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Introduction

American democracy is in trouble. Fierce partisanship, uncompetitive congressional 
elections, inequitable party nomination processes, demonization of opposing 
perspectives, persistent structural and institutional discrimination and racism, and 
the outsized influence of large campaign donations threaten the core foundation 
of our political system while countless public problems remain unaddressed and 

unresolved. Coming of age in the post-9/11 era, young people have witnessed endless wars and 
military interventions, economic collapse and the costs of greed, the legitimization of hate in the 
public square, deepening federal debt, voter registration purges, rising costs of education, and 
now a deadly pandemic gripping our nation. It should come as no surprise that young people are 
less likely than their older counterparts to view democracy as essential.1 As presently practiced, 
democracy seemingly is not working for them. Further, young people are more likely to believe 
it does not matter which party controls Congress and less likely to believe voting actually gives 
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people a say in what government does.2 While ambivalence may cause some to avoid engaging 
in our democracy, we also know barriers to entry can be much higher for young people and 
especially those from underrepresented, historically marginalized groups.3 Even those interested 
in participating are faced with systemic barriers that prevent democratic engagement.4

Colleges and universities face the challenge of preparing young people to navigate, and thrive 
in, an uncertain future, and campus leaders are being called upon to promote nonpartisan, year-
round political learning initiatives that are embedded within their institutions’ academic infra-
structures. The stakes are high. As our colleagues at the Institute for Democracy and Higher Edu-
cation note “[a]t risk are core ideals of freedom, equality and inclusion, and shared responsibility 
for protecting democratic principles and practices. Learning for democracy should be a national 
priority, and our colleges and universities need to lead this charge.”5 Institutions of higher edu-
cation across the country are answering that call through the development and implementation 
of curricular and co-curricular initiatives aimed at preparing students to be active and informed 
participants in civic and political life with a vision of strengthening democracy. This work is simul-
taneously difficult and necessary.

This chapter addresses how two institutions, a private liberal arts college with 2,800 students 
in a major metropolitan area, and a public comprehensive university with 22,000 students in a rural 
region, advance and assess institutional commitments to civic engagement. The approaches are as 
different as the institutions themselves; however, common themes and aspirations have emerged 
that could prove instructive for academic leaders tasked with educating for democracy. 

First, both institutions are committed to embedding civic engagement in the academic mis-
sion of their respective universities with an aim toward reaching all students rather than focusing 
narrowly on political science majors. This is evident below as one institution outlines ways civic 
learning is deeply embedded within a newly developed general education program and the other 
through a campus-wide, year-round voter education and engagement initiative that emphasizes 
learning about public issues and engaging others with different perspectives. Learning for democ-
racy should not be episodic nor decentralized from the core operations of our institutions. Though 
differently situated, it is an academic initiative at both institutions. 

Fortunately, there are resources available to support the monumental challenge of educating 
all students for democracy. The Association of American Colleges and Universities noted that “[e]
ducating students to be socially responsible, informed, and engaged citizens in their workplaces, 
nation, and the global community should be an expected goal for every major.”6 They followed up 
with a special issue of Peer Review focused on integrating civic learning into disciplines, mini-grants 
for academic departments to explore ways to develop civic learning within majors, and a series of 
webinars and regional institutes for departmental teams across 30 different majors. For 20 years, 
Project Pericles has supported institutional efforts to advance civic engagement through curricular 
integration, faculty development, dialogue and debate programs, and voter education initiatives.7 
The organization sponsors mini-grant programs such as one used by a school described in this 
chapter to help journalism students explore hyper-partisanship. They also curate a syllabus bank 
with civic learning opportunities that are relevant for diverse disciplines such as the arts, biology, 
chemistry, computer science and business. In several states, Campus Compact offers grants to in-
centivize and promote community and civic engagement scholarship and curriculum integration.8 
For example, a High-Impact Community Engagement Practices program through Indiana Campus 
Compact offers funding to advance the development and implementation of both curricular and 
co-curricular opportunities. The American Political Science Association recently published Teach-
ing Civic Engagement Across the Disciplines to support broad undergraduate civic engagement and 
maintains a corresponding website with course materials, assessments, and access to resources. 
Both institutions featured here drew heavily on the Thomas and Brower chapter emphasizing the 
value of campus cultures that foster political learning and engagement throughout one’s under-
graduate experience. Civic engagement cannot be the purview of a particular discipline. Democra-
cy requires all students to develop civic knowledge, skills, and dispositions.9

Second, both institutions recognize civic learning as a public good central to a healthy, func-
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tioning, and equitable society. Recent social unrest stemming from racially charged incidents of 
police brutality further demonstrate that systemic anti-Black racism remains a fundamental fea-
ture of American society. Both civic engagement initiatives outlined below aim to create a more 
inclusive, just democracy. This goal requires that racial injustices, xenophobia and social inequi-
ties be bluntly confronted. Both campuses featured here do so. One used the experiential power 
of historic places to teach about civil rights with faculty-led tours to important sites as a central 
component of a course addressing societal inequities. The other campus created a way for students 
to engage directly with community members on virtual platforms to discuss racism and discrimi-
nation. Additionally, faculty members across all disciplines were offered support and resources to 
integrate antiracism and social justice education into course work. 

There is no silver-bullet to create the equitable and just society we aspire to become, but this 
chapter provides two models of institutions earnestly trying to improve the situation. And there 
is help. Accompanying a rush of public pronouncements calling to dismantle racism and white 
supremacy are a growing number of resources to support this work on campuses. The American 
Political Science Association curated an impressive collection of scholarship and teaching materi-
als focused on social injustices, protest and politics, activism, and Black Lives Matter along with 
grants supporting this work in the political science community.10 The Association of American 
Colleges and Universities has a long-term commitment to racial healing and inclusion, most no-
tably through its Office of Diversity, Equity, and Student Success.11 Institutions striving to achieve 
equity goals can also benefit from the work of the University of Southern California’s Race and 
Equity Center.12 The Center supports antiracist scholarship and offers research-informed Equity 
Institutes for 20 leaders to gather for eight weeks on a college campus to have serious conversations 
about race and racism, how it impacts students and staff on campus, and how to advance racial 
equity moving forward. 

