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Russell Sage College Institutional Commitment To Student Voters 

The current pandemic has created unmatched crises within education, public health, healthcare and the 
economy. The variability in the type and sensitivity of diagnostic testing, the inconsistency in contact trac-
ing, and lack of reporting of positive COVID-19 cases have each contributed to the underrepresentation of 
the true frequency and prevalence of this virus.  
 
Yet despite the astounding global impact of the pandemic, history has taught us that with great challenges 
and adversity comes new strength and countless opportunities for transformation. In many ways, we are 
at a crossroads right now within higher education. Even the most astute leaders and researchers continue 
to find themselves in unchartered waters. 
 
Academic institutions were forced to close their campuses and rapidly transition to remote teaching and 
learning earlier this year. While many professors were adept at providing online learning, others found 
themselves in unfamiliar territory with remote and high flex learning. Many students struggled, especially 
those with a strong preference for face-to-face learning or residing in areas with limited access to technol-
ogy. Yet despite these challenges, the professional transformation of students, faculty, staff and adminis-
trators has been impressive. Together, at Russell Sage College we have grown into a new living-learning 
community that is stronger, more inter-dependent, confident and flexible in responding to change. 
 
For over 100 years, Russell Sage College (RSC) has been a leader in preparing students for careers and life. 
With 2,300 students, RSC offers bachelors, masters and doctoral degrees on our campuses in Albany, the 
capital of New York State, and in historic downtown Troy. Students participate in a learning environment 
that offers varied interdisciplinary academics, opportunities for community engagement, options to study 
abroad, and a range of artistic and athletic endeavors. 
 
RSC is committed to promoting civic learning throughout our students college experience. Civic engage-
ment is central to our mission, which includes our aims to 1) empower students to contribute to the larger 
society a group of diverse, thoughtful and competent citizen-leaders who continue to be engaged in the 
pursuit of lifelong learning; and 2) translate learning into action and application, recognizing the obliga-
tions of educated persons to lead and to serve their communities.  
 
Developing citizen leaders is an institutional value and disseminated throughout the academic and co-
curricular experiences provided at RSC. Consistent with these values, RSC put forward a community wide 
action plan to earn a Voter Friendly Campus Designation in the fall of 2020. Branded as “Sage Votes,” this 
report summarizes and analyzes the impact of Sage Votes Voter Friendly Campus Initiative participation.  
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Authors John B. Holbein and D. Sunshine Hillygus state in their 2020 book, “Making Young Voters”, that 
purposefully difficult registration and voting requirements interrupt students efforts to vote. 
 
Understanding the existing barriers and myths to student voter turnout was the impetus of Sage Votes 
work. Existing barriers include strict proof-of-residence requirements, restrictions on the types of ID that a 
student can use, finding their polling location, and growing misinformation campaigns. 
 
COVID-19 created an additional complication that could hinder student voters. With nationwide campus 
shutdown, students grew more removed from the voting resources and reminders they used to get from 
their schools, but none the less  students were eager to vote. 
 
Motivated by concerns regarding education debt, climate change, racism and healthcare, college students 
mobilized around the November election. Sage Votes attempted to close that gap on its campuses by 
trading in-person programming and on-campus voting drives for virtual programming and digital cam-
paigns. Sage Votes worked to connect with students suffering from being 
removed and isolated by the pandemic. 
 
Sage Votes Committee 
SAGE VOTES is a student led, comprehensive, non-partisan initiative whose 
mission is to promote voter registration, voter participation and voter 
awareness through on-campus and virtual activities. The Sage Votes committee is comprised of students, 
faculty and staff. The committee represents a diverse audience, including student government officials, 
student athletes, professors, student affairs, external relations and communications professionals. 
 
