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Do you remember your civics exam in high school or college? Most institutions require this exam to be passed 
in order to advance to the next grade or graduate. But did that exam ask anything about your local city 
government? For many, the answer is likely no. From a young age, we are primarily taught about the federal 
government—its branches, the presidential system, and the importance of voting in national elections. Yet, 
across the country, school curricula often lack comprehensive content about how local government works or 
how it impacts our daily lives (Kahne & Westheimer, 2003). 

With climate change accelerating and extreme weather events becoming more frequent, we must ask: are we 
electing local officials who recognize and are prepared to address these realities? This question is especially 
urgent for underrepresented and marginalized communities, who are disproportionately affected by climate 
crises (Environmental Protection Agency [EPA], 2023). If these communities are excluded from civic education 
and participation, are we harming the future generation of American citizens—those who will one day be the 
"voice" of our country? 

If I am being honest, the answer is yes. Growing up in Jacksonville, Florida, the only thing I knew about my 
municipality was the mayor's name. It wasn’t until my senior year of high school that I learned the magnitude of 
influence held by the city council, school board, public utilities commission, and transportation authorities. The 
problem is clear: we are rarely taught in detail about the dynamics of local government and how these bodies 
directly shape our environments, health, and communities. 

Annual surveys from the National Civic League (Brennan, 2020) show a consistent decline in voter turnout 
during municipal elections. A simple but powerful solution would be to implement mandatory civic engagement 
education across all grade levels. A curriculum designed to match each developmental stage can empower youth 
to understand their roles in democracy, encouraging active participation in local governance from a young age 
(Levine, 2007). If young people see themselves as agents of change, they are more likely to show up at the 
ballot box and advocate for their communities. 

This gap in civic engagement contributes to a lack of diverse leadership, which further exacerbates the 
vulnerabilities of marginalized communities to climate-related risks. Time and again, neighborhoods like 
Overtown, Liberty City, Little Haiti, Allapattah, Little Bahamas, and Homestead endure the compounding 
effects of disinvestment, displacement, and cultural erasure. These historically Black and Brown communities 
were originally developed in "undesirable" inland areas, while predominantly white neighborhoods like Miami 
Beach occupied the coastline. Now, as sea levels rise and climate gentrification pushes wealthier residents 
inland, these resilient communities are once again under threat (Florida Climate Institute, 2021). 

Residents of these neighborhoods struggle to compete with gentrifiers, especially as wages remain stagnant and 
housing costs soar. If we want to challenge this cycle, we need diverse, community-rooted leaders who 
understand the implications of climate change and development. That begins with teaching youth the 
importance of civic engagement and fostering the next generation of informed, accountable, and representative 
local leaders. 

According to Zippia (2024), 76% of U.S. mayors are white—leaving less than 25% of mayoral leadership 
positions to people of color. While cities like Miami are notable exceptions, with significant Afro-Caribbean 
and Hispanic leadership—such as current Mayor Francis Suarez of Cuban descent—the national trend still 



reflects a lack of racial diversity in municipal governments. Research shows that elected officials who are from 
the communities they serve are more likely to advocate for equitable development and push back against 
harmful policies like unchecked gentrification (Hajnal, 2011). 

My hope for the future is a country where communities no longer contend with displacement, disinvestment, 
and erasure. A future where young people are taught how to engage with their local governments—and where 
their engagement helps elect leaders who reflect the values, cultures, and dreams of the communities they serve. 
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