Third, both schools contend that civic engagement on college campuses must embrace poli-
tics and pressing public issues regardless of the real or perceived fears their institutions may have 
of retribution from alumni and donor communities, elected officials, or other advocacy groups. 
Higher education as well as K-12 have been criticized for deemphasizing civic learning, perhaps at 
the cost of weakening education’s public purpose and graduating students underprepared to ad-
dress pressing societal issues.13 Some argue that avoiding political topics may marginalize students 
and reinforce the status quo.14 The initiatives featured in this chapter lean into politics and encour-
age students to engage with public issues, but do so without supporting or endorsing any specific 
political ideology. The work is nonpartisan, but not apolitical. One campus provides funding on a 
competitive basis for students to develop projects that respond to social, economic, environmental, 
or justice issues. The other embeds opportunities for students to engage in dialogue on political 
questions in prominent public spaces across campus. 

Ironically, despite concerns about the state of democracy, youth voter participation levels were 
higher in the 2018 midterm election than in the previous six midterm elections.15 Both institutions 
featured in this chapter recognize that a spike in voting can potentially be leveraged into long-term 
programs that strengthen the culture of civic engagement on our campuses. The following sections 
will outline civic engagement initiatives at North Central College and James Madison University, 
describe student learning assessment strategies, and conclude by outlining lessons learned and 
future plans. 

North Central College: An Innovative Partnership
Founded in 1861, North Central College is a residential, 2,800-student liberal arts college in the 
Chicago suburb of Naperville, Illinois. With a wide range of majors including pre-professional 
programs, North Central is firmly grounded in the liberal arts, while offering innovative programs 
to respond to shifts in both higher education and student needs. While civic education has been 
important to the college since its founding, there has been a notable cultural shift recently. North 
Central students are predominantly white, with 40% representing the first generation of their 
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family to attend college. North Central has long dedicated itself to preparing young people to 
leave campus committed to and equipped for contributing to the overall health of civil society. In a 
response to an increasingly globalized and complex world fraught with divisions and polarization, 
North Central has renewed its longstanding emphasis on helping students graduate as better 
citizens. The Board of Trustees, the college administration, faculty, and staff have all prioritized 
developing and supporting fully immersive opportunities for civic engagement. To that end, in the 
last three years, North Central has created a new college mission, redesigned the general education 
program, overhauled the entire curriculum, and implemented new civic engagement initiatives 
across campus. While there is not one center or office dedicated to developing and maintaining a 
culture of civic engagement, there are inventive programmatic pathways where the Political Science 
Department is central, but success depends on contributions from all corners of the campus. 

One of the American Political Science Association’s core objectives is “promoting high quality 
teaching and education about politics and government.”16 This work should not be limited to the 
political science classroom. If a campus seeks to educate students to understand and participate 
in an historically exclusionary democracy, it is incumbent upon political science departments to 
partner with their colleges and universities to work on civic education curricular development, 
as well as co-curricular and extra-curricular activities. Recent higher education civic engagement 
research finds that no one class, office, or event will create lifelong, civically engaged adults. Rather, 
successful civic education requires sustained, wide-reaching, and multi-level partnerships among 
different parts of a college and university, including the involvement of political scientists.17 The 
goal is to create a campus culture of engagement. Campus culture, according to Billings and Terkla, 
“influences the values and beliefs of faculty, staff, and students and how these values and beliefs 
impact their behavior” and “are cultivated through public visions, shared expectations, and collec-
tive purposes.”18 What follows is a description of how North Central developed and implemented 
innovative partnerships among faculty, staff, and administrators to create a fully immersive civic 
developmental experience for students, one that is curricular, co-curricular, extra-curricular—one 
that ensures students cannot graduate from North Central College without taking courses, work-
ing on a community engaged learning project, and attending a talk or workshop directly related 
to civic education and participation. A fully immersive civic developmental experience is one in 
which all corners of the campus community understand and are active participants in the effort to 
develop and assess students’ civic engagement. Moreover, it is one that deepens across students’ 
time on campus, creating a journey from introduction, to realization, to action.

The College’s Curriculum 
North Central College has infused civic education into its curriculum. In the summer of 2017, 
on the heels of a vote to change the academic calendar from trimesters to semesters, and three 
credit hour courses to four, a committee of faculty and staff was charged with developing new 
learning outcomes and suggesting models for an updated general education. The faculty-drafted 
and adopted learning outcomes are in four categories: Know, Do, Care, and Connect. Each of 
which reflects the College’s newly constructed mission: “We are a diverse community of learners 
dedicated to preparing students to be curious, engaged, ethical, and purposeful citizens and 
leaders in local, national and global contexts.”19 The specific outcomes in the Care category focus 
on students thinking and acting ethically as a citizen of the local, national and global community. 
They are as follows: 

1. Student articulates the multiple values they hold as part of their personal 
worldview.

2. Student critically evaluates the ethical dimensions of life and work across 
multiple cultural, philosophic, and/or historical traditions.

3. Student explains local, national, and global civic identities and commitments 
with increasing awareness of their environment.
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4. Student engages in constructive dialogue in discussing and debating issues 
of civic importance. 

There is an additional learning outcome from the Know category: “Student analyzes power 
structures that determine hierarchies, inequalities, and opportunities among groups, such as those 
based on race, ethnicity, gender, or class.” Hence, of North Central’s 11 general education learning 
outcomes, five of them speak directly to students’ civic mindedness. 

