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Our Project

In Fall 2024, we engaged young people in Knoxville in critical conversations about democracy. We used deep canvassing methods to
better understand how young people think about democracy; investigate why young people do and do not engage in democracy; and
support young people’s sense of self-efficacy to create change through democratic participation.

X 4

1

Become Promote democratic Elevate the voices

change agents engagement and and perspectives

for democracy self-efficacy of of young people

young people




Our Process

Learning How to Listen

Trained in deep canvassing techniques
Created a deep canvassing script
Interviewed peers and elders to understand perspectives on democracy and
why people do or do not engage with democracy
4 Developed our own stories of personal stake and efficacy

The Past and Present of Voting in the United States

Talked with experienced community organizers to learn about electoral and non-
electoral forms of participatory democracy

Trained in voter registration

Registered people to vote on the UTK campus, HOLA Festival, Knox Pride Fest, and
other locations with the League of Women Voters

Developed responsive stories to help young

|
|
!
X |
people process tensions around democracy ‘!

Deep Listening for Collective Change

Held more than 100 conversations with youth aged 14-27

Facilitated listening trainings at the Knoxville Mayor’s Youth Council, the
Emerging Leaders Council, the Youth Forum, and the Youth Action Board
Transcribed our conversations and reviewed each transcript for key themes

Developed our own efficacy and the efficacy of people we canvassed




What is deep canvassing?

Deep canvassing is a conversation tool that uses compassion, curiosity, and storytelling to help people process internal conflicts and
move toward empathy, understanding, and action on complex issues.

Why deep canvass?

Unlike traditional canvassing, which often focuses on delivering information or securing someone’s vote, deep canvassing engages
people in identifying and then processing their own beliefs and internal conflicts around complex social and political issues.

This method has been used effectively to encourage people to connect around issues such as LGBTQ+ rights, immigration reform, and
climate action. Research has shown that deep canvassing can lead to measurable, long-lasting shifts in attitudes.




Why deep canvass for democracy?

In general, young people...

4 Care deeply about social and political issues
4 Have faith in democracy and trust in elections
4 Believe that democracy is threatened

4 Believe that voting is a crucial tool to effect change

However...

Our deep canvassing conversation structure

4 Young people are disillusioned by the inability of
government to address critical issues

4 This disillusionment fuels pessimism about their
future and the future of the country

4 Most young people opt out of voting altogether

Deep canvassing can help people...

4 Understand their own beliefs about democracy and
their personal stake in democracy

4 Process internal conflicts between their beliefs and
their sense of efficacy to create change

4 Act on their beliefs through voting and other forms
of democratic participation

For more informatiol

Uncover beliefs about democracy

Connect around stories of personal stake

Uplift stories of efficacy

Making the case

Final rating

Invitation to action

*When we connect policy demands to
our stories, we create the opportunity to
transform apathy into action and
individualism into connection.

If our power is people, we have to
assum e that transform ation
Is rooted In relationships.”
~SOCM canvassing training




Engaging Democracy: An Exhibit

Community Partners

League of Women Voters of Knoxville/Knox County
Voter Turnout Coalition

Research Team

Helen Alexander
Brett Asbury
Hannah Collazo
Madlen Conley
Ashley Fels
Beth Holden
Nyahoth Kuoth
Terence Norman
Wolfgang Sulk

Supervisor

Meghan Conley
Sponsors
Appalachian Justice Research Center

UT Department of Sociology

With gratitude to our participants
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This word cloud, inspired by the colors of the Appalachian flag, features key themes
and concepts shared during interviews about democracy, governance, and
community challenges in the region.



1. Beliefs about Democracy

At the beginning of each canvassing conversation, we
uncovered young people’s beliefs about our
democracy. We invited participants to define
democracy for themselves, consider their roles in our
democracy, and share their thoughts about their
perceived impact on our democracy.

We asked participants to rate their impact more
explicitly on a 0-10 scale, where 0 meant they felt like
they had no impact on our democracy and 10 meant
they felt like they had a major impact.

After rating themselves, we asked: “Why is that the
right number for you?” And then we listened.

In this section of the exhibit, we invite you to explore
these ratings and the perspectives of some of our
participants. We also invite you to rate yourself in
terms of your impact on our democracy.
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Views on Democracy

“I really don't think democracy exists as long as the Electoral College exists.”
-Kalee

“| feel like no matter who wins [the election], nobody else does, except for a select group of
people. Nobody, per se, loses, but nobody really wins either.”
-Canaan, 22

“I went to protests in Washington, DC and they're so-so. | mean, at least you get the word out to
people. But does it really have any impact on the national government? Same thing with town
halls. You can say what you want, but will people actually listen? The people who are making the
laws.”

