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I. PURPOSE OF THE TOOLKIT
1
 

 

​ Since 2021, Stanford University has celebrated a class-free Election Day. The 

academic holiday allows faculty, students, and community members to engage in 

day-long celebration of democracy and civic engagement. The holiday is held annually, 

even in years without presidential or congressional elections. Each year, Stanford’s 

organizing committee (Stanford Democracy Day) schedules a full slate of activities from 

keynote addresses to professor-led workshops to interactive student panels.  ​  

Through conversations with YCIC partner schools and peer institutions broadly, 

we quickly realized that the process of implementing class-free Election Days looks very 

different on each campus. Some schools take months to implement such an initiative 

while others take years. Varying levels of existing engagement, available resources, 

student body population, faculty support, and institutional processes as a whole invite 

extensive nuances and caveats that can be challenging to balance. This demanding 

process inspired YCIC to create this toolkit with universal advice and general overviews 

that will make it easier for other student leaders to navigate this initiative on their own 

campus. 

 The toolkit is intended to be a reference guide that can be applied to diverse 

contexts––from high schools, community colleges, to public and private institutions. 

We recommend that you read through the entire manual but can also be effective to 

jump to sections that directly address a certain question or issue in the process. The 

“Appendix” section includes various materials that were actually used in processes and 

can be especially helpful to use as a foundation. Whether you’re just getting started or 

need guidance in the final steps, feel free to use this guide in whatever way you wish!  

Lastly, if you have any suggestions or comments for improving this toolkit, please 

let us know. It certainly is difficult to capture all the nitty gritty nuances out there but we 

want this toolkit to be as accessible, relevant, and helpful as possible!  

 

 

 

“Election Day is one moment in which the ordinary roles of faculty, student, and staff 

should be shed in favor of our shared role of citizen.”  

Josiah Ober 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1
  Parts of the toolkit use modified content from the American Constitution Society.  

 

https://www.democracydaystanford.org/about
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II. GETTING STARTED 

 

1.​ Optimize Timing 

 

●​ Timing is everything. Begin your planning process by aligning your initiative with 

upcoming election cycles. This will help you start planning backwards with a 

specific election cycle in mind with concrete deadlines for certain action steps. 

This can begin to build momentum and give your team a sense of urgency. The 

earlier you nail down the timeline, the more thoroughly you can prepare and the 

more success you will likely have.  

●​ Use a phased approach when it comes to conversations with administration. 

Strategically timing your outreach to campus leadership is crucial. If you 

prematurely contact administrators before establishing a solid 

framework/timeline, it will be harder to convince others and may diminish their 

interest.  

●​ Ideally, your team should have a well-developed proposal to pitch to 

administrators. Show that you’re serious about this! Figuring out initial logistics 

and laying the groundwork may not be the most exciting compared to actually 

implementing the initiative. But spending time to build foundations in these early 

stages will guide momentum in the right direction and most definitely pay 

dividends down the line.  

 

2.​ Developing Your Pitch 

 

●​ Developing your pitch is an iterative process. As you gauge interest levels on 

campus and have more conversations with faculty/mentors, your pitch will evolve 

as you tailor solutions that are most applicable to your school. Regardless, your 

pitch should tell a story: motivations, the value-add, tangible solutions, success 

metrics, etc. A pitch can be in the form of both a written proposal and/or 

informative presentation. Having both forms seems to have worked best for most 

schools as you can pitch your ideas in various contexts.  

 

3.​ “The Numbers Don’t Lie.”  

 

●​ Backing up your pitch/presentation with numbers can make your ideas tangible 

and demonstrate urgency around the issue. Consider compiling and adding data 

around voter turnout among youth in your state or campus itself if such 

information is available. Tackling civic engagement may entail several high-level, 

theoretical conversations and adding numbers is an effective way to put issues 

into digestible perspectives.  
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●​ Results on voting may not be as relevant for high schools given that the majority 

of students may not be eligible to vote. There are, however, other alternatives to 

convey urgency such as measuring civic literacy at your school through simple 

polls or highlighting civics education gaps in course offerings.  

○​ See more details about this in the Appendix!  

 

4.​ Media Engagement  

 

●​ Part of gaining momentum is tapping various platforms that can help spread the 

word about your initiative. This can be a podcast, local newspaper, blogs, online 

forums, social media, and more. Consider writing an op-ed for your school 

newspaper or reaching out to media hosts who might be interested in having you 

on their platform. Leverage your team’s network!  

●​ Don’t underestimate the power of word of mouth! Get your friends involved, float 

your ideas over dinner, and start to build those initial sparks.  