The new general education has additional requirements outside of a traditional distribution 
model to reinforce these outcomes. In the first-year seminar, students are asked to think about 
their place on campus and in their local, national, and international communities. They also take 
courses marked with three different designations that relate directly to the college’s mission fo-
cused on engagement, ethics, and leadership: ethical dimensions, global understanding, and power 
structures. The heart of North Central’s general education is the four courses in a concentrated, 
themed topic called iCons (interdisciplinary connections).

 Students chose one of eight iCons;20 each one centers on issues of domestic and global citizen-
ship, inequities, and civic participation and consists of courses from a cross-section of departments 
and programs, providing an interdisciplinary focus. For example, in the spring of 2021, 21 unique 
courses from 11 different programs are offered in the Engaging Civic Life iCon. Also, in spring 2021, 
there are 24 unique courses from 11 different programs offered in the Challenging Inequity iCon. 
Courses in the iCons fulfill other general education requirements, as well as majors and/or minor 
requirements. POLS 101: The American Political System exemplifies this well. POLS 101 is in both 
the Challenging Inequity and Engaging Civic Life iCons, fulfills the power structures mission des-
ignation (referred to previously), is a community engaged learning course (discussed below), is a 
social science, and is one of the required gateway courses for the political science major and minor. 

The curricular requirements culminate in a senior seminar in which students across majors 
bring their different experiences to collaborate in the examination of a complex, unstructured issue 
or problem and develop a constructive response to it. Like the first-year seminar, the class is taught 
by faculty from across the college and is a stand-alone requirement, separate from students’ major 
courses. Sections are taught by different faculty members, each choosing the “wicked problem” 
students confront as well as the artifact they produce, yet the plan had been to have public pre-
sentations of the students’ work. However, as the new general education has only been offered for 
a year and a half, only a few sections of the senior seminar have been offered, all of them during 
COVID-19.21

In addition to the curricular components, the new North Central general education includes 
co-curricular requirements such as community-engaged learning (CEL). Community-engaged 
learning is an educational experience in which students collaborate with community partners to 
apply academic knowledge and critical thinking skills to meet societal needs. Through critical re-
flection on their activities, students gain a deeper understanding of course content, a broader ap-
preciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of civic efficacy and responsibility. Any CEL 
course must meet the following requirements: significant engagement with a community with the 
goal of reciprocal benefits for students and the community; intentional integration of learning 
outcomes and experience with the community; student preparation, reflection, and analysis; and 
a minimum of 15 hours devoted to the project. During the 2020–2021 academic year, there are 35 
unique CEL courses offered from 15 different departments. COVID-19 has prevented in-commu-
nity work, so faculty have been creative with how students engage with community partners to 
ensure reciprocal benefits and interaction with partner organizations. This included virtual en-
gagement and programming with the partner organizations, off-site resource collection and drop 
off when appropriate, and in-depth interviews with partner organization staff to draft action plans 
and provide help with web design or social media for virtual community outreach.

Each curricular and co-curricular component mentioned are general education requirements; 
so, students cannot complete their general education, and thereby graduate, without taking cours-
es and having experiences that focus on issues and complexities of civic life. This process builds 
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from students’ first semester to their last, developing and deepening their civic-mindedness along 
the way. They begin thinking of themselves as local, national, and international citizens in the 
first-year seminar and in their CEL course. Then, in their iCon courses, they learn about the his-
torically disenfranchising nature of civic life across disciplinary lenses. And finally, they use their 
knowledge and experiences to collaboratively address a persistent and complex social dilemma, or 
to identify and act on a new opportunity for civic renewal. By the time a student graduates from 
North Central, they are armed with the skills required to think and act ethically as citizens of the 
local, national and global community. 

While the faculty spearheaded the drafting of requirements, implementation of both the cur-
ricular and co-curricular requirements necessitates partnerships among faculty, staff, and admin-
istrators campus-wide. Key players include the College’s Center for Global Education and Center 
for Social Impact, the Office of Engaged Learning, the Center for Faculty Excellence, First Gener-
ation Programs, Multicultural Affairs, Student Affairs, and Academic Affairs. Cross-campus part-
nerships are critical to ensure students have access to, and choices in, their civic developmental 
journey.

The College’s Broader Culture 
There are many initiatives and programs that undergird the campus’ culture of civic engagement. 
Four initiatives that exemplify North Central’s immersive developmental approach to civic 
education are highlighted below.

The Sankofa Program 

“Sankofa” is an Akan word that means “to go back and get it.” To understand the present, we must 
go back to the past. The Sankofa Program focuses on contemporary civil rights and liberties issues 
through experiential and retrospective lenses. Each year, faculty members work with the Office of 
Multicultural Affairs to choose a societal issue. To explore the roots of the issue, students spend 
spring break with faculty and staff traveling to historical sites, museums, and monuments, as well 
as libraries and college campuses. Prior to traveling, students participate in three workshops in 
which faculty guides provide a scholarly and experiential background on issues and the sites to 
be toured. When students stand on ground where slaves were traded in Birmingham, Alabama, or 
when they visit Friendship Park on the border of San Diego and Mexico to see separated families 
briefly reunite through a fence for 30 minutes once a week, or when a Freedom Rider jailed at 13 
in Parchman Prison tells them they don’t have to do everything, but they must do something, 
the realities of racial injustice, immigration, and mass incarceration come to life. After spending a 
week learning from these places, the people who lived these experiences, and academic and policy 
experts, students write a paper and give a post-trip presentation detailing what they learned about 
themselves through the experience, and how they can apply these lessons to life beyond college, 
including how they will contribute to positive social change. 

