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LESSON 15 

Thinking Like A Citizen 

Subjects:  Social Studies, Language Arts 

Overview:  
Students explore various avenues for expressing concern and influencing public 
opinion about the health hazards of smoking.  Students assume the role of social 
activists, and brainstorm ways of focusing media attention on the risks of smoking. 

Suggested Time:   
One Class Session 

   Students will:  
1. an awareness of the role that activism 

plays in promoting awareness of issues 
such as tobacco 

2. an understanding of the difference 
between constructive forms of activism, 
and negative forms 

 

Resources/Materia ls :   
• “Activists Say No To 
    Tobacco” handout 
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OBJECTIVES: 

Adapted from “Thinking Like a Citizen” by Smoke-Free for Life, Media Awareness Network. 
See http://www.media-
awareness.ca/english/resources/educational/lessons/elementary/tobacco/think_like_citizen.cfm 

Preparation:   
Read “Activists Say No To 
Tobacco” 

 

Procedures:   
1.  Tell students that they are going to do a role-playing exercise that highlights the 
power of citizen activism.  Make sure that students know what a role-playing exercise 
is.  Then, let them know that, though other issues might have been selected, the 
exercise will focus on tobacco.  Emphasize that students are free to hold their own 
personal views, but – as with all exercises that involve role-playing – for the purpose 
of this exercise, each student must “act” the assigned role. 
   
2.  Tell students that they, in small groups, will play the part concerned citizens who 
feel that smoking kills too many people, and brings down the quality of life for both 
smokers and nonsmokers. They feel that people are being misled and exploited by the 
tobacco industry.   
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3.  Before breaking into small groups, ask the class to suggest different types of 
social action available to them.  In other words, if the problem is smoking and the 
manipulative power of the tobacco industry, what types of action are available for 
addressing the problem?   List ideas on the board.  If necessary, prompt until you 
have at least the following:  education in schools or through the media, influencing 
legislation, organizing boycotts, networking, rallies, etc. 
 
  
4.  Pass out “Activists Say No to Tobacco.”  Review the creative strategies 
identified in the reading. 

• Which strategies do students feel would be most effective?  Why? 
• Many of these organizations have a Web presence.  What role does/can 

the Internet play in promoting activism and public awareness? 
 

 
5.  Divide the class into groups. Tell students that their goal is to increase public 
awareness about the risks of smoking.  Because each group is working with a small 
budget and can't afford expensive TV commercials or education programs, they 
will try to achieve their goal through other means. 
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• Review guidelines for brainstorming (all 
ideas are accepted, and all students have 
a chance to contribute). A note-taker 
should record the group's ideas on a 
large sheet of paper taped to the wall or 
spread on a table or on the floor.  At the 
end, the group assesses the pros and 
cons of each suggestion.  Finally, the 
group decides on the strategy, or 
combination of strategies, it thinks will be 
most effective. 

 
 

 

6.  Bring the class back together, and ask the note-takers to present the proposed 
strategies of their groups.  Discuss the feasibility, appropriateness, and 
effectiveness of each approach. 
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Method of Eva luation:  
Students can be evaluated on their 
contributions to group campaigns 
and presentations. 
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Extension/Reinforcement:   
1.  Provide time for research to support the advocacy campaign. 
2.  Research the “Truth Campaign” of the American Legacy Foundation.  What 
made it so effective? 
3.  As a class, develop and implement an awareness campaign for your school. 
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Activists Say No to Tobacco 
 
Smoking is the country’s number one killer.  More people die from smoking than from murder, 
suicide, AIDS, and car accidents combined.  And yet the tobacco industry promotes it as a way to 
be cool, rebellious, sexy, and fun-loving.  Not surprisingly, many people, from young teens through 
adults, have been alarmed by the manipulative and deceitful advertising of the tobacco industry.  
Here are some examples of consumer groups that have found creative ways of saying “No” to 
tobacco promotion: 
 

• An American organization of medical students and doctors called DOC (Doctors Ought to 
Care) seeks to change attitudes with “non-traditional” educational resources.  Their mission 
is to educate young people in humorous and refreshing ways by focusing on specific brand 
names, and the consumerist vocabulary created by Madison Avenue. They do this through 
counter-advertising campaigns and the development of innovative health promotion 
materials.  They have, for instance, inserted stickers into magazines containing tobacco 
advertising.  The stickers read: “Many of the ads in this publication are misleading, 
deceptive and/or a rip-off.  For example, smoking does not make one glamorous, macho, 
successful or athletic.  It does make one sick, poor and dead.” 

 
• The Boston-based consumer group INFACT has launched a number of anti-tobacco 

campaigns. 
 

In 1994, INFACT used a giant light projector to project facts about the effects of tobacco 
advertising on children and the number of youth hooked on smoking so far that year – a 
whopping 959,250 young people – onto the Park Avenue headquarters of Philip Morris. 
 
In 1995, it began a campaign to give a human face to the rising death toll from tobacco use.  
The Human Toll of Tobacco photo project collected 8,000 photos of people who had died 
or who were suffering from tobacco-caused illnesses.  (The number of photos symbolized 
the total number of people from around the world who died each day from tobacco use.)  
The photos were mounted on a banner and presented to tobacco companies at their Annual 
Shareholder meetings, and to the media and Congress in Washington. 

  
 In 2001, INFACT worked with other anti-tobacco organizations to organize the 

“International Weeks of Resistance to Tobacco Transnationals.” Anti-tobacco 
demonstrations were held in 35 countries. 

 
INFACT initiated a boycott of food products from companies owned by Philip Morris.  It 
also produced an award-winning documentary entitled Making a Killing: Philip Morris, 
Kraft and Global Tobacco Addiction, which is fostering international grassroots support for 
anti-tobacco legislation.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thinking Like A        
        Citizen  
 

Page 5 

• The Canadian group Adbusters has mounted a boycott against tobacco giant Philip 
Morris, which also owns Nabisco and Kraft Foods Ltd.  Its aim is to “revive the 
citizen’s right to revoke a corporate charter to operate if it has violated the public 
interest.” Adbusters chose Philip Morris as the first “corporate criminal” to be put to 
the challenge.  Its strategy includes: 

 
  Mounting a TV and radio campaign exposing the truth about Philip Morris. 

 
Asking people to sign a petition demanding that the New York State Attorney General 
revoke Philip Morris’ charter. 

 
Promoting a boycott of Philip Morris food brands (such as Kraft and Nabisco) by 
letting the public know that when they buy these products, they’re supporting Big 
Tobacco. 

 

Campaigns by INFACT 
and Adbusters seem to be 
working.  In November 
2001, Philip Morris 
changed the name of its 
company to the Altria 
Group to distance its 
tobacco company from its 
food and brewing 
companies.   

 

• The Web site for Tobacco Free Kids features a “Take Action” section that includes 
ideas for creating an anti-tobacco rally, writing letters to the editors of magazines that 
accept tobacco ads, and writing letters to film producers who promote smoking in their 
films. 

 
• The “American Legacy Foundation” launched a teen-led “Truth Campaign” designed to 

reduce smoking through creative and humorous counter-advertising.  The campaign has 
been credited with creating a significant drop in teen smoking. 

 