 

5.​ Value Add for All  

 

●​ “What’s in it for me?” Community members you talk to may question where/why 

they fit into this bigger picture. The value will likely differ for every audience you 

talk to. Through programming ideas and events leading up to Election Day, focus 

on how you can bring everyone under the tent. Generate value in creative ways 

instead of locking yourself to one, single path. Contact all the diverse pockets of 

communities on campus. Civic engagement is a priority regardless of 

major/background and you will be surprised by the partnerships that can emerge 

from these crossovers.  

●​ A common conversation that comes up, for instance, has to do with the 

international community. Many international students ask “I can’t even vote in 

this country, so why is all of this relevant to me?” It’s a fair question, and many of 

our partner schools have added specific programming events that look beyond 

American politics. At Stanford, the Bechtel International Center facilitates panels 

to encourage an exchange of what democracy and youth activism looks like across 

the world. Other schools have hosted similar events that have proved to be 

incredibly productive and engaging.  

 

6.​ Anticipating Challenges  

 

●​ The sooner you identify potential challenges, the more prepared you will be. 

Some hurdles that have come up in the past across schools:  

○​ Class requirements and scheduling challenges (ex. Class hours, etc.)  

○​ Existing calendar restrictions  
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○​ Registrar timelines for changing the academic calendar  

○​ Administrative disinterest or pushback  

○​ Lack of initial interest from student body  

 

●​ Here are some responses to concerns that have surfaced in the past:  

 

Concern: Wouldn’t implementing class-free Election Days be seen as a partisan 

overreach that could backfire during our already sensitive political environment?  

Response: Politicians and party members on both sides of the aisle widely support 

legislation to make Election Day a federal holiday. States controlled by both parties 

already recognize Election Day as a state holiday.  

 

Concern: Wouldn’t a class-free Election Day conflict with the academic schedule for the 

upcoming school year?  

Response:  While classes are important, we believe that participation in a class-free 

Election day provides as much academic value to students in recognizing the importance 

of civic engagement as we prepare to become leaders in the real world. Still, we 

recognize that certain logistical aspects may be difficult to work around. We will consult 

closely with the Office of the President, Academic Affairs, and Student Engagement to 

continue discussing the logistical aspects of a class-free Election Day.  

 

Concern: Wouldn’t a class-free Election Day be disruptive to faculty as they plan their 

courses?  

Response: If this initiative is approved and noted on the academic calendar, faculty 

members will have sufficient time to adjust their syllabi accordingly.  

 

Concern: Why should our college take a stance on this issue? Isn’t it the role of an 

institution to encourage members of its community to take various stances, but not to 

do so as an institution?  

Response: [College/University/High School XYZ]’s values and visions are as follows: 

continuous, cooperative learning, commitment to quality service, compassion, and 

curiosity. [College/University/High School XYZ] has an obligation to educate and 

encourage students to effectively participate in the democratic process. Class-free 

Election Days will encourage students to learn and grow from each other and for each 

other.  

 

Concern: There are other ways to encourage civic participation on campus. Why are 

class-free Election Days so important to implement?  

Response: No other initiative would send as strong a message to the entire campus 

community that administration and faculty are in full support of civic engagement as 

implementing class-free Election Days. Research and data also suggest that class-free 
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Election Days are one of the most effective ways to not only drive turnout and 

engagement but build lasting habits of civic participation.
2
  

 

Concern: Will students and community members actually use this extra time 

productively?  

Response: Our programming invites all corners of campus to engage with civics on 

Election Day through panel sessions, keynote speakers, open mic performances, 

interactive workshops, and more. Whether it’s voting, volunteering, or simply listening 

in on conversations, students will have the flexibility, and most importantly, the ability 

to actually engage on Election Day as they wish.   

 

​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
 

2
 The Effect of Making Election Day a Holiday An Original Survey and a Case Study of French 

Presidential Elections Applied to the U.S. Voting System (Caitlyn Bradfield and Paul Johnson)  

 

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1259&context=sigma
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1259&context=sigma
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III. WORKING WITH OTHERS  

 

1.​ Building Your Team  

 

●​ Quality over quantity. Whether your team is a few individuals or a large steering 

committee, commitment of your members will determine how the initiative will 

get to the finish line. If you have an existing group or a campus club that wants to 

take on this initiative, great! If you’re building from the ground up, bring together 

student leaders who actually care about the issue, who you can trust, and who are 

ready to work hard. Invite faculty members or mentors to join your initiative as 

thought partners and advisers. Your team will arguably be the most important 

puzzle piece.  

○​ Another important point: Don’t fall for the expectation that everyone on 

your team has to have a political science or government background. 

Building a large-scale initiative will often work better with students 

representing diverse parts of the campus. YCIC, for instance, consists of 

computer science majors, pre-med students, historians, high school 

students who have no idea what they want to study, and more. Again, 

voting is something that everyone can/should do and civic engagement is 

relevant to all!      

