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Your Turn
Jeffrey Orenstein

Guest columnist

While you may understand how our government
really works, too many Americans do not. Numerous
reputable studies show a steady decline in American
civic literacy. Unfortunately, we know less about our
government than Canadians or most Europeans, and
we’re only ninth in voter turnout among our allies.

This is alarming because the less we know about
how our government works and how to be heard ef-
fectively, the more susceptible we are to demagogues
feeding us false information and pushing our hot but-
tons – while also ignoring the real issues and using
our political system to their advantage.

Reacting emotionally to government — instead of
carefully analyzing it — puts us in danger of losing
our freedoms and rights, even as some unscrupulous
politicians tell us the contrary. 

Civic literacy is key

Civic literacy is simply the ability to understand
government and our rights and responsibilities as
citizens. We acquire it through studying civics or po-
litical science, and also through peer and media in-
fluence. It encompasses formal activities like voting
but also informal activities, which can include volun-
teering, participating in group activities or simply
advocating for a bike path or a community garden.

While there are many reasons for our national de-
cline in civic literacy, important factors include:

h A reduction in formal civic education.
h A decrease in local journalism.
h The fragmentation and polarization of the

media.
h Politicians who discourage public participation

and voting.
Without a critical mass of public-minded citizens

with the skills and knowledge to make informed
votes and influence public policy, democracy withers
away. Without it, we can’t hold politicians’ feet to the
fire with the threat of losing their jobs if they don’t
truly represent us. Without it, we are easier targets
for demagogues and dictators to lie to us, seize our
government and mismanage our economy.

Ultimately the more we know about our political
system, the more we can and do take part in the civic
activities that shape our society and gives us agency
as citizens. At the grassroots, civic literacy creates lo-
cal government that builds trust and allows commu-
nity stakeholders to work together for the common
benefit. Without it, we lack a steady supply of volun-
teers for boards, commissions and local offices.

What we can do

So what can we do about this problem? The road to
better civic literacy starts with us.

It is paved by possessing an objective understand-
ing of how our institutions and citizen roles have
evolved — and how political values like liberty, equal-
ity and justice interact. It is paved by understanding
both the nature and the consequences of political
change — and by knowing our rights and responsibil-
ities as citizens in a democracy.

We can start to fix the problem by:
h Promoting quality civics courses in schools, ac-

companied by academic freedom and objective his-
tory.

h Recognizing and calling out fake news, propa-
ganda and censorship from any source.

h Pursuing lifelong civic education, formal or not.
h Demanding better and more avenues for public

participation.
h Making it easier to vote, not harder.
h Recognizing the motives of politicians who push

cultural wars and shortsighted policies.
Whether you are a victim or a beneficiary of good

government depends a lot on your civic literacy.
Which do you choose?
Jeffrey Orenstein is a retired political science pro-

fessor and the board chairman and founder of First
Responders for Democracy Inc., a Lakewood Ranch-
based nonprofit that promotes American civic litera-
cy for all Americans. Visit http://www.SavingDe-
mocracyUSA.com for details.

We can build the
road to better
civic literacy
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SEND A LETTER TO THE EDITOR
Letters must have the writer’s name, full address and
daytime phone number and should be no longer
than 200 words. We may condense letters and edit
them for accuracy. Writers can have one published
letter every 30 days. We are unable to acknowledge
or return letters, or to publish every letter we
receive. We no longer accept letters by postal mail.
Email letters to: editor.letters@heraldtribune.com.
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Attacks distract from school business

It is very disturbing that Sarasota County School
Board meetings have turned into a free-for-all over
the past few years. We no longer hear about chil-
dren’s programs, new schools and budgets that affect
our tax dollars. Recently, these issues have been re-
placed by personal attacks.

Being an Army brat of an NCO, I was the new kid
on the block every time we moved. I quickly learned
to get along with others and was told to never judge
someone until you walk a mile in her shoes.

I do not know the parents who are trying to trash
the reputation of one of our most effective School
Board members, Tom Edwards, but I would like to ask
them if they have ever gotten to know people outside
of their bubble.

There was a person named Jesus who lived a long
time ago and had many followers. I do not recall read-
ing anything that suggested he judged others. Isn’t
that part of the Christian teaching?

Norma Dayton, Venice

Miami Modern taking over downtown
Sarasota

Former members of the famed Sarasota School of
Architecture must be turning over in their graves.

Driving across the Ringling Bridge, visitors are met
with an almost solid monolithic wall of glass-clad
Miami Modern buildings. The only bright spot is the
Purple Cow, the Frank Lloyd Wright-derived Van We-
zel, which may be demolished as part of The Bay pro-
ject.

Tall buildings now crowd the Tamiami Trail and
what’s left of sidewalks, each vying for its place in the
sun and that million-dollar view. The only benefits
for locals are the few rooftop bars.

Our neighbor to the north has created a wonderful
Riverwalk on its wide Manatee River that incorpo-
rates Main Street with the water. Meanwhile, Saraso-
ta’s opening of its Main Street waterfront remains
unfulfilled.

Soon the only thing whistling in Sarasota’s bland,
vacant canyons will be the sound of the wind. The
surest way to fail as a city is to have no plan.

Thomas L. Moses, Sarasota

No proof of support for college makeover

I am writing to offer a rebuttal to a March 28 letter
titled “Broad support for New College makeover.”

1. The writer stated that most people in the area
support the governor’s changes to New College.
There is no data to show that. This is typical of people

with his view — they make up facts to support their
beliefs.