The Changemaker Challenge 

In 2016, the college launched the “Changemaker Challenge.” It is an extra-curricular, volunteer 
opportunity for the entire student body. Sponsored by Student Affairs, the Center for Social Impact, 
one of the Center’s student groups (Students for Social Innovation), and the Leadership, Ethics 
and Values academic program, students pitch innovative projects that respond to social, economic, 
environmental, or justice issues. Of the 50+ pitches made each year, about four are chosen, and 
winners are given money to support implementation. These projects range from addressing food 
deserts to online mental health support for college students. This opportunity allows students to 
identify a problem and create a solution, thereby channeling their passion into purposeful action. 
For example, funding for one student’s project, The Pad Project, provided increased access to 
feminine hygiene projects for young women in Kenya. As a Kenyan woman, and a political science 
and gender and women’s studies student, she used her academic knowledge and lived experiences 
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to act and help a community. This is the transition from awareness to engagement.

Model United Nations 

Another co-curricular program that fits the broader pattern of engaging and integrating the entire 
campus community is Model United Nations. While the course is housed within the political 
science department, it draws students from across the college. Students learn hands-on about civic 
engagement at the domestic and international level. The experience involves a stand-alone course 
where students and faculty spend eight weeks researching the history, politics, economics, and 
culture of the assigned country. That provides the intellectual base for their participation in the 
annual National Model United Nations Conference in New York City. The national conference 
brings in thousands of students from all over the world. They learn to see the world through 
the eyes of a different country and then advocate for policy solutions reflective of their assigned 
country’s interests. Students translate theoretical concepts into tangible policy proposals and learn 
that progress requires collective and collaborative problem solving. Model UN continues to be 
a consistent and productive pipeline for students who ultimately work in government or public 
policy. 

Enactus 

The Enactus program may be the best model of North Central’s fully immersive approach to 
civic development. Students from all majors get hands-on experience with the challenges and 
opportunities of socially conscious global trade. Students learn to run North Central’s Conscious 
Bean Coffee business. In doing so they develop cross-border partnerships, traveling to Guatemala 
twice a year to consult directly with locally sourced coffee farmers. In 2019, the College launched 
its own on-campus coffee lab enabling students to experience everything from roasting and 
packaging, to sales of locally sourced coffee. The Enactus Coffee Project has a new initiative this 
year with the Black Student Association. North Central is now sourcing coffee out of Ethiopia 
that was grown by Black farmers. One of the leadership classes, Financial Intelligence for Social 
Entrepreneurship, named the coffee, Black Magic Coffee, set a selling price, identified the market, 
and began sales. All profits will go to the Black Student Association. This is fully immersive civic 
development—identifying an issue in civic life and taking action based on the knowledge gained in 
classes and campus opportunities.

The Centrality of Political Science 
Creating a campus culture of civic engagement requires partnerships between academic units 
and student life. Such partnerships, including diverse disciplinary and interdisciplinary learning 
opportunities, are critical to promote engagement in civic life. While partnerships are important, 
and multiple disciplines provide valuable insights into civic life and community problem-solving, 
it is critical for the political science department to take a leadership role in campus engagement 
efforts. Without such leadership, it is easy for students and campus leaders to neglect political 
education and to understate the critical role that politics and public policy play in shaping lives.  

The political science department helps shape a culture of engagement. Billings and Terkla 
find that “students who perceive that the institutional culture is supportive of civic engagement are 
predicted to hold more civically minded values and beliefs.”22 Curriculum, then, is only one compo-
nent of building a campus culture of civic engagement. At North Central College, the Department 
of Political Science has taken the lead in infusing civic education into all aspects of the campus 
experience. The goal is for students to see and understand how curricular and co-curricular expe-
riences connect to their civic identities. The department does this in class and through a variety of 
events and experiences. Some raise awareness of, and interest in, pressing political issues. Others 
take the next step to show students how to transition from awareness to direct civic action. 

The department’s first learning objective is to train young people to “participate as civically 
engaged members of a historically exclusionary democratic society.” This centers course offerings 
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and course outcomes. More than in-class work though, is what faculty do outside the classroom to 
foster a campus culture of awareness and engagement. One example of the latter is the Topics in 
Politics (TIP Talks) lecture series. TIP Talks are held every semester and each event consists of four, 
15-minute presentations. They are intentionally not research presentations, but instead structured 
to highlight important political developments and demonstrate their relevance to the audience. 
The presenters include faculty from the political science department and other departments (e.g., 
theatre, history, sociology, communication, health sciences, psychology, math). The series high-
lights that it is not just political scientists grappling with important political questions. The lec-
tures are given to live audiences, aired on a local TV stations, and uploaded to the Political Science 
Department’s YouTube channel, where they have been viewed thousands of times. This series is a 
signature event for the department. It raises awareness of our political world while simultaneously 
encouraging students to use their agency to engage that world. In addition, the department hosts 
events throughout the year around major political speeches, debates and, of course, election nights. 
All the events build a culture of civic attentiveness and engagement. This is especially important 
for minoritized students oppressed by existing political and social systems. 

Political Science Department faculty also model to the campus community the importance of 
broadly applied civic education and engagement. In particular, faculty think creatively about their 
roles as public intellectuals. Public intellectualism provides an ideal venue for faculty to connect 
with a broader community and deliver on the core disciplinary responsibility of fostering civic 
education and engagement. Political science faculty have a unique skill set that sheds light on 
critical issues and helps the public put those developments in the proper context. Given the cur-
rent political climate, the ability to provide evidence-based and theoretically grounded analysis 
is of the utmost importance. Political scientists at North Central have embraced this opportunity 
and sought a variety of outlets, including media appearances on TV, radio, and podcasts. Most 
notably, the department has established a relationship with WGN news in Chicago where faculty 
are regularly invited to offer analysis of political developments. The political science faculty have 
also embraced podcasting to foster civic engagement. All department members have appeared on 
a variety of podcasts, and one department member co-hosts their own, The Politics Lab, which is 
a weekly podcast that brings the lens of political science to the major political news stories of the 
week. A surprise benefit of podcasting has been how many former students listen and report that 
it gives them a way to stay connected and politically engaged.

