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Session Goals

• Identify barriers to student voting
• Describe approach taken to overcome 

barriers 
• Present ideas for creating collaborative 

relationships in grassroots movement
• Evaluate existing resources  
• Recognize value of social science 

perspective  
• Demonstrate tailoring actions to a particular 

community 
• Demonstrate data used and data-driven 

actions 
• Share ideas



Rationale

Low college-age national voting rates 
Fall 2019: Information-gathering 
• Informal focus groups (~ 60 students)   
• Issues of importance to students
• Low voting rates in local elections
• Political information obtained from social media 
• Lack of access to nonpartisan resources
• Unfamiliar with practical aspects of voting
• Feelings of disengagement or anxiety related to voting



Paws to the Polls formed to increase 
voter engagement and voting 
knowledge at Missouri State University. 
Our mission is to drive culture change 
by turning MSU into a voting campus. 
Inspired by the university’s mission in 
public affairs, our aim is to weave civic 
engagement into the fabric of the 
university via education and outreach. 

Civic Engagement 

and the 

Public Affairs Mission

OUR MISSION



Timeline  -
2020

February & early March 2020
• Initial meetings

Mid-March 2020
• Pandemic begins, campus closed

April and May 2020
• Multiple meetings per week via Zoom 

 

Evolution of a logo



Timeline  -
2020

February & early March 2020
• Initial meetings

Mid-March 2020
• Pandemic begins, campus closed

April and May 2020
• Multiple meetings per week via Zoom 

Summer 2020
• Video production
• Voter Education Curriculum produced 
• Proposal prepared for campus funding 
• Production of Voter Information Booklet

Fall 2020 
• Tabling, presentations, distribution of Voter Information 

Booklet
• Partnership established with Office of Public Affairs 

Support; website developmentEvolution of a logo



Current & Former Participants as Co-Authors

Ava  

Emily  

Liz  

Emily Fessler         Liz Wertz

 
           Ava Taylor



Barriers to Voting

• Logistical barriers
• Election laws and policies  

• Educational barriers
• Lack of institutional transmission of voting information 
• Little opportunity to discover personal relevance of voting
• Bias and misinformation in resources 
• Not knowing they can register where they attend college 

• Perceived barriers 
• Emotional and psychological factors  



Overcoming the Barriers

• Solutions: logistical barriers
• Distribute information to counter confusion and voting law changes 
• Advocate for college student voter access in Jefferson City 

• Solutions: educational barriers
• Provide practical information on the voting process
• Facilitate understanding the relevance of voting 
• Offer nonpartisan resources, clarify voting regulations 

• Solutions: perceived barriers
• Familiarize students with voting process to ease anxiety
• Provide information to promote engagement   
• Strive to enhance outreach  



Exploring Existing Resources

• Campus 
• Office of Public Affairs Support

• American Democracy Project

• NSLVE 

• Campus Central Polling Location

• Community 
• Greene County Clerk

• League of Women Voters



Accessing & Utilizing Funding

2020  LWV Education Fund, $400
2020  SGA Student Initiative Fund Grant, $6831
2021      SGA Student Initiative Fund Grant, $7639
2021  LWV Education Fund, $1000
2022  SGA Student Initiative Fund Grant, $10,966
2022  LWV Education Fund, $1000
2023  LWV Education Fund, $1700  
2020-24      Office of Public Affairs Support       
           logistical & in-kind support
2022-23     Provost’s Office & Student Affairs, $8700

• Assess funding needs
• Engage students

• Food, giveaways
• Fun or interesting
• Make local government visible

• Internal funding for faculty/staff

Paws to the Polls Funding History



Paws to the Polls 
Voter Education Initiative

Education

• Voter Education Modules
• Voter Information Booklets
• Video Production

Outreach
(Campus and Community)

• Voter Registration Tabling
• Presentations
• Events  

Support & Advocacy
• Legislative Interactions 

• Jefferson City
• On campus

• Liaison w/Greene County Clerk 

Student Organization

Peer engagement
Self-discovery



“It is intimidating for college students to feel confident in the voting process because it is not taught in normal 
curricula. Young people are magically expected to have this information, but the voting process can be 
complicated and initially very intimidating. That is why initiatives like Paws to the Polls are so important in 
helping to educate about the voting process.”                                                                                Veronica Jacobs, ’21



Voter Education Curriculum 

Five modules:

1. Personalize voting 

2. Registering to vote, regulations, locating 
nonpartisan information

3. Identifying your election districts and 
your elected officials

4. Recognizing and avoiding bias 

5. Familiarization with voting process

 ~ 3 hrs total to complete

~ 640 students have accessed curriculum



Voter Education 
Curriculum Results

• Sample results, Fall 2022-Fall 2023
• 2 self-assessment questions 
• 14 objective questions

Pre-test (N=280)                 Post-test (N=253)

“How important do you feel it is to vote?”

