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Editorial: Why the Voting Age Should Be 17
Peter Levine (Politico Magazine, February 24, 2015)

It is time to try lowering the voting age to 17 nationwide. Takoma Park, Maryland, has done it. Iowa,
too, for caucuses. Scotland went down to age 16 for its recent independence referendum. Evidence suggests
it will boost informed participation in our democracy over time.

In 1971, at the peak of the youth protests of the baby boom, the United States passed the 26th Amend-
ment, lowering the voting age from 21 to 18. Congress and the necessary 38 states passed the measure in a
mere three months, the fastest passage of any amendment in U.S. history. Why? Because the nation grasped
that it was unacceptable to draft people and not allow them to vote on matters of war and peace, life and
death.

If the government affects you, you get to vote. That is the fundamental principle of democracy. Of
course, small children are too young to vote wisely and independently. But how could 18-year-olds be too
immature to vote if they were mature enough to wear the uniform in a foreign land?

Those arguments for the 26th Amendment all made excellent sense, and yet 18 may have been a bad age
at which to settle. Most of us will not vote unless we see people around us voting; that is where we get the
idea that it is a civic responsibility. To get into the voting booth, we also need to hear arguments, debates
and emotional appeals about the importance of current issues....

Penn State political scientist Eric Plutzer has shown that voting is habitual. Once you vote, you are
more likely to vote again. By the same token, not voting is also a habit. If people miss the first election that
they face as eligible voters, they are starting off with a habit of nonparticipation. In the 2014 elections, just
5.2 percent of eligible 18-year-olds voted in the state of California, lower than the turnout of any other age.

The political scientist Mark Franklin studied 22 democracies and found a pattern: Lowering the voting
age to 18 actually caused turnout to fall in most countries. Why? Because 18-year-olds are less likely to
vote than 21-year-olds. And once those 18-year-olds missed their first year as eligible voters, they were less
likely to voteagain—not even when they reached 21. Franklin argued that, in the United States, changing
our voting age to 18 maybe the sole reason voter turnout has declined since the 1970s.

But 17 may be a better age. At 17, most people are still living at home, where they can see parents
voting and probably hear about local issues and candidates. They also are still in school, where voting can
be encouraged and become a social norm.

Indeed, Notre Dame professor David E. Campbell finds that people in their 30s still have a higher turnout
rate if they attended high schools where a majority of students believed that they should vote. That means
that civic engagement of high school students has long-term implications for our democracy.

But what about the argument that teenagers just don’t know enough to vote? We might reasonably worry
that Americans of all ages are not adequately informed. But Rutgers-Camden professors Daniel Hart and
Robert Atkins found that 16-year-olds’ political knowledge was about the same as that of 21-year-olds. And
one unique advantage of high school students is that we can improve their knowledge of the Constitution,
the political system and current issues before an election. We can teach those topics in school—as most
states still require. A local election can be an excellent “teachable moment” in a high school civics class....

Just months ago, Scotland lowered its voting age from 18 so that residents who were at least 16 years old
could vote in the independence referendum. It appears that turnout in that age range was high. Hyattsville,
Maryland, voted in January to lower the voting age in municipal elections to 16. Another Maryland town,
Takoma Park, had already allowed young people to vote in its 2013 local races. Lowell, Massachusetts, San
Francisco and the state of Missouri are considering lowering their voting ages as well.

Some might claim that lowering the voting age will benefit Democrats, since young voters preferred
Obama in both of his national elections. But it’s a mistake to look only at the past decade for evidence of
how young people vote. Over the past 30 years, young voters have often opted for Republican candidates, and
they might again in the future. Political scientists John Holbein and Sunshine Hillygus recently examined
the impact of a different reform—allowing high school students to “preregister” when they turn 17 so that
they are automatically registered on their 18th birthdays. Holbein and Hillygus found that youth turnout
rose as a result, but the proportion of young voters who actually voted Democratic fell. In other words, this



reform broadened the youth electorate from its current Democratic core to include more young Republican
voters.

Lowering the voting age probably won’t help Democrats, but it will help democracy—in three important
ways. First, it is a strategy for connecting civic learning in schools to an important act of citizenship: voting.
Students can be taught about the process before they vote and reflect on the experience in class. Learning
before voting will increase the proportion of voters who are informed; discussion will then cement the habit.

Second, it is a strategy for expanding the electorate long term. The United States has one of the lowest
turnout rates of any democracy in the world. Lowering the voting age in municipal elections won’t push us
to the top, but it’s a step in the right direction.

Finally, encouraging older adolescents to vote on local issues recognizes that they are deeply affected by
public policy, and especially by schools, police and employment programs. We need their voice to make
those policies and institutions better.

After all, if the government affects you, you should get to vote.

Problem 1. Respond to the following prompts.

(a) Identify the author’s argument, main idea, or thesis.

(b) Explain the author’s line of reasoning by identifying the claims used to build the argument and the
connections between them.

(c) Evaluate the effectiveness of the evidence the author uses to support the claims made in the argument.