How do we know if it is working? 
The college rolled out its new curriculum, calendar, and credit hour system in the fall of 2019. 
Assessment measures matching specific courses and programming to civic learning and behavioral 
outcomes are pending. This assessment process stretches across all levels and the data will inform 
institutional adjustments and improvements over time. There is some evidence to suggest that 
the Political Science Department’s own efforts to highlight civic development in its curricular and 
co-curricular offerings over the last five years has contributed to an increase in both majors and 
average class size. During that time there has been a 45% increase in majors, and in 2019–2020, 
the department had the highest number of majors in its history. While there certainly could be a 
variety of factors contributing to this increase, it can be linked to the placement of political science 
at the heart of the campus-wide civic culture. 

There are other ways in which North Central students and campus partners have become more 
aware of and committed to civic engagement in the past three years. For example, in 2018, the cam-
pus joined the “ALL IN Campus Democracy Challenge” to increase voter registration and turnout. 
Faculty, staff and students collaborated to create an action plan that outlined specific strategies. 
To help implement the plan, the campus received a grant from and partnered with the Campus 
Election Engagement Program (CEEP). With this grant, the Political Science Department fund-
ed a student to act as a fellow and lead the campus voter registration initiatives. Some strategies 
included voter registration via TurboVote publicized at campus events such as the Department’s 
TIP Talks, partnering with the League of Women Voters and other community organizations to 
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promote National Voter Registration Day, and “strolls to the polls” for early election efforts and on 
Election Day. Data from the National Study of Learning, Voting, and Engagement (NSLVE) show 
that North Central saw about a 14% increase in registered students and a 23% increase in voting 
from 2014 to 2018. North Central’s increase is greater than the average among campuses compared 
by NSLVE. 

From the mission, to orientation, to every part of the General Education, to experiences on 
and off campus, North Central College is building a fully immersive civic developmental experi-
ence. Now, more than ever, as the world has become more globalized and democracies are fraying 
across the world, it is imperative to expose college students to civic engagement and use curricular, 
co-curricular, and extra-curricular opportunities to immerse them in both theory and practice. Un-
derstanding the interconnected world and one’s responsibility in it is necessary for democracies to 
not only be stable, but to flourish. 

James Madison University
James Madison University created the James Madison Center for Civic Engagement (JMU Civic) 
in 2017 to advance the institution’s strategic plan by supporting civic learning and democratic 
engagement across the undergraduate experience. The mission is to educate and inspire people 
to address public issues and cultivate a just and inclusive democracy. As a separate entity from the 
institution’s service-learning office, JMU Civic’s work is primarily focused on political learning and 
engagement in our democracy. The center does its work by developing and supporting curricular 
and co-curricular opportunities in collaboration with instructional faculty, student affairs 
professionals, and community organizations. JMU Civic also actively participates in national 
conversations about leveraging the power of higher education to strengthen democracy and 
maintains strategic partnerships with nonprofit organizations supporting college student civic 
engagement initiatives. These efforts have been featured in national outlets such as Teen Vogue, 
Wall Street Journal, Forbes, Chronicle of Higher Education, Washington Monthly, Education Dive, and 
Democracy Counts 2018: Increased Student and Institutional Engagement. 

The Association of American Colleges and Universities’ “Crucible Moment” report famously 
challenged higher education to ensure that the college experience prepares all students for engage-
ment in our democracy.23 More recently, the Institute for Democracy and Higher Education at Tufts 
University (IDHE) further encouraged campuses to shift from episodic election-related activities 
to year-round political learning.24 JMU Civic developed a significant voter education and engage-
ment program, initiatives to educate students about equity and inclusion, and Census 2020. In each 
case, the work leans into politics and public issues with a primary focus on learning. 

Voting is the front-door for many students to learn about politics and participate in our de-
mocracy, and Virginia has elections every year. JMU Civic’s efforts are captured in a Voter En-
gagement Plan with the center’s undergraduate democracy fellows as co-creators, co-educators, 
and co-implementers in collaboration with other students from a diverse array of majors, athletic 
teams, student organizations, and co-curricular programs across campus. Voter registration is sup-
ported by trained undergraduate volunteers visiting classes, conducting programs for new students 
during orientation, and reaching out to students at campus libraries and the gym. Prior to voter 
registration deadlines, JMU Civic undergraduate democracy fellows, in collaboration with student 
political organizations and residence hall advisors, facilitate a traveling town hall to bring political 
candidates to residence halls to literally meet students where they are.25 With support from JMU 
Civic and Political Science Department faculty, students in a political science course interview can-
didates on pressing public issues and produce a nonpartisan voter education guide that is distrib-
uted on campus and in the surrounding community in partnership with local news organizations. 

Student engagement extends far beyond JMU’s pool of political science majors. On Election 
Day, with support from the Center for Inclusive Music Engagement, music education students 
contribute their talents by performing at an on-campus precinct to build a culture that celebrates 
democracy. Election night features live coverage of returns by the student television station from 

https://www.jmu.edu/vote/
https://www.jmu.edu/vote/
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the JMU Election Night Watch Party. Local media also covered student efforts to register and get-
out-the-vote leading up to and on Election Day. Post-election, students and faculty participate in 
panels to analyze and discuss what the results mean for governance. 