11% 1.4%

37%
57%

21%

5% <1%

76%

square = 21.06    p<.001



Voter Education 
Curriculum Results

Voting-Related Knowledge

All variables
sign. @ p<.001

Pre-test (N=280)      Post-test (N=253)



Voter Information Booklet

• Voter Information  

o Registration and voting process, absentee voting, etc.

o Nonpartisan sources of political information

o Benefits of voting at school vs. home

• Linktree to online resources

• ~9000 distributed (printed copies)

o All incoming first-year students

o Presentations

o Tabling events

o Community

“If every college student in the United States who was eligible to vote sought information from various sources, 
asked themselves hard questions about where their beliefs come from, had conversations with people who 
disagreed with them, and exercised their right to vote – the entire country would experience a significant change for 
the better.”                                                                                                                 Jacqueline Batista-Martinez, ‘21

Voter Information and Resources 2024-25



Local Election Voter Guide

• Produced, printed, and distributed for April 2023 and 
April 2024 municipal elections

• Candidate responses to student-developed 
questions

• Information on ballot measures
• 2,000 (‘23) & 3,200 (‘24) guides distributed

oCampus
oCommunity



Video Production

• Student-produced
• Student perspectives on voter engagement

• 2020
• "Finding Your Voice"
• "Casting Your Vote"

• 2024
• Remake of "Casting Your Vote"

• "33 Questions with Paws to the Polls"

“As a film student, it is important for me to participate in an initiative that strives 
to find and deliver unbiased sources of information.”                     Aby Dawson, ‘22



“Paws to the Polls is deeply centered on promoting inclusivity to help make becoming a voter an easier and more 
important process for young voters. Voting, especially as a student at Missouri State University with its public 
affairs mission, should be something to be proud of. But to make that happen for the majority of students, we 
must first help to change the culture around voting and make it our own.”                                         Veronica Jacobs, ‘21



Campus Collaborations

Campus Offices & Departments – Collaboration & Support
• Office of Public Affairs Support*
• Department of Sociology, Anthropology, & Gerontology
• Department of Political Science
• Office of Multicultural Programs
• First-Year Programs
• Residence Life’s Diversity Committee
• and more…

~16 Student Organizations – Collaboration &                         
      Participation

 

*Provides logistical, in-kind, and financial support for events



Community Partners

Local businesses:     Pickleman’s Deli     Alamo Drafthouse     Big Momma’s

 

League of Women Voters of SW Missouri Greene County  Clerk

Graduates of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity Youth Civic Leadership  



Presentations

Campus
• ~4600 students reached via classroom presentations 
• Presentations to ~160 students in residence halls, 

student organizations, & campus groups

Community
• Youth Civic Leadership Institute 
• Greenwood Lab School
• Alpha Phi Alpha (MLK Day Panel, 2022)
• Drew Lewis Foundation
• History Museum 

“Peer-to-peer engagement is real, and Paws to the Polls understands that and uses that to motivate the Missouri 
State student body. While it takes some time to change the culture of a university, there are students that are 
passionate about this and truly want to see MSU as a voting campus.”                             Emily Fessler, BA ’20, MPH ‘22



Tabling & Activities

Campus
• 40+ days of voter 

registration tabling  
• Trivia nights
• Election Day tabling @ 

campus Central Polling 
Location

Community
• Labor Day Parade
• MLK, Jr. Day events
• High school voter reg 

(w/LWV)

1600+ students have 
participated in our events

With community  partners



Voter Awareness Week

• Introduced Fall 2022
• Includes 3 Voting Fairs (~1100 attendees)
• Presentations
• Voter registration tabling
• Social media contest
• Offices & classes have created activities 

timed to coincide with “Voter Awareness 
Week”