2. The writer apparently has no credentials to make
his statement: No higher ed experience and no per-
sonal familiarity with New College, its students, facul-
ty or alumni were cited in his letter.

Sadly, as with the Sarasota County School Board,
unqualified people with nondemocratic values are
currently in charge.

It is my belief that politicians here will hurt the
economy of our area and Florida. There is a price to
weakening public education and banning truth in his-
tory. Visitors and residents will decline. Already, inter-
national visitors are reading negative reports.

Ed Martin, Venice

DA can’t tell misdemeanor from felony

Anyone with a law degree from Harvard should turn
in their diploma immediately. 

If a district attorney from New York can’t tell the dif-
ference between a misdemeanor and a felony, or a po-
litical witch hunt and a tort, he should not be allowed
to practice law.

Disbar them all and start over, beginning with Man-
hattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg.

Jim Schmitendorf, Sarasota

Charges finally stick to ‘Teflon Don’

Individual 1 has been indicted – finally.
You may remember that Individual 1 was identified

as a co-conspirator in a campaign finance violation
scheme, among other crimes that landed his lawyer,
Michael Cohen, in prison. 

We soon learned the co-conspirator was former
President Donald Trump, but Justice Department pol-
icy prohibited an incumbent president from being
charged with a crime — so Individual 1 continued run-
ning the country and his business.

That business has since been convicted of fraud,
and its chief financial officer is in prison. And while
Trump has been a defendant in a massive number of
lawsuits, according to USA TODAY, none has been like
this. 

Until now, none has required him to go before a
judge and answer the question, “How do you plead?”

It seems likely he will have an opportunity to do that
several more times in the coming months.

This is uncharted territory for the country — and for
the former New York City playboy who liked to brag
about his prowess with women, his wealth and his
ability to win in court. 

Kyle Quattlebaum, Sarasota

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

If you’re old enough to remember Watergate and
the fall of Richard Nixon, you’ll remember the pall
that fell upon this nation.

There was foreboding that we had crossed some
terrible new threshold in which corruption had pene-
trated the White House and diminished all of us.

The prevailing emotion was sadness, and it
crossed all political divides.

There is none of that feeling with today’s first-time
indictment of an American president.

The Democrats on cable news are trying to work
up the enthusiasm of the French who cheered Ma-
dame la Guillotine. 

The Republicans are annoyed, but weirdly unmo-
tivated, having watched the Democrats investigate
and twice impeach Donald Trump and even raid his
Florida home. 

The best Trump could attract in terms of big-name
protesters to Manhattan on Tuesday were Marjorie
Taylor Greene and George Santos. How do you spell
l-o-s-e-r-s?

The United States is sliding downward, but I’m not
sure that shapes the moment. Our culture started
turning rancid years ago and we’ve all grown accus-
tomed to Vesuvius smoldering in the background. 

Trump is but one of the many symptoms of na-
tional decline, as are modern Democrats, who over-
reacted to Trump with their radical plans to remake
the country. Today’s legal process is missing some-
thing the Watergate hearings had — legitimacy. 

It feels less like the wheels of justice grinding than
the pinwheels of politics spinning. Even the main-
stream press is obsessed with its political dimen-
sions.

American democracy has descended into a clash
of raw power. Republicans see a Democratic district
attorney weaponizing the law to finish what the polit-
ical process could not — the annihilation of Donald
Trump.

Now those conservatives are licking their chops to
use the law to go after Joe Biden & Son.

The Democrats don’t even question Trump’s guilt,
so they don’t question the absurdity of a district at-
torney building a team of crack prosecutors around a
case now seven years old, passed up by two justice
departments and the Federal Election Commission.

Democrats don’t care that this case is beyond the
statute of limitations or that it will require legal con-
tortions to make it work.

And if you needed more proof this is political,

somebody in Manhattan is leaking grand jury secrets
like a busted main, just as the Biden Justice Depart-
ment and FBI leaked after the Mar-a-Lago raid.

The casual corruption that pervades American poli-
tics has taken us to a place far beyond Watergate and
has drained our capacity to be shocked.

We don’t mourn anymore. We gawk.
And we’re not about to turn our country around, be-

cause no party wants to be the first to be principled or
restrained. To do so would appear weak.

So we fight, and there is no solemnity in the mo-
ment.

Cable news covers it like the O.J. chase with aerial
images of car tops. One cable anchor tells her audi-
ence, “This is a big deal” — the one thing you only say
when it isn’t.

Imagine Walter Cronkite announcing: “President
Kennedy died at 1 p.m. Central Standard Time. ... This
is a big deal.” 

The target of the indictment, Donald Trump, seems
to relish his return to the center ring where he can feed
his yearning to be the focal point of every American’s
undivided attention.

Those of us on the right who had hoped we could get
rid of Trump this or any election season are now pris-
oners of the actuarial tables for men 75 years and older.

Perhaps one day we’ll look back at this indictment
and think it was momentous. But I’m not going to be
surprised if in two days Americans are back to talking
about TikTok, artificial intelligence and the next UFO
sighting.

Among the street crowds in Manhattan on Tuesday,
the most animated people were the news photogra-
phers.

And I wonder how they managed to work up the en-
thusiasm, because I’m already bored, wondering what
kind of event it would take these days to actually qual-
ify as “a big deal.” 

Is this what the frog feels on the way to full boil?
Phil Boas is an editorial columnist for The Arizona

Republic. Email him phil.boas@arizonarepublic.com.
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