Sage Votes Committee Goals: 
 Provide engaging programs that educate and empower students to be civically involved 
 Create virtual and socially distanced activities that build access to students understanding 

of voters rights, absentee ballots, process and registration that address and eliminate barriers 
to voting and increase voter turnout 

 Develop a structure where student advocates lead programs and conversations that are supported by 
faculty and staff 

Setting Measurable Outcome/  
NSLVE Data  

Sage Votes will share the 2020 The National 
Study of Learning, Voting, and Engagement 
data with the campus; incorporating the da-
ta into determine the most effective strate-
gies for voter registration and turnout. Sage 
Votes will also post this data on the Sage 
Votes website so they can easily be accessed 
by all interested constituencies on campus. 
 
Our primary objectives last fall were to:  
 Increase the number of registered vot-
ers on campus from 76.8% to 81% (+4.2%) 
 Increase voter turnout from 49.3% to 
60% (+10.7%) 

  

Sage Votes 
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Sage Votes Team  

The Sage Votes Team 
 
The Sage Votes team was led by Grace Giancola, As-
sistant Director of Residence Life. The committee 
roster can be found listed below. The team met ini-
tially in early July 2020 and weekly through Novem-
ber to discuss plans review, and evaluate programs.  
 
In addition, the group communicated through Zoom, 
email, maintained a Google drive for documents and 
materials, and populated a web page with event de-
tails and resources. Committee meetings were infor-
mal, with attendees providing updates from mem-
bers’ respective groups and departments.  
 

 
 

Sage Votes Committee Members 
 

Grace Giancola, Sage Votes Chair, Residence Life 
Donna Barkhuff-Health Center  
Samantha Bourgeois, Student 

Sarah-Gabrielle Casimir, Student 
Allison Davenport, HEOP 

Liam Dowd, Student 
Ryan Jennings, Student 

Julianna Klein, Communications 
Dayna Maniccia, Faculty 

Geoffrey Miller, Government Relations 
Megan Paluzzi, Student 
Ali Schaeffing, Faculty 
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Sage Votes Campus and Community Partners 

Sage Votes was a community wide movement and all of its accomplishment were made possible by the 
internal and external partners that believe in voters rights. 
 
 

 
RSC 101 

School of Arts and Science  
The Arthur O. Eve HEOP 
The Women’s Institute 

Student Life 
Sage Athletics  

Office of Diversity, Equity and Inclusion 

 
Health Services 

TSC Information Technology 
Communications Office 
Sage Thrives Initiative 

Opalka Gallery  
Office of College Services  
Sodexo-Dining Services    

 
Democracy Matters 

League of Women Voters of Rensselaer County 
National Voter Registration Day 

The Sanctuary for Independent Media 

 
American Issues Initiative 
The Hart Cluett Museum 
Alliance for Youth Action 
Voter Friendly Campus 

Russell Sage College Institutional Partners 

Sage Votes in the News 

Russell Sage College Community Partners 

https://wnyt.com/news/russell-sage-college-encourages-students-to-vote-troy-rensselaer-county-national-voter-
registration-day-/5871677/ 
https://www.dailyadvent.com/news/518d85b30b612631eae4eadd41022f8a-Russell-Sage-College-helps-register-
students-to-vote 
https://www.news10.com/news/local-news/sage-engaged-local-college-students-giving-back-to-community/ 
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Analysis of Sage Votes Activities  

Based on the Voter Friendly Campus description of work outcomes, Sage Votes goals fit into 3 areas:  
 Voter Education 
 Voter Access and Turnout 
 Voter Advocacy 
 

Voter Education 
 
Sage Votes hosted a series of virtual voter education events entitled “Politics in Pajamas”. Students indicat-
ed that evening programs fit better into their school/work schedules. Each program began at 8PM. The ap-
proach to these events was to create a casual environment in which students could attend a virtual forum 
in their pajamas with political leaders and hear directly from elected officials in the comfort of their home 
or dorm room.  
 