 

2.​ Collaborating with Stakeholders  

 

●​ Another important step early in the process is to clearly identify and collaborate 

with different stakeholders. Stakeholders are those who will be affected by the 

change in the academic calendar as well as those who have the power to push this 

initiative forward. Stakeholders will include administrators, professors, students, 

and community partners.  

○​ Establish initial meetings as soon as your team is ready to start the 

conversation. Initial meetings can be very effective in conveying your 

overall goals, gauging interest levels, understanding primary concerns, 

and laying the foundations for future partnerships. To make the most out 

of these meetings, your team should have clear objectives/roadmap as well 

as where/how the contacted stakeholder plays a role in this initiative.   

●​ STUDENTS. Build a connection with the students. Students are one of the 

groups that will benefit most from this initiative. Now, this does not mean you 

need a thumbs up from every single student on campus (and you probably won’t 

in the first place). Showing that student leaders and different campus 

communities care about this initiative is vital in generating momentum. You can 

do this through activities such as collecting signatures, sending out school-wide 
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surveys, conducting 1-on-1 meetings with student leaders, etc. Creating this 

connection with students can take some time, so the earlier you start, the better.   

●​ COMMUNITY PARTNERS. Another way to build credibility is to partner with 

public service centers on campus, student government, campus voting initiatives, 

existing student clubs, and other organizations with aligned interests. Identifying 

these opportunities should be straightforward and a crucial step to bringing 

together different campus groups.  

 

●​ FACULTY & ADMINISTRATION. Faculty and administrators are partners 

who will directly be able to create institutional change and be important thought 

partners on how to best implement your ideas. Going straight to the Office of the 

President will likely not be the best first step. Carefully identify and connect with 

faculty and other decision makers who can offer advice, frequently check-in for 

feedback, brainstorm new ideas, point out potential obstacles, and recommend 

other useful contacts.  

○​ Having an administrator supporting your work and passionate about the 

movement early on can be a total game changer. No need to rush or force 

these relationships but keep this in mind as you go through the process. 

Getting the initiative approved and implementing class-free Election Days 

can take a few months. Approach the initiative as a marathon, not a sprint.  

 

 

 

 

​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
 

​
​
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IV. EXECUTING YOUR PLAN  

 

Class-free election days are often one of the end goals for our partner schools. But this is 

certainly not the only form of “success.” Your set of implementation strategies will be 

dependent on your overall timeline, resources available, and the speed at which your 

administration acts. Think of implementation as a process that happens in stages. Even 

if a class-free election day is not implemented right away, there are alternatives to 

consider that can have a lasting impact in transforming civics education on your 

campus. Perfect can be the enemy of good.  

 

1.​ Successful cancellation of classes 

 

●​ Administration on campus approves your proposal to cancel classes on Election 

Day. This will mean your team will have to follow up and ensure that the Office of 

Academic Affairs and any other relevant departments are aligned. This day could 

mean rescheduling classes on certain days, removing class hours for Election Day 

completely, shifting the start of exam periods, etc. Make sure everyone is on the 

same page to make sure that your initiative will actually take place. Logistics will 

obviously be different for each school.  

●​ Beyond logistics, now it’s time to bring all those amazing ideas to life.  

○​ Create a spreadsheet or use organizational software to list each event of 

the day, where/when it’s happening, your point of contact for the event, 

and who on your team will be responsible for coordinating it. See the 

appendix for a sample spreadsheet.  

●​ Get more hands on deck! Recruit volunteers on an event-specific basis and 

identify which events or areas will need more help leading up to Election Day. 

●​ If you don’t have one already, now would be a good time to create a website 

and/or social media platform to share important updates, continue to build hype 

around Election Day, highlight key events, etc.    

 

2.​ Alternative Programming  

 

●​ Maybe it’s taking a while for administration to move things along or certain 

institutional restrictions are stalling your process. There are so many other ways 

other than class cancellation to make a difference and improve the civics culture 

at your school. We have seen many professors who individually offer to cancel 

their classes on Election Day or faculty who offer for-credit alternatives to 

students who participate in some type of civic service on Election Day instead of 

attending classes. Some professors decide not to take attendance or provide 

excused absences to give students the same flexibility one would have had with a 

class-free Election Day.  
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●​ Even going through the class-cancellation process regardless of the outcome is a 

great learning opportunity. In fact, your team will be better equipped to branch 

out and implement alternative ideas with new takeaways and lessons learned.  

 

3.​ Coordinating General Civic Service Opportunities  

 

●​ One of the main pillars at YCIC is “learning by doing” and practically engaging 

the communities around you. Your team can begin to establish connections with 

existing organizations offering nonpartisan, civic service engagement 

opportunities and directly plug students into those programs. These activities can 

include phone banking, volunteering at the polls, getting people to the polls, 

serving as an election judge, or providing general assistance to the election day 

administration. Your team can collaborate with official election administrators 

leading up to Election Day to come up with an easy way for students to get 

involved.  