Even in the age of COVID-19, JMU Civic has continued election-related programming through 
virtual means with significant student participation. Town halls were held virtually and on social 
media, with 55 virtual programs reaching over 260,000 individuals during the 2020 election season. 
Additionally, JMU Civic faculty partnered with the Office of Residence Life in 2020 to hold virtual 
training sessions for resident advisors on how to facilitate difficult election conversations with 
hall residents and offered a new tool to facilitate reflective discussions about how experiences and 
social identities shape political identities. JMU Civic also partnered with JMU Athletics to host 
virtual town halls with candidates for over 250 student athletes and an undergraduate democracy 
fellow registered 100% of JMU student athletes to vote. 

Assessment results suggest efforts to promote voter participation in fall 2018 were effective.26 
For instance, 74% of students reported receiving emails about the 2018 midterm election. Almost 
half of students reported they registered to vote, updated their voter registration, or inquired about 
voter registration. Slightly less than half reported a visitor registering students to vote in their 
classes. Over 1 in 4 students reported reading a voter guide prior to the midterm election27 and 1 in 
10 said they heard directly, in-person from candidates. 

Like many universities, JMU Civic participates in the National Study of Voting, Learning and 
Engagement (NSLVE) produced by the Institute for Democracy and Higher Education at Tufts 
University. JMU’s NSLVE reports are the primary means by which JMU Civic faculty and under-
graduate democracy fellows assess the Voter Engagement Plan. From 2014 to 2018 (the first year of 
programming), JMU’s voter turnout rate increased by almost 300%. NSLVE is also used to inform 
improvements and adjustments to voter education and engagement strategy. For example, past 
reports indicated that JMU’s College of Business had exceptionally low participation rates and 
JMU Civic responded by creating discipline-specific voter education materials in partnership with 
students.

JMU Civic initiatives not only work to educate and engage students in elections, but also en-
courage them to take deliberative action on major issues like racism and social justice, the economy, 
the public health crisis, the environment, and immigration. Student-led efforts lean into politics 
through learning-centered, action-oriented dialogues in public spaces. Facilitating opportunities 
to discuss even the most divisive topics and providing fact-based evidence and multiple viewpoints 
contribute to a more vibrant learning environment for political engagement.28 Plus, a recent study 
on campus indicated a need for such programming. In a 2019 climate study, several students re-
ported that they evaded conversations on public issues to avoid being disrespected, attacked, or 
ridiculed by their peers or professors.29 To normalize and demystify discourse on public issues, 
JMU Civic’s Tent Talks program was created to focus on current high profile public issues or issues 
identified as important by students (any student can request us to address an issue to JMU Civic 
faculty). Such conversations continued virtually during the pandemic, using social media “live” 
functions and peer-to-peer software programs (such as Zoom). For each Tent Talk, JMU Civic un-
dergraduate democracy fellows prepared a primer with facts about the issue and provided prompts 
for responses from peers who engaged in discussions. 

This initiative is especially important as severe political polarization has contributed to the 
global democratic recession, eroding democratic norms and raising societal anger.30 Research 
shows that the United States is exceptional in the nature of its political divide and that there is in-
creasingly stark disagreement between Democrats and Republicans on the economy, racial justice, 
climate change, law enforcement, international engagement and a long list of other issues.31 While 
other countries similarly experience the pressures of partisan media, social media, and deeply root-
ed racial and ethnic, cultural, historical and regional divides, the rigid two-party electoral system 
with closely contested elections in the United States has made it difficult to find common cause 
to address pressing issues. As microcosms of the larger society, college campuses are not immune 
from these political divides. College faculty and administrators have a heightened responsibility to 

https://www.jmu.edu/civic/assessment.shtml
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foster evidence-based discussion on politics and political issues, especially when such topics have 
been deemed too divisive and therefore off-limits in other areas of students’ lives.32 To promote ca-
reer readiness and active citizenship in today’s world, colleges must equip students with knowledge 
of which civic skills to use, when to use them, and provide an opportunity to practice those skills. 
Deliberative dialogue in public spaces fosters a more resilient democracy by developing skills to 
process evidence, respect differing views, and learn the reasons behind one’s own views.33 But such 
dialogues must be combined with participatory ideas for taking action to spur change. 

 JMU Civic’s strategic plan emphasizes equity and inclusion as core values. Partnerships with 
campus and community organizations have been built to address persistent systemic racism and 
racial gaps in access, voice, and political participation. The salience of systemic racism was height-
ened in 2020 by police and vigilante shootings of Black Americans and the protests that followed. 
In response, JMU Civic co-created programming, including online virtual discussions, to uplift 
the voices, expertise, and experience of Black students, faculty and staff. Workshops led by facul-
ty and staff included opportunities for participants to develop action-oriented plans to integrate 
antiracism and social justice education into courses, curriculum, and university programming (see 
companion website). 

JMU Civic has also been working at the local, state, and national levels to ensure a complete 
count in the 2020 Census. Mandated by the US Constitution, the Census presents an opportunity 
every 10 years to educate and engage students in efforts to build a more just and inclusive democra-
cy. The Census impacts community resources by determining the distribution of billions in federal 
dollars for programs including Head Start, special education, and public transportation. The Cen-
sus also determines the number of state representatives to the US House and affects redistricting 
at the national, state, and local levels. By making historically minoritized, marginalized, and un-
derrepresented communities visible, the Census offers a way to build power for communities who 
have been traditionally left out of political and decision making processes. 