 
Voter’s Rights for College Voters 
Wednesday, September 16, 8:00-9:00 PM 
The Sage Votes Committee invited the Honorable Dr. Dorcey Applyrs, 
Chief City Auditor for the City of Albany and Clinical Associate Profes-
sor at UAlbany School of Public Health, to talk to students about the 
importance of civic engagement and the power in their vote.  
 
Candidates for College Voters 
Tuesday, October 13, 8:00-10:00 PM 
Incumbent Congressman Paul Tonko (D) and his challenger Liz Joy (R) ran for The 
20th district, located in the Capital District and includes all of Albany and Schenec-
tady Counties, and portions of Montgomery, Rensselaer and Saratoga Counties. 
Tonko and Joy agreed to participate in an open forum and talk to students about 
their positions on matters that are important student voters.   
 
Voter Access for College Voters 
Monday, October 26, 8:00-10:00 PM 
Students viewed the digital screening of the award-winning film "RIGGED: The 
Voter Suppression Playbook". The documentary highlights how strategic, intentional voter suppression tac-
tics – from purging voting rolls and restrictive voter ID laws to gerrymandering and voter intimidation – un-
dermine our democracy. Following the film, panelists spoke to students about voter suppression in our 
community. Panelist included Thearse McCalmon alumnae and State Senate Candidate, Owusu Anane, Al-
bany City Council Member, and Sam Fein, Albany County Legislator, and talked about their political experi-
ences and provide the tools to identify voter suppression and ensure that their vote counts.  

Program Title Total Attendance Count Survey Respondent Satisfaction 

Voter’s Rights for College Voters 

  

59 91% rated the program good or better (21 respondents) 

Candidates for College Voters 

  

58 88% rated the program good or better (16 respondents) 

Voter Access for College Voters 

  

46 100% rated the program good or better (9 respondents) 
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Analysis of Sage Votes Activities  

Voter Access and Turnout 
 
National Voter Registration Day 
Founded in 2012, National Voter Registration Day is designed to create an annual moment when the en-
tire nation focuses on registering Americans to exercise their most basic right – the right to vote. 
 
Held during a uniquely challenging time, including a 
global pandemic and national movements for racial 
justice, RSC joined as a partner with thousands of or-
ganizations and volunteers across the country to pro-
mote National Voter Registration Day, a nonpartisan 
event that aims to increase voter participation in up-
coming elections. 
 
On Tuesday, September 22, Sage Votes was com-
mitted to doing a, safe and socially distant, in-person 
event. On both campuses, 20 student volunteers tabled and canvassed to help fellow students register to 
vote and complete their absentee ballot application. The Troy campuses was supported by the Women 
League of Voters of Rensselaer County. Other tactics used included the Sage Votes website, posters with 
QR codes were displayed all over the campuses, faculty members encouraged students to register that 
day, and flooding digital platforms with urgent messages to register to vote. 
 
Nationally, the day was a tremendous success, with an estimated 1.5 million new or updated registered 
voters. Locally, Sage Votes efforts were shared with the Capital District. 2 news outlets, WTEN and WNYT 
reported on the efforts to register voters. 
 
Sage Engaged 
Every fall, Russell Sage College plans a day of service in the Albany and Troy communities called “Sage En-
gaged”. This event is open to all students and Sage Community. The goal of the day is for students to get 
to know their immediate community, get involved and learn the opportunities for volunteering. 
 
On Wednesday, September 30, Sage Votes was able to participate in another tabling opportunity for stu-
dent leaders to assist students with voter registration and absentee ballot applications.  
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Analysis of Sage Votes Activities  

Voter Access and Turnout 
Additional Efforts 

In a normal election year, college students voting for the first time grapple with a 

unique set of questions. But while many Americans are turning to mail ballots 

this year because of the pandemic, that voting option can be uniquely challeng-

ing for college students — some of whom have never used the Postal Service or 

had to buy stamps. 

 

Understanding these challenges, Sage Votes jumped into action to address the 

added hurdles students face voting in a pandemic. The committee ensured that 

quarantined students registration and absentee ballots were delivered to their 

Board of Election. And thanks to a grant made possible by the Alliance of Youth 

Voters, stamps were available to students to mail their registration forms. Sage 

Votes committed to turning out its student voters. 