Panels and Forums

• Elected Officials Discussion Panel, 2023

• Local Election Candidate Forums, 2023 &  2024





I’ve seen numerous images and documentaries about the groundwork Blacks have made in order to vote. As a 

young Black woman, I find it extremely important to honor the lives and strides made by the people before me by 

using my right to vote.                                                                                                        Kristen Brown, ‘21



Registration, Broader Civic Engagement, 
Legislative Awareness 

Deputy Registrar Training with Greene County Clerk’s Office
• 15 trained deputy registrars
• Over 580 registered with paper forms, many more online  

Partnering with League of Women Voters
• 12 Paws are LWV members
• Delegates to State Conference
• Ran fundraiser for LWV Annual Meeting 2023 & 2024
• Civics on the Square @ History Museum
• High school voter registration 2023 & 2024

State & Federal Civic Engagement
• Legislative tracking for MO voting-related bills  
• Letter-writing campaigns to advocate for federal bills 
• Written testimony to MO House Elections Committee 



Legislator Interactions

• Jefferson City (MO capital) voter advocacy trips 
• 2022, 2023 (2), 2024
• Created & distributed white papers
• ~40 meetings with legislators
• Recognized on House and Senate floor

• Campus meetings with state legislators
• Legislation introduced in 2022 (HB 219) based 

on our advocacy to reinstate university ID



Recognition

2020    All-in-Democracy Challenge Silver Campus

2021    Washington Monthly – top 200 voting colleges 

2021    Springfield Community Focus Report Update 

2022    All-in Democracy Challenge Presidential Commitment
 Signatory 

2023    All-in Democracy Challenge Student Award for Promoting          
Democracy on Campus (Z. Stevens, PttP graduate asst)

2023    League of Women Voters of MO, Harriet Woods Award for    
Exemplary Community Service  (S. Walker-Pacheco,

                 Faculty Coordinator)

“The path of the person who acts is not always easy, but it is always 
worth it.”                                                            Josh Slocum, ‘22

Missouri State U



PAWS in the NEWS



Paws to the Polls 
Voter Education Initiative

Education

• Voter Education Modules
• Voter Information Booklets
• Video Production

Outreach
(Campus and Community)

• Voter Registration Tabling
• Presentations
• Events  

Support & Advocacy
• Legislative Interactions 

• Jefferson City
• On campus

• Liaison w/Greene County Clerk 

Student Organization



Transforming Paws to the Polls 

Initiative
 

Civic Engagement 

Leadership Institute

Education
Curriculum
• Voter Ed Modules →Civic 

Engagement & Public Affairs
• Certificate Programs
• Internships & Directed Research
• Leadership Opportunities
Voter Education
• Information Booklets
• Video Production 

Outreach
(Campus & Community)
• Voter Reg Tabling
• Presentations
• Events  

Research
(Faculty-Student Collab)

• Methods & Polling
• Pedagogy
• Modeling Voter Initiative
• Pure Research

Support & Advocacy
• Legislative Interactions

• Jefferson City
• On campus

• Liaison w/Greene County Clerk  
• Formalized Legislative Tracking

Paws to the Polls 
Student Organization
• Activities & Events 
• Public Relations
• Outreach

Future Directions

“…Our mission is to drive culture change by turning MSU into a voting campus...”

Building community around

interdisciplinary public affairs 

& civic engagement



Benefits

• Campus community
• Resource for voting needs
• Community-building 

• PttP Leadership Team
• Enhances educational experience
• Skill-building
• Leadership opportunity
• Team-building, social cohesion
• Retention and success
• Long-term civic engagement post-

graduation

Challenges

• Time commitment

• Necessity for faculty/staff 
leadership for sustainability
• Students help drive direction 

• Difficult to balance/organize all 
aspects 

• New pathways, uncharted 
territory

• Maintaining & expanding visibility 



Contact us: 
pawstothepolls@missouristate.edu

Follow us:

         @pawstothepolls   

Find us:

Thank You

• Missouri State University

• Office of Public Affairs Support

• Student Affairs

• Office of the Provost

• League of Women Voters

• Greene County Clerk
 

Consider submitting articles to 
eJournal of Public Affairs, Missouri State 

mailto:pawstothepolls@missouristate.edu
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