Because federal guidelines require students to be counted where they live most of the year, 
which is often away from their hometown, colleges and universities have a special responsibility 
to the communities in which they are situated to ensure a complete count. College students are a 
hard-to-count population because they are highly mobile, most likely renters, and, as first-time 
participants, less likely to understand why the Census matters and how to complete it. To counter-
act past low self-response rates and utilize best practices from scholarship on voter learning and 
mobilization including class visits, discussions in public spaces, social networking and relational 
organizing, JMU Civic worked with students enrolled in an interdisciplinary class to learn about 
the Census and mobilize a “get-out-the-count” initiative.34 Students developed and implemented 
a campus-wide educational initiative to assess and increase student knowledge about the Census, 
how Census data are used, and how to complete the Census. The plan included a partnership with 
faculty, administrators, state and local government officials, community organizations, and the 
Census Bureau to pursue joint initiatives to reach several hard-to-count populations in our region. 
The plan included leveraging the power of trusted individuals and their networks using a range of 
tactics, including tabling at key events and public spaces at the university, class visits, in-person and 
virtual town halls with experts, bus ads, door hangers used for canvassing high density off-campus 
housing complexes, and a social media campaign. Students in the Census course crafted language 
with key information and direct links to the Census online portal. University administrators and 
faculty distributed this information campus-wide via email, text message, and a global alert dis-
played for an entire week in April 2020 in the university’s course management system. A global 
reminder was also sent from the registrar to fill out the 2020 Census when students registered for 
fall 2020 courses or checked in for May 2020 graduation. Results based on a pre- and post-assess-
ment of exposure to the Census initiative indicate that students have a better understanding of 
the importance and purpose of the Census. Students also increased their understanding of what 
information is collected, how it is used, and how to participate; although there was still room for 
improvement in these areas.35

https://www.jmu.edu/civic/racial-social-justice.shtml
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How do we know if it’s working? 
A solid foundation for quality programming relies on the existence of student learning outcomes 
and a strong understanding of both the campus climate and the student population. Since its 
inception in 2017, JMU Civic has partnered with JMU’s Center for Assessment and Research 
Studies (CARS) to establish such a foundation. JMU Civic began by investigating the suitability 
of JMU’s campus climate for civic learning and democratic engagement.36 JMU’s campus climate 
study, which follows a protocol steered by Thomas and Brower,37 was part of a larger initiative to 
improve political learning and engagement in higher education by the Institute for Democracy and 
Higher Education (IDHE) at Tufts University and AASCU’s American Democracy Project (ADP). 
Between April and September of 2018, 11 two-hour focus groups were conducted consisting of 
students, faculty, student affairs staff, unit heads, and academic deans. The study revealed that many 
opportunities exist for political learning and democratic engagement at JMU, but participation is 
not pervasive and interest in the topic is mixed. It also found that classroom discussions about 
political issues are challenging for both students and faculty. The study further found that a campus 
culture of kindness and caring that attracts students and faculty could simultaneously inhibit 
authentic political engagement. In essence, JMU Civic learned there is potential for substantial 
and meaningful political learning and engagement on campus, but also found characteristics of the 
institution that pose challenges. 

Knowing that university-level student learning outcomes would promote an institutional cul-
ture focused on civic learning and democratic engagement, a team of faculty and staff from across 
the institution gathered to create JMU-specific learning outcomes. Informed by several resources,38 
our learning outcomes emphasize the acquisition of civic knowledge, the development of civic 
skills, and the attainment of dispositions to prepare people for informed and meaningful partici-
pation in civic and political life. The outcomes also emphasize taking political and civic action to 
address social and public issues and are used to communicate what is meant by civic engagement 
on campus and to direct program development, as no single initiative addresses all outcomes. 

To better understand the student population and assess the effectiveness of civic engagement 
programming, JMU Civic and partners at CARS selected and developed a variety of measures that 
are routinely administered during large-scale data collection opportunities on campus. For exam-
ple, to understand whether students have the knowledge, skills, and attitudes needed for informed 
and effective political involvement, the Political Engagement Project Survey (PEPS) has been 
administered for several years during institution-wide Assessment Days. The PEPS was created 
by Beaumont et al. for use in the Political Engagement Project, a 2007 multi-institutional study 
of the effectiveness of 21 higher education programs and courses focused on promoting political 
understanding and involvement.39 Random samples of students complete the PEPS upon entry 
as first-year students and again after having completed 45–70 credit hours. Items were added to 
the PEPS asking students to indicate their level of exposure to JMU Civic programming, provid-
ing opportunities to analyze how our civic engagement initiative affects learning outcomes. The 
assessment process is continual and provides key insights to inform program development and 
implementation of JMU’s entire civic engagement initiative.

Conclusion: Our Responsibility to our Campuses
Contemporary literature has focused on individual college and university civic engagement 
initiatives.40 We hope to add to this literature by outlining the values and strategies characterizing 
the cultures of civic engagement fostered by two distinct college campus communities. In doing 
so, we reflect on the opportunities and challenges that arise from such an undertaking, and what 
is left to do. We see three necessary components for any campus at the beginning stages, in a 
period of maintenance, or re-evaluating the long-term success of existing programming: equity-
focused and inclusive civic education initiatives, ongoing assessment of civic education in general 
education curricula, and outreach and sustained partnerships across the institution. We discuss the 
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importance of each one, along with suggestions and considerations for implementation. 

Equity-focused and inclusive civic education initiatives 
On August 18, 2020, the American Political Science Association published a statement ti-

tled “The Essential Role of Social Scientific Inquiry in Maintaining a Free, Participatory, Civil, 
and Law-Governed Society.”41 The statement calls on us to be reflective of the inequities in our 
discipline, and how they shape it and those participating in it. In the end, those realities affect 
our students, as well. Specifically, “Our journals, our syllabi, citation patterns and our canons of 
scholarship—even how we narrate the history of the discipline itself—have been shaped by the 
prejudices as well as the achievements of past generations.”42 If we are to do better science and be 
better colleagues and educators, we are compelled to shed conventions. In doing so, we decolonize 
our syllabi, elevate the experience of minoritized voices, and hopefully create a more inclusive dis-
cipline. As we argue that political science departments should be at the center of civic education 
and engagement on campuses, we need to implement equity-focused and inclusive teaching and 
research “in house” first. Then, as partnerships across institutions form, the precedent for initia-
tives and programming has been established. 