 

Digital Efforts 

In summer planning, Sage Votes knew it would be facing a challenge: reaching 

young voters when campuses are empty and students are scattered.  

The Covid-19 pandemic and the social distancing that followed have affected how 

information is disseminated. In order to keep Sage Votes running, it had to quick-

ly adapt to the situation. This has resulted in a strategic use of digital platforms. 

 

Website- www.sage.edu/sagevotes2020 

 

Sage Votes spent the summer building a website to educate students about the 

upcoming elections, voting registration, event information and additional re-

sources. The website was launched prior to the fall semester to serve as a quick 

and easy way to access voting information. 

 

As of Dec. 30, 2020, the webpage had 832 page views with an average time on 

page of nearly 5 minutes. These data results are encouraging and demonstrate 

the usefulness of the site. 

 

College students love social media — Snapchat, Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, 
and more remain popular platforms in which students receive news. And this past 
election, social media played an increasingly larger role than in prior years. 
 
Sage Votes primarily utilized Facebook and Instagram. Posts included event invi-
tations, reminders and deadlines, tips and facts and helped drive traffic to the 
Sage Votes webpages. Students and partners also helped spread #sagevotes2020 
across the virtual globe. 
 

 

 



 

9 

Analysis of Sage Votes Activities  

Voter Advocacy 
 

Advocacy and activism efforts mobilize communities to use the power of a united voice to create positive 
change in the world. Sage Votes was designed as an infrastructure to develop and empower college voter 
advocacy. Through mentorship, resources and encouragement, student leaders became a point of contact 
to educate their peers, build allyship, and bring students together to be collective 
agents of change. 
 
As the country awaited the elections results following November 3, Sage Vote stu-
dents planned an institution-wide post-election reflection forum.  The virtual com-
munity forum gave students the opportunity to lead discussions about how to rec-
ognize and accept each other’s differences even when they may be politically at 
odds with one another. The hour long program drew over 120 participants.  
 
Following the program, 47 participants responded to a survey asking questions 
about areas of voter participation and desire for civic engagement.  
 76% of participants voted 
 80.6% voted in Presidential election 
 100% indicated they are ready to get involved and will do so by: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Sage Votes student leaders also 
created a website to help stu-
dents identify how they were 
feeling about the election. Stu-
dents could choose from options 
ranging from feeling great to 
upset. When a student selects 
their emotion it will bring them 
to a page of resources that fit 
their feelings.  
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Analysis of Sage Votes Activities  

Voter Advocacy 
 

To truly understand the advocacy development impact of Sage Votes, please review the abbreviated op-

ed article submitted to the Chronicle of Higher Education on student led initiatives:  

By Trish Celleme 
Vice President of Student Life at Russell Sage College 
 
Generation Z won’t be defined by the viewpoints of its demo-
graphic predecessors, who often stereotype young people as 
“lazy” and “entitled.” The members of Gen Z, born between 
1995 and 2021, are already changing history, especially when it 
comes to American elections. 
  
Approximately 55 percent of young people who are registered 
to vote (https://www.cnbc.com/2020/11/18/the-2020-election-
shows-gen-zs-voting-power-for-years-to-come.html) actually 
cast a ballot, in contrast to 44% in 2016 (https://
circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/election-week-2020#youth-
voter-turnout-increased-in-2020). And that turnout may well 
have affected the outcome, as young people showed the great-
est preference for Biden over Trump of any age group (61-36%) 
as reported by the Circle group at Tufts. https://circle.tufts.edu/
latest-research/election-week-2020#vote-choice-by-age-and-by
-race-and-ethnicity 
  
“The idea that young people are civically lazy and simply don’t 
want to participate in politics is unfair,” said Sam Bourgeois, a 
senior at Russell Sage College, a private, four-year institution 
with campuses in Troy and Albany, New York. “This claim is 
most often backed up by the lack of young voter turnout at 
elections. I am honestly getting sick of the blame being put on 
us as young people, rather than the older generations taking 
responsibility for not teaching us or encouraging us to be civi-
cally engaged.” 
  
