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High School Voting 
Can Activate the Left Out

Jahnavi Rao

Meaningful voter engagement may require increasing sustained investment in four 
underutilized areas: low-propensity voters, civic education that fosters civic action, 
voter education that links ballots to local change, and trusted messengers. Advocates 
for election reform are correct to emphasize the need for more practical solutions to 
mobilize and scale these criteria, but what if a low-cost, scalable intervention already 
exists? This essay highlights the work being done by New Voters, a youth-led non-
profit that promotes peer-to-peer civic engagement and education efforts in U.S. high 
schools through student-led voter registration drives.

A s the President and Founder of New Voters–a youth-led nonprofit that 
has directed over one thousand voter registration drives nationwide since 
2017–I have found much of the academic literature on voter engagement 

difficult to translate into practice, either because its theoretical frameworks do 
not map cleanly to everyday life or because the interventions it evaluates are costly 
and difficult to replicate.1 Yet, in the Our Common Purpose report and in Lisa García 
Bedolla’s contribution to this volume of Dædalus, we see practical, achievable 
recommendations that pair policy reforms with the evidenced-based, relationship-
centered strategies needed to make those reforms effective.2

In her essay on U.S. voter engagement, García Bedolla argues that meaningful 
engagement requires sustained investment in:

1.	 low-propensity voters;
2.	 civic education that fosters civic action;
3.	 voter education that links ballots to local change; and
4.	 trusted messengers.

But what if there already exists a low-cost, scalable intervention that meets all four 
criteria? That intervention is peer-to-peer high school voter registration led by 
organizations like New Voters. 

To explain why high school voter registration operationalizes García Bedolla’s 
recommendations, it is first necessary to examine why her framework is correct.
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Policy is necessary but not sufficient. It is common to argue that policy reform is the 
primary or even sole way to increase voter turnout. The United States has one of the 
lowest turnout rates of any developed country, exacerbated by uniquely regressive 
laws that actively suppress voter turnout.3 From purging registered voter lists to 
voter identification requirements to polling place inaccessibility, structural reform 
is certainly necessary.4

However, García Bedolla’s case study of electoral administration changes in 
California illustrates that even the most voter-expansive law cannot overcome a 
lack of knowledge among the voting population. The Voter’s Choice Act (VCA) in 
California significantly expanded access by mailing ballots to all voters, extend-
ing voting periods, and adding polling places.5 However, implementation of this 
optional law has been uneven since its passage in 2016, and in places that adopted 
the law, nearly two-thirds of voters were unaware that the VCA had changed the 
voting process.6 This finding is not an indictment of the VCA; it did increase voter 
turnout by 4 percentage points in the state’s 2022 midterm election.7 It instead 
shows that administrative reform without voter onboarding leaves participation 
inequities intact. 

Target low-propensity voters. Effective voter engagement begins with whom we 
choose to target. Most research focuses on likely or already registered voters, rarely 
examining unregistered voters. However, elections today are regularly decided at 
the margin, with a handful of votes determining the difference between one can-
didate or the other in many local elections.

As García Bedolla observes, “one could argue that our elections are being decided, 
by and large, by who chooses to stay home on Election Day.”8 In my hometown 
of Chester County, Pennsylvania, local elections are often close enough that tied 
races are routinely decided by a random drawing using a bingo ball machine; some 
counties are even left to select winning candidates by casting lots.9 It then stands 
to reason that voter engagement strategies that prioritize low-propensity voters 
are not only the most equitable but will likely have the highest impact on electoral 
outcomes.

Civic education to make people engaged in civic life. Among the goals of K–12 educa-
tion is preparing young people for adult life by helping them build interpersonal 
networks, develop life skills, practice critical thinking, and participate meaningfully 
in communities. Civic engagement is an essential part of adulthood that is often 
linked to voter turnout and other broader positive social behaviors like volunteer-
ing or interpersonal trust. García Bedolla states, “Civic knowledge is only valuable 
insofar as it serves the purpose of giving students the confidence to become actively 
engaged in civic life.”10 

However, current civic education’s focus on rote memorization of checks and 
balances and the number of congressional representatives does not meet García 
Bedolla’s ideals. Her research points toward more effective civic education that 
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engages students in identifying shared problems and working together to address 
them.11 High school voter registration is one of the few civic learning experiences 
that meets these criteria simultaneously.

Connecting elections to local issues. To make voting feel meaningful, it must be 
connected to issues people care about. García Bedolla’s emphasis on this point 
is straightforward but essential. Effective engagement begins by understanding 
what people care about, then making the link to elections explicit. This looks like 
informing voters about what is on the ballot this cycle, identifying how they relate 
to problems addressed on the ballot, and showing how their voting will connect 
to concrete outcomes.

Trusted messengers. When it comes to voter engagement strategies, face-to-face 
canvassing is one of the most effective.12 In García Bedolla’s essay, she illustrates 
that conversations with people from the same community with similar experiences 
are more effective than outside canvassers. These “trusted messengers” come to 
conversations with shared experiences and language that make political informa-
tion more credible and relatable. Ideally, the trusted messenger is someone voters 
already know and trust. 

I n this response, high school student-led voter registration refers to the act of a 
high school student registering their peers to vote. For the twenty-three states 
(plus the District of Columbia) with preregistration for sixteen- and seventeen-

year-olds, this often includes junior, senior, and some of the sophomore classes of 
students.13 In the other twenty-seven states, this applies only to seniors, with addi-
tional students becoming eligible to register to vote at the end of the school year, 
after the spring elections in their area have concluded. 