-Tasneem, 16

“As youth | feel we are often encouraged to be in spaces or conversations where we talk about
democracy. But | often have to call people out on their hypocrisy because we are told to be in
these conversations, yet there aren't often spaces for youth to be heard. It makes me feel more
as a token than someone who actively gets their voice heard.”

-Jasmine, 14




“I feel like me being trans in general, | have no voice at all. Like, | have an opinion, but by
speaking, everybody would come at me: ‘Oh, you're trans.” Wouldn’t even matter what | say.”
-Antonio, 25

“Democratic participation really lies in what the individual sees their impact can be, whether that
be speaking to an elected official, using their power as a voter, working on a campaign, or just
studying civics in their academic work. | think democratic participation is a very fluid thing. It
doesn't have to be defined to a single action or ideal.”

-Sophie, 17

“What is democracy, like, literally? Because | thought it was supposed to be about what the
people wanted.”
-Zoe, 23

“To me, democratic participation is using my voice. | want to put it out there and defend it and
stand by it while staying open minded to other opinions and ideas. Democratic participation is
patriotic. People say it's my natural right. | think it's because | have that privilege. Not everyone
my age around the world has that ability to voice their opinions so freely. Because | have that
privilege, | should take advantage of it and | should use it.”

-Addison, 16




2. Personal Staoke Stories

In the next phase of our canvassing conversation, we
asked young people to identify one thing that really
matters to them. We approached these concerns with
curiosity, asking follow-up questions to surface the
core emotions, values, and experiences that contribute
to these concerns.

We also shared our own personal stake stories. This
connection is key to deep canvassing: in candidly
sharing what matters to us, and why we care, we invite
our conversation partners to deeply reflect on their
own stories. By sharing our personal experiences,
rather than abstract talking points, we create space for
mutual understanding and empathy.

In this section of the exhibit, we invite you to explore
the personal stakes that some of our participants
shared with us.

We also invite you to contribute your own personal
stakes: When you think about your life right now, in
terms of your community, what’s one thing that really
matters to you?
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3. Efficacy Stories

In this phase of our canvassing conversation, we invited
young people to share stories of personal efficacy. We
asked them to reflect on a time when they felt strongly
about an issue in their community and recognized a
need for change. We also shared our efficacy stories.

Psychologist Albert Bandura defines efficacy as an
individual's belief in their ability to “execute courses of
action required to deal with prospective situations.” He
identifies four key sources of self-efficacy: mastery
experiences, vicarious experiences, social persuasion,
and physiological feedback.

Young people often face barriers to realizing political
efficacy; they may be excluded from political decision-
making and feel overlooked by those in power.
However, non-political experiences of efficacy can help
build confidence in their ability to create broader
change. When young people see or believe that their
actions lead to tangible results in one area, they may
reassess their potential to impact our democracy.

In this section of the exhibit, we invite you to explore
efficacy stories that our participants shared with us.




Mastery Experiences

Efficacy grows through action, When we overo
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through conversations like this
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and actually make our voices
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difference.” -Patrick, 27

1 was ivolved i some arganizing with retired coal miners who had black lung, We oganized a lobibying trig 1o get their
retirement and health benefits extended when Congress was trying to cut their benefits. | didn't see the win
immediately, it took & couple years, but they did end U getting those benefits extended indefinkely,” -Caleb, 26
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Self-efficacy refers to an
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ability to “execute courses of

action required to deal with
prospective situations.”

-Albert Bandura

Vicarious
Experiences

When we see peaple like us succeed, it
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atilities. Our seif-efficacy is shaped by
whether we view an Intense moment




Timeline

Throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, young people have engaged with democracy in more ways than just
voting. According to historian Katherine J. Ballantyne, student-led protests in Tennessee have been overlooked by many
historians, despite the fact that they were more sustained than those that took place at notable East and West Coast
institutions, particularly regarding conflicts over voting rights for African Americans and women, the Vietnam War, and the
occupation of Palestine. All systemic changes in the past century that have allowed young people to be more involved in
democracy came due to relentless political activity by young adults. The year after the voting age was lowered to 18, youth
voter turnout hit its highest peak ever. Since then young people have faced many obstacles to democratic participation. Still,
young people in Tennessee have not slowed down in creating sustained democratic action outside of the voting booth.

Have a look below for some key dates of how young people have engaged with democracy.

