Topic: Should the voting age be lowered? Why or why not?

Let 16-Year-Olds Vote for L.A. School Board

Source: Michael McDonald, Los Angeles Times, May 8, 2019

Note: This is an opinion piece, not a news story.

Politicians pay attention to those who elected them and it is frustrating that not as many young people vote as older people. Data just released by the government show that in recent elections, the turnout rate for voters under 30 was half that of persons over 60.

When young people’s participation is poor, issues important to them like school safety, student loans and climate change, aren't as often talked about in public. This leads to a cycle: politicians don’t bother to speak about the issues that matter to young people, so young people don’t vote.

Empowering political participation among young people is important to the health of democracy. One way of doing that is now being considered by the Los Angeles School Board: lowering the voting age to 16 for school board elections.

Philadelphia lowered the voting age to 14 by allowing high schoolers to elect a high schooler to their local school board. Many other cities go almost that far by having students elect an advisory school board member.

The long history of America’s democracy is one of giving voting rights to interested communities that previously did not have it, the most recent example being lowering the national voting age from 21 to 18 in response to the Vietnam War draft. Students have a stake in the quality of their education and they know what is happening in classrooms. The average student knows more about their community’s schools than the average elder, yet it is mostly the elders who are making decisions for the students.
Further, lowering the voting age can address the problem of low youth voter turnout by providing a teaching moment.

Florida, one of the first states to do this, requires election officials to teach kids about voting in schools. Many Florida election officials work with high school teachers to hold voter registration contests among schools and mock elections to educate students about the importance of voting.

Florida’s preregistration program, however, has not had a large effect on youth voting rates because the act of registering to vote is not the same as actually voting. Imagine, then, if Los Angeles election officials held real elections on high school campuses, with voter registration opportunities and polling places. Teachers could explain the requirements of citizenship while students are voting. Candidates might come to speak to them. It’s well known that voting is about forming habits: Vote once, and you are much more likely to vote again.
Disadvantaged communities would benefit the most from this approach. Right now, many teens’ first voting opportunity doesn’t come until after they’ve graduated from high school. College students are mostly in big cities and are thus easy to reach during election campaigns. The tough nut to crack is the low voter turnout for non-college youth. Lowering the voting age to 16 would help them learn the ins and outs of voting before they leave high school. Young people will be empowered to vote and engage more broadly in public discourse. For a democracy, more people voting is a good thing.
Students discussed the downsides to lowering the voting age. Some students felt like their peers might just vote the same way as their parents do. Others thought they would deliberately choose an opposing candidate from their parents. Some of the kids said, ‘We’re not mature enough to take it seriously, so don’t give us the vote."