More than a disciplinary call, though, are the realities of student experiences in higher educa-
tion. A 2019 report by the American Council on Education finds: 

“Between 1995–96 and 2015–16, the share of students of color among all 
undergraduate students increased from about 30 percent to approximately 
45 percent. This increase was largely driven by the increase in Hispanic 
undergraduate enrollment.”43

 
While college campuses are becoming more racially and ethnically diverse, about 82% of Black 
college students attend predominantly white institutions and over 73% of faculty members in 
higher education identify as white.44 In the past few years, racist incidents on college campuses 
ranging from microaggressions to violence have increased.45 The call across higher education to 
increase diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives is not just to support minoritized students and 
teach those with privileged identities to become anti-racist, but it should be an imperative to create 
a healthier and more equitable society. Therefore, civic education initiatives should aim to create 
a more inclusive democracy, as opposed to reinforcing privilege. As this is also the task for our 
discipline, political science can and should be at the forefront. The political science departments at 
both institutions discussed here have followed this approach. 

Ongoing assessment of civic education in general education curricula 
We have outlined two institutions whose missions and visions include helping young people find 
their civic identity and engagement in a complex and historically exclusionary democracy. Not 
only should this be the goal of colleges and universities grounded in the liberal arts, but across all 
colleges and universities. Finley notes: 

“Campuses then need to ask: What does success look like in meeting the 
language of the mission? At a minimum, success should reflect actions, skills, 
and attitudes for all students—not just the ones who opt into civic experiences.”46

 
While JMU Civic has achieved this with partnerships across campus to support curricular and 
co-curricular initiatives, informed by a rigorous campus climate study and regular assessment, 
North Central has taken a different approach. With innovative partnerships across all campus 
units, and baking civic engagement into general education, North Central has set in motion a 
new campus-wide effort to foster civic engagement organically across campus. It has created a 
pathway for assessing whether these measures meet both the mission and the moment. A college 



Teaching Civic Engagement Globally222

or university’s general education reflects its values; it is what anchors students’ learning, growth, 
and progress. This integration should be both vertical (coherence across the curriculum) and 
horizontal (examination of multiple disciplines and lenses), and it will only be successful with 
iterative collaboration among faculty and academic units. Faculty development centers are helpful 
partners also, as they can support instructors interested in building civic learning into courses. 

The civic identity and engagement learning outcomes of the general education should not 
be limited to first-year seminar and capstone; nor should they exclusively involve disciplines like 
political science, history, or economics. For vertical and horizontal integration of civic development 
in general education, there must be courses from a myriad of disciplines and across course levels. 
During the 2020–2021 academic year at North Central, for example, faculty from over 10 different 
departments are teaching the first-year seminar, there are 19 disciplines offering power structures 
courses, and 22 disciplines are represented in the “Thinking Globally” iCon. For institutions look-
ing to create, maintain, or reevaluate its civic campus culture, there must be a mechanism to as-
sess the effects of general education on civic identity and engagement, whether through formal 
curricular assessment or broader campus climate studies. This is necessary not only to fulfill an 
institutions’ mission, but to heed a call in higher education. Again, as Finley posits, “As the United 
States enters a new era of reckoning with civil rights and global health, there is no better time to be 
clear and inclusive about what a civic-minded campus is.”47 Therefore, if assessment and/or campus 
climate studies show outcomes are not met, then faculty, and other campus stakeholders, need to 
modify programming and curricula to better align with stated learning objectives. 

Outreach and sustained partnerships across the institution 
Creating an active civic culture across campus also requires stepping outside of the classroom to 
nurture connections and partnerships across the institution. To that end, institutions should seek 
to cultivate a campus climate that embraces political learning and engagement in public spaces 
that are intentionally not the classroom. This can and should take a variety of forms. The spark 
for this effort can come from a formal campus center, the political science department, or another 
program or department on campus. In this chapter, we highlighted how two distinct institutions 
have taken different paths to achieve the same end goal of developing a more robust and healthy 
civil society on campus. These case studies suggest that institutions should not shy away from 
embracing politics or discussing challenging political issues. Being nonpartisan is different from 
being apolitical. In fact, a holistic and fully immersive civic experience provides students with 
skills and opportunities required to leave campus better equipped to successfully navigate complex 
political questions, and to engage in meaningful policy deliberation and political action. This 
nexus for success requires continuous collaboration among academic and student affairs units and 
community organizations to ensure that learning is promoted, community needs are addressed, 
and both agency and campus capacity are considered.

Long-term success is also dependent on leadership and financial support from the top of the 
institution. A sincere commitment from the board of trustees and administration sends an import-
ant signal about institutional priorities and serves to create a ripple effect across campus. This ide-
ally involves embedding civic engagement into the academic mission of colleges and universities. 
Words matter, a mission statement influences campus priorities, and funding should match this 
mission and the strategic plan. Institutions need to provide funds for the long-term sustainability 
of programs focused on civic engagement. Funding allows a campus to support and assess tangible 
campus-wide outcomes. 

According to Foa and Mounk, in 2019, 10 of 29 European and Central Asian countries were 
classified as democracies, and it was the “14th consecutive year of decline in global freedom.”48 
Meanwhile, the United States has seen its freedom score decline by eight points over the past 10 
years. In 2020, the world was upended by the pandemic that highlighted and exacerbated existing 
economic, public health, and racial inequities. The call to educate and engage has never been loud-
er, and as such, should be at the heart of what we do on our campuses.
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