@ — 1925

FISK UNIVERSITY UNDERGRADUATES PROTEST
FOR STUDENT RIGHTS FOR AFRICAN-AMERICAN
SCHOLARS

1941 —©

US CONGRESS LOWERS MINIMUM DRAFT AGE
FROM 21 TO 18 - SPARKS “OLD ENOUGH TO
FIGHT, OLD ENOUGH TO VOTE” CAMPAIGN.

O 1960

COLLEGE STUDENTS ACROSS TENNESSEE
CHALLENGE RACIAL SEGREGATION IN
NASHVILLE SIT-INS




1970

US CONGRESS LOWERS MINIMUM VOTING AGE
FROM 21 TO 18 FOR ALL FEDERAL, STATE AND
LOCAL ELECTIONS - SUPREME COURT LIMITS
SCOPE TO FEDERAL ELECTIONS.

1971

US SENATE VOTES UNANIMOUSLY IN FAVOR OF A
CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENT LOWERING THE
VOTING AGE TO 18, FOLLOWED BY AN
OVERWHELMING MAJORITY IN THE HOUSE -
STATES SWIFTLY RATIFY THE 26TH AMENDMENT,
WHICH TAKES EFFECT ON JULY 1, 1971.

1972

YEAR OF HIGHEST YOUTH VOTER TURNOUT
NATIONWIDE

2 4

@——— 1967

SEWANEE STUDENTS DEMONSTRATE AGAINST
FOOD QUALITY

1970

STUDENTS NATIONWIDE ENGAGE IN VIETNAM WAR
PROTESTS, CULMINATING IN THE KENT STATE
SHOOTING WHERE OHIO NATIONAL GUARD
SOLDIERS SHOT 15 STUDENTS

O 2024

UNIVERSITY OF TENNESSEE STUDENTS PROTEST THE
TREATMENT OF PALESTINIANS BY ISRAELI FORCES




4. Making the Case

In this phase of our canvassing conversation, we “made
the case” for participatory democracy. We shared why
we still engage with democracy, even though we have
not always felt heard or valued by its institutions, and
even as we acknowledge how these institutions have
failed us.

As we expressed our commitments to democratic
participation, something remarkable happened: many
of our conversation partners echoed those values back
to us, making the case for engaging with democracy in
their own words and through their own perspectives.

In this section of the exhibit, we invite you to explore
the words of participants as they share why young
people’s concerns matter, why their voices must be
valued, and why they must engage with democracy
through both electoral and non-electoral means.

We also invite you to reflect on why democracy
matters to you, and to consider how you honor the
voices, concerns, and engagement of young people in
our democracy.




The Appalachian Flag: An Explainer

Our project brought young people in Knoxville into meaningful conversations about democracy and their role in democracy. Located in
Appalachia, Knoxville serves as both the backdrop and inspiration for this work. Members of our research team and canvassing participants
often drew on their connections to Appalachia when sharing their stories of personal stake and efficacy. For us, Appalachia is more than a
region—it is home: a place that has shaped who we are and given us the opportunity to accomplish so much.

To honor this connection, we incorporated elements of Appalachia into the visual design of our exhibit. The quilt design featured throughout
the exhibit is based on the unofficial Appalachian Flag. Our flag is filled with quotes from our conversations to amplify the voices and

perspectives of Knoxville’s youth, highlighting the depth and diversity of experiences.

Below are more details about the flag, as explained by The Appalachian Flag Initiative.




History

This banner was finalized in 2023 after over a year of and ¢ i by A ians through online
social media discussions, primarily through websites such as Reddit, Facebook, and Twitter. Through the year, the
design slowly changed and morphed based off of aesthetic principle and community input.

Finally, this design was chosen from a list of 6 possible designs in an online vote taken by over 300 participants from
Appalachian social media groups, receiving a vast majority of the votes. Following the vote, the design was placed
under Creative Commons as to ensure the highest degree of ease of access is available to Appalachians interested in
representing their region.

Color Scheme

4 The green is representative of the lush forests that wrap around the ancient mountains and the rural setting
of the region.

4 The navy blue is representative of the blue hue that colors the distant ridgelines that rest on the horizon
while traveling through Appalachia.

4 The gold Is representative of the morning sun pouring out over the distant hills, indicative of a bright future
for those who reside in these hills,
The off-white of the quilt star motif is taken from the color of cloth, indicative of a blank canvas from which
each Appalachian may draw their own colorful story.