With these core determinants of youth voter engagement established, the ques-
tion becomes how does high school voter registration operationalize them?

Target low-propensity voters. Eighteen-year-olds are the least likely to vote of any 
eligible age group in the United States.14 This pattern is especially pronounced 
among young people who do not go on to college, with 52.5 percent turnout for high 
school graduates compared to 77.2 percent among those with a bachelor’s degree.15 
High school is the last universal touchpoint for young people, with 38 percent of 
graduates not continuing on to higher education.16 As a result, high school seniors 
constitute a low-propensity but electorally important group. 

Civic education to make people engaged in civic life. Peer-to-peer high school voter 
registration embodies the problem-based approach to civic education that García 
Bedolla describes in this volume.17 Students begin by identifying a concrete prob-
lem in their own community; in this case, low voter participation among their 
peers. They then work collaboratively to address it, mobilizing classmates across 
different social groups, such as athletic teams, music ensembles, or extracurricular 
organizations, to encourage registration within their “cliques.”
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I would add that another critical part of civic education is that civic action pro-
duces tangible results. Students can observe voter registration numbers increasing, 
hear conversations around civic engagement in the school, and sometimes even see 
local election results and turnout rates change.

Positioning voter registration as an action-based project in civic education 
accomplishes two goals at the same time. Students can register their peers to vote 
and help increase turnout rates and, in doing so, instill a lifelong belief that they 
can act on a problem they see and mobilize others to join them in fixing it.

Trusted messengers. American community life is in rapid decline, with a lack of third 
spaces and fewer opportunities for in-person social interactions–that is, for adults.18 
For high school students, trusted messengers are in abundance, from their teachers, 
coaches, and, most important of all, classmates. Students mobilize each other con-
stantly, leading laps around the field as captain of the soccer team, ensuring people hit 
their marks as drum major in the marching band, hounding people for service hours 
as president of their National Honor Society chapter, or just getting their friends to 
show up to help with household projects or chores like packing up their basement. 

These same social dynamics perfectly position students to register their peers to 
vote. Because classmates have often known each other for years, sometimes since 
elementary school, student-led outreach has a level of trust that is difficult to rep-
licate through any other kind of canvassing. 

Connecting elections to local issues. There is no election more local than a school 
board race and no community more directly affected by its outcomes than the 
students at the school. Other local offices, like the district attorney setting policy 
for youth crimes or the city controller budgeting for various public programs like 
the arts or sports, also impact the daily life of a student. The opportunity to con-
nect important issues to local elections is clear for students. That is why equipping 
student registration drive leaders with information on these local races and their 
potential for impacting peers is critical. 

Beyond the previously stated reasons, there are two additional factors that make 
high school voter registration uniquely well suited for voter engagement.

Captive audience. Having structured access to a population makes any type of face-
to-face interaction and trusted communication possible. Schools have repeated, 
predictable opportunities for classmates to engage, such as classes, lunch, prom, 
graduation, and more. This allows the trusted student messenger to reach their 
peers often and at scale, without the high costs of canvassing.

Habit formation. Research suggests that voting is habit forming, with individu-
als who vote early in life more likely to continue voting in subsequent elections.19 
Intervening at the first moment of eligibility therefore yields outsized long-term 
returns. High school voter registration reaches young people at precisely this point 
of entry into the electorate, creating the potential for a single registration interven-
tion to influence participation across decades of future elections.
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This is not to suggest that high school voter registration is without challenges. 
The majority of students in a high school aren’t eligible to register to vote, espe-
cially at the beginning of the school year. By the end of the school year, when most 
high school seniors across the country are eligible to register to vote, they are often 
academically disengaged or difficult to reach. Additionally, around 20 to 30 per-
cent of students leave their home state for college, complicating turnout in local 
elections after initial voter registration.20 There are also concerns of partisanship 
and class disruption that make some risk-averse school administrators resist such 
interventions.

These constraints underscore the importance of thoughtful program design. 
Student leaders need training, mentors, and clear compliance guidance. These can 
look like sample scripts, nonpartisanship rules, and step-by-step instructions for 
submitting forms correctly.

Administrative resistance, while common, is not insurmountable. Nonpartisan 
voter registration activity in public high schools is protected under the First Amend-
ment, subject to reasonable time, place, and manner restrictions. A majority of 
states have statutes that explicitly permit, encourage, or mandate voter registration 
access in public high schools.21 Unfortunately, most of these laws are unfunded 
mandates and are not enforced, often putting additional work onto county election 
officials or state governmental entities, so they do not result in higher youth voter 
registration. However, they do provide a legal basis and justification for students 
to lead their own drives and combat administrative concerns. Civic organizations 
can help students further by providing free materials, prizes, training, and guides 
for students to lead their own nonpartisan voter registration drives.

R oughly four million students graduate from high school every year, and they 
are significantly less likely to vote than older age groups. They are not being 
targeted by traditional campaigns or voter outreach, and that’s a mistake. 

Students can serve as trusted messengers when registering their peers to vote and 
in doing so can connect local elections to the issues that matter to young people 
most, all while practicing the habit of civic action.

If we are serious about building a participatory democracy, high schools cannot 
remain peripheral to voter engagement strategy. They must be treated as founda-
tional democratic institutions and resourced accordingly. The question is no longer 
whether high school voter registration works, but why it remains so underutilized.
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