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Consumers' Online Petitions Put Pressure on 
Businesses 

This is the VOA Special English Technology Report. 

The modern way to collect signatures on a petition requires no paper or pen or 
standing on a street for hours. All it requires is going online. 

Change.org is a social action website where people around the world can start or 

sign online petitions. The top causes range from animal protection to criminal 
justice to women's rights. 

There are many different reasons why people start 
petitions at the site. Lauren Todd of New York told CBS 
television that she started a petition a few months ago 

after she saw a picture of a girls shirt on Facebook. The 
shirt read: "I'm too pretty to do homework, so my 

brother has to do it for me." 

LAUREN TODD: "It was outrageous enough to be 
posted on Facebook, but it was actually more 

outrageous than that, and I felt like I needed to do 
something about it." 

Ms. Todd's petition urged shoppers to boycott J.C. 

Penney stores until they stopped selling shirts with what she called sexist 
messages. 

Five hours later, Shelby Knox started tweeting about the petition to her 
thousands of Twitter followers. Ms. Knox is the director of women's rights 

organizing for Change.org. Some of her followers also started tweeting about the 
shirt and signing the petition. 

SHELBY KNOX: "From the time that Lauren started the petition on Change.org 

and J.C. Penney pulled the shirt, it was about ten hours, in which it got over two 

thousand signatures and at one point was generating over four hundred tweets a 
minute." 

VOA Special English is a daily news and information service for 

English learners. Read the story and then do the activities at 
the end. MP3s of stories can be found at voaspecialenglish.com 
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Ms. Knox said that with each new signature, an e-mail automatically went to J.C. 

Penney's public relations team. Another went to the company's chief. J.C. 
Penney, without comment, discontinued the shirts. 

AP 

Collecting petition signatures the traditional way 

Clothing designer John Noone has worked with a 
number of large stores. He says he has always 
used words like "pretty" or "princess" when he 

creates shirts for girls. 

JOHN NOONE: "Because it's easy to do, I guess it's 

just so ingrained in our culture that just it's an easy 
sale. It's going to be easier to sell a shirt that says, 

you know, 'My little princess' than, uh, 'My A 
student.'" 

Mr. Noone says fashion designers find their ideas in many places. It could be a 

celebrity's tweet or something said on a TV show. 

JOHN NOONE: "And if you think it's funny and the designer thinks it's funny and 

the buyer thinks it's funny, then it, you know, it makes it to the store." 

But now, with the Internet, consumers who take offense can do more than just 
write an angry letter to the company. 

Another clothing seller, Forever 21, got in trouble not long after J.C. Penney. 
Forever 21 was selling a girl's shirt that read "Allergic to Algebra." It stopped 

selling them the day after the story spread. 

Robin Sackin is a professor at New York's Fashion Institute of Technology. She 
thinks people should not get so angry. Children are influenced by their parents, 

she says, not the words on a shirt. 

ROBIN SACKIN: "So if my child says to me 'Mommy, I want to get that,' I've 

said, 'OK, you can have it, but just remember something -- I don't care if you're 
pretty, you're doing your homework.'" 

Now do the worksheet ... 
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Level: beginner - intermediate  

Time:  20 -30 minutes    

 

This worksheet will help you learn new vocabulary about petitions. You will answer questions 

about change.org, and write a short paragraph about what kind of petition you would sign. 

 

1.  Match the words on the left with the words on the right to make four phrases. Write the phrase 

on the line. The phrases are in the article. 

a. social action  1. protection     _______________________ 

b. animal     2. justice      _______________________ 

c. criminal   3. rights    _______________________  

d. women’s     4. website    _______________________ 

   

2. What is a petition? 

[  ] money that you give to help someone 

[  ] a movie that shows how you can help someone 

  [  ] a written document that people sign, to show that they want a change  

 

3.  Which of the following sentences is correct? 

  [  ] You give your signature when you sign your name. 

  [  ] You give your signature when you pay money. 

4.  Look again at the title of the article: Consumers' Online Petitions Put Pressure on Businesses. 

Where are people signing petitions? 

[  ] online 

[  ] on the streets 

[  ] in stores 

 

5.  What is Change.org? 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

6.  What did Lauren Todd's petition urge shoppers to do?  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

7. Who is Shelby Knox? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

How did she help Lauren Todd’s petition?  

__________________________________________________________________ 
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8.  Read what Shelby Knox said below. Complete each blank with the correct number. 

“From the time that Lauren started the petition on Change.org and J.C. Penney pulled 

the shirt, it was about ____ hours, in which it got over ____ signatures and at one point 

was generating over ____ tweets a minute.” 

9.    What did “Forever 21” have written on their shirts?   

[  ] Change.org 

[  ] I'm too pretty to do homework, so my brother has to do it for me. 

[  ] Allergic to Algebra  

[  ] J.C. Penney 

 

10.   What does Robin Sackin think? 

[  ] People should not get so angry over a shirt. 

[  ] People are right to be so angry over a shirt. 

OVER TO YOU 

Have you ever signed a petition? If not, what kind of petition would you think about signing? 

Write 5-8 sentences explaining your answer.  

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________ 
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ANSWER KEY 

 

1. social action website, animal protection, criminal justice, women's rights 

2.  a written document that people sign, to show that they want a change 

 

3.  You give your signature when you sign your name. 

 

4.  online 

 

5.  a social action website where people around the world can start or sign online petitions. 

 

6.  boycott J.C. Penney stores until they stopped selling shirts with sexist messages 

7.  Shelby Knox is the director of women's rights organizing for Change.org,; Shelby Knox started 

tweeting about Lauren Todd’s petition.   

8.  10; 2,000; 400  

9.  Allergic to Algebra  

10.  People should not get so angry over a shirt. 

 