: Altogether, the design forms a depiction of the beautiful mountain landscape that is distinctly unique to the

Appalachian region,

Design Elements

4 The quilt star is a symbol found gl A hian arts and crafts, seen on the facades of
barns and in the construction of quilts in many Appalachian homes. The inclusion of this symbol is meant to
symbolize the unique Appalachian people that reside within the mountains, with every rendition of the star
being done in the artist’s style and coloration, further including the diverse array of cultures, faces, and
backgrounds in the Appalachian people.

What was excluded from the design

4 This design leaves out any semblance of reference toward ethnicity or race. While it is true that there are
predominant trends in ethnic movements and backgrounds in Appalachia (the Scots Irish likely being the
most notable), Appalachia still is a constantly changing region with many different faces, each contributing to
our region’s culture and identity in their own unique way. By including any sort of symbols for any specific
ethnic background, you are simultaneously excluding every other background by not representing them,
Therefore, the flag remains neutral in this and instead seeks to only represent the symbol that unites all of
us: the mountains that we call home.

4 The design leaves out any sort of reference to political affiliation. While general political cultures exist the
Appalachian region also has a colorful history with many different political leanings, and the inclusion of
political elements would only serve as a divisive and inconclusive element.

Source: Appalachian Flag Initiative - https://appalachianflag.wordpress.com/




“I think it’s important in the democratic
process for people to have their say. In my head,
the way we get our say is through voting.” -Kyle, 22

“We do have an impact. We're the youngest
people that are able to vote. Every generation
does have the ability to make an i

“The issues that people care about are not acted upon by our
elected representatives. But just in my lifetime, whether it was
marriage equality, reproductive freedom for women, the
environment, now the conflict in the Middle East, 've seen
increasing amounts of grassroots participation in peaceful

protest. As a global community, we've started to see how people

can mobilize around an issue. Clvic engagement spurs more civic
engagement, and that can be an inspiration to people when they
don't feel like electoral politics is working for them.” -Patrick, 27

“It doesn't really work if everyone doesn't participate. Even If
you don't participate , you're still having an impact. Even if you
don't vote, you're still feeling the effects.” -lan

“Tome,

“We're setting the next generations for
success. We're helping them, where they can feel
e, and they can be in an environment that is OK to
them. Where they don't have to fear.” -Levy, 21

“People assume that they don't have an
important part in the democratic process, but
being a citizen is not something you can passively do.
Being a good citizen requires active commitment. Sitting
back and doing nothing is not being a good citizen.” -Isaac, 18

“At the end of the day, we are our own. We can form a future for the
next generation, and it doesn't have to be ideologies passed down
from one to the next. Everybody has their own way of thinking and
everybody's voice does matter. It's not just one constructive
thought. It's multiple thoughts that create a big difference.”
~Nyamal, 20

“A big power in being a young person is that politicians
don't expect you to say anything. So when you do, | think they
take you more seriously. There is power in being young because
you're the new generation.” -Aya

democracy is people.”
-Talley, 19

“[Young people] get dismissed a lot, They think we're not
experienced; we don't have jobs; we don't have houses; we don’t
have issues that affect a lot of citizens. And that dismissiveness
s very irritating. Although we don't have all the responsibilities
that adults may have, we see things that affect us as people. Even
if we're under 18, we still have issues that affect us. Our voice
needs to be heard.” -Leyton, 16

“It's important to vate, whether you think it matters or not. Plenty
of people didn't have (that right] in the past, It's important to
exercise that even if who | want to win doesn't win, or | can't
vote the exact way | would like to, or have the outcome
that | want. It's important to be responsible and
exercise that right.” -Emma, 20

“It is harder in Tennessee to feel like your vote means
something to your elected officials, But | still think
it's important to not give up on the South as a
forever Red state. And there are a lot of
queer people in Appalachia. It's not
worth giving up on all these
people.” -Sabrina, 24

impact, at least on the student body at UT. It really
was a small scale of what the ultimate goal is.
There was so much artistic expression,
history lessons, actual education.
And that made me want to go
back there.” - Angi, 22

{Student protests in support of Palestine] “made a profound

“If a bunch of people who felt like their voices weren't heard
could get behind one person who had that drive and motivation
o make a big change, that person could act as a conduit to
get everyone else's voices out there to make something
happen.” -Canaan, 22

