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1. This project originated 11 years ago when I taught the Chester, SD Fifth Grade Smoke Free Class of 2000.  Students researched smoking, then sent letters to the SD legislators telling of the harmful effects of smoking.  The letters were read on the Senate floor by then Senator Gerry Lange.  The letters assisted in passing the “No Smoking” bill, which stated no smoking in the Capitol.  Students were delighted!

2. During the second year, fifth grade students helped to pass the seatbelt law.  They researched how many lives wearing seatbelts had saved.  A booklet containing the data was sent to the state Senate.  The fifth grade class testified before the Senate Health and Human Service Committee and helped to pass the seatbelt law.  The students were hooked on the process!  One student said she would become the first woman governor of South Dakota! 

3. I began teaching fourth grade in Madison, SD.  After two successful years with fifth grade, I decided to develop a mock legislative classroom where students are divided into the House and Senate.  Our Governor (Principal Dan Walsh) gives them the same Oath of Office as the “real” legislators.  They are given the same leadership roles as in Pierre.  Students draft classroom bills, assign bill numbers, and conduct committee and Full House and Senate Sessions.  The President of the Senate and Speaker of the House use gavels to maintain order! Bills, which pass through the process, are given to Governor (Principal) Walsh.  He signs, vetoes, or sends back for style and form.

4. Legislative Research Council site: http://legis.state.sd.us/sessions/2005/index.cfm.  This website allowed students to adopt legislators and track their bills.  The legislative process was transformed into a game in which the bills are the game pieces and the legislative process is the game board.  Students move the bills on the game board (committee, full house or senate) until they reach the governor’s desk.  

5. Committee meetings and Full House and Senate sessions are listened to using the Statehouse website:  http://www.sdpb.org/statehouse.  Students listen as bills they are tracking are introduced and discussed.  This helps students conduct classroom sessions more successfully.  Students attempt to mirror “real” legislators’ speaking skills.  This includes learning how to tactfully respond to delicate subject matter.  

6. Curriculum Standards:  This project integrates most of the 4th grade history and civic standards.  It also addresses numerous reading, writing, listening, and speaking standards.

Reading:  Students receive numerous letters, emails, and WebCT (communication tool) responses from the legislators.  They share them with class members during our legislative reporting time.

Writing:  Students write bills, respond on the WebCT, and write and mail letters to their adopted legislators.

Speaking:  Students are placed in leadership roles where they are chairs of committees, and Speaker of the House and President of the Senate.  They also are in the position of explaining their bills when up for discussion.  Students act as proponents and opponents of bills, which requires them to communicate at a higher level.  They also learn how to respond in a tactful and respectful manner.

Listening:  Students learn how to listen carefully.  They wait their turn to respond to discussions.

The 78th Session Highlights

*I received a SDADE mini-grant to develop DDN (Dakota Digital Network) Sessions to go with the project.  The DDN’s included lessons with the legislators, governor, and other government officials.

*I developed a WebCT to be used with the Governor, Chief Justice David Gilbertson, Secretary of State, Lt. Governor, and the legislators to be used for communication between government officials and students before and after DDN Sessions.  Schools participating are Warner fourth grade, Chester fifth grade, and the four Madison fourth grades.  One of my students from five years ago convinced his mother to do this project, so she (Kathy Satter/fourth grade) joined the project two years ago.

NOTE:  Each year the students receive cards, letters, emails, phone calls, etc. from the legislators.  These are the highlights of the 78th Legislative Session.

*My students visited on the speaker phone (before the legislative session) with Tommy Tibbitts, the originator of the bill making rodeo the state sport.  They asked Tommy about his bill and then tracked the bill from its inception to becoming a state law.  Students also had the privilege of calling Tommy to tell him the bill would be discussed in the House State Affairs Committee.  The class listened on the Internet as Tommy testified and the bill passed 12-0.  They also listened as it passed the House.  

*One of my students (Jordan) wrote a letter to President Bush about the rodeo bill.  When President Bush was governor of Texas, he signed a bill that made rodeo the state sport of Texas.  Tommy Tibbitts asked Jordan to read his letter before the Senate State Affairs Committee.  The classroom listened on the Statehouse website as Jordan proudly read his letter before the committee.

*Three of my students visiting Pierre had their picture taken with Governor Rounds as he signed his very first bill as governor.  He happened to be signing Chris Nelson’s very first bill as Secretary of State.

*Chief Justice David Gilbertson gave them the grand tour of the Supreme Court

*WebCT correspondence with government officials

*DDN with the legislators

*DDN with the governor  (Signing of the Rodeo Bill:  present were Governor Rounds, Secretary of State Chris Nelson, House Primary Sponsor Larry Rhoden, Sponsor Senator Eric Bogue, Rodeo Bill originator professional rodeo cowboy Tommy Tibbitts, Miss Rodeo South Dakota Danci Anderson

iMovie called “Life Cycle of the Rodeo Bill”  This 6.5 minute movie explains how the Rodeo Bill became a state law.  The bill originator, Primary Sponsors, a person who testified before committees, Secretary of State, and the Governor describing their roll in making the Rodeo Bill a state law.  The culmination is the governor signing the bill to make it a law.

*I currently teach second grade in Madison.  The civics state content standard is to teach the law making process.  I continue to teach the Legislative Project in second grade.  Our principal, Tanja Pederson, became the first “woman” Governor.  Several of the girls want to become the “real” first woman governor!  I am able to meet second grade reading, writing, listening, and speaking standards as well.

*Since first initiating the DDNs, Governor Rounds and Secretary of State Chris Nelson have continued to participate in a DDN program with students across the state through Kids Voting and the state department..

