation? 

It’s not a debate. It’s not a contest. It’s not even about reaching agreement or seeing eye-to-eye. It’s the 
discovery of a shared direction, guided by what we value most. It’s about examining the costs and conse-
quences of possible solutions to daunting problems, and finding out what we, as a society, would or would 
not accept as a solution. 

What is a forum? 

Usually small gatherings where people come together for a few hours to deliberate on the serious issues 
they face in their communities and the country with the help of a neutral moderator and a discussion 
guide that presents several possible approaches to the problem. 

What is the role of the moderator? 

The moderator, while remaining neutral, will help participants at the forum use an issue guide as they 
deliberate about possible approaches to the problem. NIFI offers in-person and online training for people 
interested in this role. 

What background material is needed for a forum? 

To help participants prepare for the deliberation, they should read the issue guide offered for each forum.  

About the Issue Guides 

The issue guides are prepared for NIFI in collaboration with the Kettering Foundation. NIFI issue guides 
are used by a variety of organizations, groups, and individuals interested in addressing serious issues they 
face in their communities and the country. The guide presents an overview of a public problem, or issue, 
and three possible approaches to the problem, along with the potential costs, consequences, and tradeoffs 
that would likely result from following any of the approaches. Some NIF issue guides have companion 
videos that provide an overview of the issue framework. For more information on the topics available, 
including, but not limited to, the opioid epidemic, safety and justice, end of life, climate choices, visit 
www.nifi.org. For more information about the Kettering Foundation, please visit www.kettering.org.  
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Why Deliberate? 

What NIF forums offers is a different way of talking about issues, and also a different way of talking to 
each other.  

Builds relationships 

Awareness of others’ experiences and concerns 

Identification of shared values and concerns 

Empathy for others 

Builds capacity to address community problems 

Political tolerance 

Awareness of common ground 

It supports sound public decision-making 

Forum Design 

Deliberating is most likely to occur when participants have the chance to do all of the following: 

THINK about the distinctive goal of deliberative forums and consider the ground rules for the conversa-
tion 

SHARE their personal stakes and experiences and LISTEN to those of the other participants. 

WEIGH the options and proposals in the issue framework and wrestle with the costs and trade-offs. 

REFLECT on their work, considering where they’ve moved toward common ground and where work 
remains. This may include identifying points of agreement, areas of tension or ambivalence, remaining 
questions, and trade-offs people are willing to make. 
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