“Every time there's a natural disaster, you get a slew of centrist
white liberals going ‘Haha, that's what you get. You're a bunch
of backwards bigots.” And I'm like, well now, hold on now. | am
Indigenous. I'm queer. 'm Pagan. And | am very much from
Appalachia and have family in Appalachia who are not hateful
bigots. And to see one party use them for their own gain, to act
like they're pro-working class while simultaneously reducing our
unions and our rights to our farmland, is hurtful. And then half
of my allies look at my home and my culture like we're & bunch
of cavemen. They patronize us. That's frustrating. When | look at
Appalachia, | see worker’s rights history. | see anti-establishment
in areal and sustainable way. | see family that’s created through
bond instead of kin in a way that doesn’t really exist in
more urban areas. But to completely discredit a very
rich piece of American history, and a very rich
plece of a lot of our histories if we're from
the South, creates wider division.
And it's something that needs
to change.” -Jasper, 21

“Vie are the next generation. It is very important that you
vote 50 that you have the power to change the way
ngs are done, Decisions are by
older generation. Our generation is much
different. We have much different
historical context and beliefs."
-Antigone, 18



5. Final Rating

At the end of each canvassing conversation, we asked
young people to once again rate their impact on
democracy on a scale of 0-10, where 0 meant they felt
like they had no impact on our democracy and 10
meant they felt like they had a major impact.

More than half of our conversation partners rated their
impact higher at the end of the conversation than at
the beginning. Of those who rated themselves higher,
nearly 60 percent increased their rating by two points
or more. In other words, more than half of our
conversations ended with people feeling that they had
more of an impact on our democracy than they
originally believed.

Once again, we asked: “Why is that the right number
for you?”

We invite you to explore these revised ratings side by
side with the original ratings, and to read why some of
our participants changed their number. We also invite
you to once again rate yourself in terms of your impact
on our democracy.
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Youth Voter Turnout in Tennessee and the United States

Overall voter turnout in Tennessee is consistently below national turnout, and youth voter turnout in Tennessee is consistently below national youth voter turnout. Within Tennessee, young people turnout to vote at

consistently lower rates than other age demographics. This means that young people in Tennessee are some of the least likely citizens to vote in the country.

2020 Youth Voter Turnout

35% 45% 55% 65% 75%  85%

This map shows the 2020 youth voter turnout across the United States, with participation rates
varying significantly by state. The data highlight the percentage of young voters ages 18-29 who
cast ballots. Darker shades indicate higher turnout levels.

Data from YourVoieMatters.vote

COMPARING VOTER TURNOUT

20e 206 208 2020 2022

B s Il usvourn TN YOUTH

This graph compares voter turnout in federal and state general elections from 2012 to 2022,
delimited by overall turnout in the US and Tennessee, as well as turnout for citizens ages 18-29 in
the US and Tennessee.

Data compiled from Tufts University Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning and
Engagement (CIRCLE) and the University of Florida Election Lab.




6. Invitation to Action

Young people in Knoxville are not apathetic about their
role in our democracy. To the contrary, the people we
spoke with care deeply. However, young people often
feel inadequately prepared to fully participate in the
democratic process. When they do participate, they
often feel like their concerns are not taken seriously.

We can support youth engagement by advocating for
changes that reduce barriers to electoral participation
and through deep listening conversations that promote
efficacy.

Automatic Voter Registration (AVR)

Restrictive policies often disproportionately impact
young voters; as a result, our democracy continuously
underrepresents youth. Tennessee’s voter registration
process puts the burden on young people to register
themselves, which often prevents them from voting.
This has contributed to Tennessee's extremely low
voter registration and turnout in recent election cycles.

In contrast, states that streamline and modernize voter
registration processes have achieved substantial
increases in youth registration. One effective approach
is Automatic Voter Registration (AVR).

AVR systems automatically register eligible citizens to
vote and update voter information by sharing details
from government agencies with election officials,
unless someone chooses to opt out. Twenty-four states
have implemented AVR, including Georgia, Virginia,
and West Virginia. When Georgia implemented AVR in
2016, the state saw over a million residents added to
the voter rolls and an 8% increase in registration
among people 18 - 34. This contributed to a significant
increase in youth voter turnout in 2020.

With your help, Tennessee can achieve similar results.
We invite you to write a postcard to encourage our
State Legislature and election officials to implement
AVR. This common sense reform is one key way to
increase youth electoral participation.

Learning How to Listen

We can also use deep listening techniques like those
demonstrated in this exhibit to empower young people
to confidently engage with our democracy. You can
support young people’s efficacy by talking with them
about the issues they care about, validating their
concerns, and affirming their role in creating change.

Young people have a vested interest in our democracy.
We must honor their perspectives by lifting our own
voices in support.




