Introduction to USA.gov

The USA.gov website is a comprehensive portal that enables users to access countless government sites from one location. This exercise provides several simple searches to help you navigate the site and to demonstrate the role that citizens may play in influencing policy decisions. USA.gov is one resource you can use to learn about members of Congress, the executive branch, and your own state government:
· Visit the home page, USA.gov. Explore the ways in which you can obtain information from the government and download an app, if you so desire.
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1.  How does the website reflect the government’s effort to engage citizens and provide useful information?
· Go to the website http://www.usa.gov/Agencies.shtml. 
· Select “Federal, Legislative Branch,” and then “House Home Page” and you will be taken to the U.S. House of Representatives website. 
· If you don't know who your representative is, enter your zip code at the top and click “Go.” 
· Identify your representative and explain a bit about his or her work in the House, including committee service.
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2.  Who is your representative? On which committee(s) does your representative serve? Why do you think your representative selected this committee? 
· Part of being an engaged citizen is knowing how to communicate with elected officials at all levels of government. Return to http://www.usa.gov/Agencies.shtml and choose “State government.” Select your state and locate the legislative branch. Locate the web link to your state’s legislative branch and identify your own representative. Locate the site where you can obtain information about current events taking place in your state’s legislative body (news, bills, schedule, etc.).
· A more challenging illustration of how to navigate through USA.gov involves finding information about a particular public policy issue or general information on a specific topic. Look under the Topics link and select one that interests you. Follow the listed links to learn about an issue and the agency responsible for it as well as factual information. For example, if you follow the Health and Nutrition link, you can find health insurance information, food safety facts, and nutritional guidelines.
What Bills Are Currently on the Agenda?

Another site with similar information is Opencongress.org. In order to let your elected officials know your position on a variety of issues, you need to learn how to look up the current agenda and newsworthy bills that the U.S. Congress is debating. The organization OpenCongress provides a resource for each day’s activities along with progress on important policy formulation.
· Visit the websitehttps://www.govtrack.us/#opencongress.
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1.  Who sponsors this site? How do you determine whether this source of information is objective and credible?
· Choose one bill that interests you from the “Bills in the News” section. Click on it. 
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2.  Summarize the purpose of this bill with regard to public policy. Who is the sponsor of this bill? Which committees are involved in work on this bill? What stage is it in according to the graphic timeline shown just under the heading?
· Using the same bill that interests you, read several selections from recent news coverage or blog posts related to this topic. 
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3. Who supports the bill? Who opposes it? What do you think? 
· Contact your representative using the “Send your Representative/Senator a letter” box at the right. Choose whether you support or oppose this bill and send a note to your elected official.
Interest Groups on the Web

Visit the website for the Smoke-Free Alternatives Trade Association (SFATA; www.sfata.org), the major trade association for the e-cigarette industry, and access reports and data regarding its positions on the health effects of e-cigarettes by selecting the link for Resources, and Research From there, you can read studies and clinical research on this issue Note especially the language SFATA uses in its “statement of principles,”, such as “the science behind this new industry is not yet settled.” 
For a contrasting view, visit the website for the American Lung Association (ALA;) (www.lung.org) and search for “e-cigarettes” in its search field. From here you will see a number of links discussing the ALA’s position on e-cigarettes and its concerns regarding potential health consequences.
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 Answer the following questions: 
1. How credible is the information you found on the two websites? Which group do you think provides less biased information and why do you think so?
2. Does either supply references to authoritative sources for the information presented, such as government reports or studies published in scientific or scholarly journals?
3. How else can you judge the facts and issue positions on these pages? By comparing the different positions and the language used to defend them, can you determine which group offers the most defensible stance on the health effects of e-cigarettes?
 
As indicated throughout the text, the enormous amount of information available through websites makes citizen activism more feasible than ever before. After all, the potential for activism is facilitated by information as well as by individual motivation to get involved. Reliance on web sources, however, also presents a challenge: how to manage the huge amount of information.



image1.png