●​ A good practice for your team throughout the implementation phase is to collect 

data, feedback, pictures, and testimonials from students and community 

members who participate in programming. This will be especially useful when 

your team debriefs and brainstorms ways to improve class-free Election Days in 

future years. This can be done through campus-wide feedback surveys or more 

direct 1-on-1 conversations with participants at the events.   
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V. THANK YOU 

 

First, thank you for all that you do to improve civic engagement. This is challenging 

work, and we’re excited that you’re interested in bringing class-free election days to your 

campus. The beauty of the civic and youth activism space generally is that we are not 

alone in our efforts. We are grateful to partner with diverse organizations and gain 

insights from campuses across the country. YCIC is not a solo mission, and our work is 

only possible because of our growing network, thought partners, and driven student 

leaders.  

 

Please reach out to our team if you have any questions, need assistance in your efforts, 

want to provide feedback on our toolkit, or simply want to talk with fellow civics 

advocates. We are always excited to expand our partner schools and would love to 

connect! Best of luck!  

 



11 

VI. Appendix 

 

Document A: Sample of Initial Proposal  
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Document B: Sample of Resolution to Fund Class-Free Election Day 
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Document C: Sample of High School Data Collection  

The following is part of the class-free Election Day proposal and presentation at The 

Lawrenceville School (NJ).  
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Document D: Sample of Class-Free Election Day Programming  

The following is a sample spreadsheet that can be used to track all planned events and 

programming.  

 

 

Check out all programming events on Election Day at Stanford here!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.democracydaystanford.org/2024-schedule
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Document D: Articles and Coverage  

Examples of articles and general coverage.  

 

●​ “Lobbying for an Election Day Holiday” (Cardinal Service)  

●​ “Election Day is now a holiday at Stanford. What does this mean for the 

University community?” (The Stanford Daily)  

●​ “Making the most of Stanford’s new academic holiday, Democracy Day” 

(Stanford Report)  

●​ “American University to cancel Election Day classes” (The Washington Post)  

●​ “Lawrenceville Celebrates Inaugural Democracy Day” (The Lawrenceville School) 

●​ “The Student Action Committee Takes the Lead” (Georgetown Day School)  

●​ “Day on Democracy Empowers Student Voters at UMW” (University of Mary 

Washington)  

●​ “Community College of Philadelphia cancels classes on Election Day to promote 

student voting” (WHYY.org) 

●​ “After faculty vote, federal Election Days designated University holidays at 

Brown” (Brown University)  

●​ “Drexel University Won’t Hold Classes on Election Day” (Drexel News)  

●​ “UW student government urges canceled classes on Election Day” (Cap Times) 

●​ “Student-led initiative petitions to cancel classes on Election Day” (WKU Herald) 

●​ “Professors cancel class, encourage voting on Election Day” (The Daily 

Princetonian)  

●​ “On-campus polling location celebrated, Election Day 2020 declared a university 

holiday” (Wayne State University) 

 

https://cardinalservice.stanford.edu/stories/lobbying-election-day-holiday
https://stanforddaily.com/2021/08/12/election-day-holiday-at-stanford/
https://stanforddaily.com/2021/08/12/election-day-holiday-at-stanford/
https://news.stanford.edu/stories/2021/10/making-stanfords-new-academic-holiday-democracy-day
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/american-university-to-cancel-election-day-classes/2020/10/05/48e77912-0750-11eb-859b-f9c27abe638d_story.html
https://www.lawrenceville.org/life-at-lawrenceville/news-events/news-detail/~board/school-news/post/lawrenceville-celebrates-inaugural-democracy-day
https://issuu.com/jasonstpeter/docs/gds-wintermagazine20-0723pages/s/13811537
https://www.umw.edu/news/2023/11/09/day-on-democracy-empowers-student-voters-at-umw/
https://whyy.org/articles/community-college-of-philadelphia-cancels-classes-on-election-day-to-promote-student-voting/
https://whyy.org/articles/community-college-of-philadelphia-cancels-classes-on-election-day-to-promote-student-voting/
http://whyy.org
https://www.brown.edu/news/2020-09-09/election
https://www.brown.edu/news/2020-09-09/election
https://drexel.edu/news/archive/2024/March/voting-day-off-november-2024
https://captimes.com/
https://wkuherald.com/23528/news/student-led-initiative-petitions-to-cancel-classes-on-election-day/
https://www.dailyprincetonian.com/article/2024/11/princeton-news-stlife-students-election-presidential-professor-class-canceled-voting
https://today.wayne.edu/news/2020/02/06/on-campus-polling-location-celebrated-election-day-2020-declared-a-university-holiday-35315
https://today.wayne.edu/news/2020/02/06/on-campus-polling-location-celebrated-election-day-2020-declared-a-university-holiday-35315