Bourgeois helped organize Sage Votes, a coalition of students 
who rallied across two campuses to engage students in the 
November election and encourage greater voter participation. 
  
“Our nation was divided in the middle of a global pandemic, 
and we had students whose voices deserved to be heard,” said 
Megan Paluzzi, a Russell Sage College senior and Sage Votes 
committee member. “Between online meetings and socially 
distanced classes, Sage Votes worked tirelessly to ensure stu-
dents at Russell Sage College had the chance to fight for change 
one vote at a time.”   
  
Paluzzi, who also leads the campus Democracy Matters group, 
collaborated with fellow students to keep classmates engaged 
— a task complicated by remote learning and social-distance 
restrictions related to COVID-19. 
  
“We worked individually with students to ensure they had a 
plan to vote in this unusual election during a health crisis. We 
held  
 

 
 
 
online events through Zoom with local officials to share how 
college students could participate in government through elec-
tions and beyond. Democracy Matters even held a mock elec-
tion with characters from TV and ballots that replicated the 
New York State ballot,” Paluzzi said. 
  
Although in-person events were limited by the pandemic, the 
Sage Votes committee worked with the campus to observe 
safety guidelines while setting up tables to distribute voter-
information fliers and prepackaged treats with QR code stickers 
that linked to voter-registration pages. 
   
“Through Sage Votes, I had the opportunity to reach out to the 
other students around me and see what it was that they want-
ed to see from us as a committee in the future. What could we 
do to help them be more engaged? The majority of answers we 
got centered around just wanting to understand,” Bourgeois 
said. “Young people in our student body want to better under-
stand the role of the Supreme Court in our government and in 
our lives, how the Electoral College functions, how local elec-
tions work and how they affect us — and how they can get 
more involved in the political process outside of just the elec-
tions. The fact that so many of us just wanted to understand 
shows that it’s not laziness, but a lack of education that is pre-
venting a lot of young people from being politically active.” 
 
 Bourgeois would like Sage Votes to become a model for other 
college campuses. 
  
 

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/11/18/the-2020-election-shows-gen-zs-voting-power-for-years-to-come.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/11/18/the-2020-election-shows-gen-zs-voting-power-for-years-to-come.html
https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/election-week-2020#youth-voter-turnout-increased-in-2020
https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/election-week-2020#youth-voter-turnout-increased-in-2020
https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/election-week-2020#youth-voter-turnout-increased-in-2020
https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/election-week-2020#vote-choice-by-age-and-by-race-and-ethnicity
https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/election-week-2020#vote-choice-by-age-and-by-race-and-ethnicity
https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/election-week-2020#vote-choice-by-age-and-by-race-and-ethnicity
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Conclusion 

 
Participating in the Voter Friendly Campus initiative has provided Russell Sage College with an opportunity 
to advance its commitment to civic engagement. Once NSVLE data is available, results will demonstrate the 
effectiveness of Sage Votes. 
 
In the meantime, Sage Votes anecdotal suc-
cesses will resonate with a generation of 
new voters. Sage Votes masks, distributed to 
students, faculty and staff, will be preserved 
by The Hart Cluett Museum, the former 
Rensselaer County Historical Society, as a 
reminder and symbol of this historic election 
year. 
 
Sage Votes intends on maintaining its mo-
mentum with its eyes set on the 2022 mid-
term election. Sage Votes will expand on its 3 
goals (education, access & turnout and advo-
cacy) and continue to identify and eliminate 
barriers. It also plans to add a broad mem-
bership with diverse perspectives which will 
inform and build out Sage Votes student led, 
comprehensive, and non-partisan initiative.  
 
 


