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Preface

Steven Rathgeb Smith
American Political Science Association

In recent years, political polarization has been increasing in many countries around the 
world. Moreover, threats to democracy and key political institutions are on the rise. Social 
media has also allowed the spread of misinformation, further undermining the democratic 
process. Authoritarian political leaders have in turn taken advantage of a chaotic political 
environment to push through policies that centralize power and reduce the accountability 

and transparency of government. Given the volatility and unpredictability of different countries’ 
politics, active citizenship becomes increasingly important for the future of democracy and good 
governance. Citizens participating in their communities through the electoral process and civil 
society organizations are critical to the building of social capital and effective public policies. This 
active citizenship requires comprehensive and informed civic education from elementary and 
secondary schools through higher education institutions. This widespread interest and support 
for civic education is also reflected in the current legislation in the US Congress entitled Civics 
Secures Democracy Act; if passed, this legislation would authorize the funding for civic education 
throughout the country. 

Civic education is central to the mission of political science as a major social science discipline. 
Political science courses provide essential instruction on the critical elements of a democracy, the 
structure of government, the electoral process, and local community organizations. Moreover, po-
litical scientists through their teaching promote civic engagement and encourage students to con-
sider participating in their local community and the public sphere more generally. Many political 
science courses also directly connect students to local public and nonprofit organizations engaged 
in their local communities. In recent years, political scientists have been increasingly active in sup-
porting the civic engagement of their students and more broadly their local communities. Many 
political scientists are also very active in conducting research and innovation in civic education. 

APSA actively strengthens and supports our members’ important work on civic engagement 
and education. For instance, the APSA RAISE the Vote initiative was launched in 2019 with the 
specific goal of collecting and developing resources to “amplify and increase student engagement” 
in the 2020 United States elections. The initiative’s resources ranged from teaching guides and 
activities to blog posts about political science research on voting and political participation. Fur-
ther, in 2020, the association added a new civic engagement organized section representing over 
200 political scientists, which will promote “the teaching of and scholarship in civic engagement” 
and will recognize scholarship and teaching innovation in that field. Recently, the association has 
also launched APSA Educate, an online resource site for teaching and learning resources including 
material on teaching civic engagement. The amount of materials continues to grow as does the 
utilization by members and the broader public. APSA has also increased its ongoing investment 
in supporting teaching and learning in political science more broadly by offering options such as 

https://connect.apsanet.org/raisethevote/
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workshops, webinars and innovative programming at the APSA annual meeting, including an all-
day intensive conference on teaching and learning called TLC at APSA. 

The publication of this important new book, Teaching Civic Engagement Globally, reflects the 
high priority placed on civic engagement and teaching and learning by the association. In 2013, 
APSA published Teaching Civic Engagement: From Student to Active Citizen, which demonstrated 
how civic engagement could be taught across all subfields of political science as well as a com-
panion website. This book was then followed by Teaching Civic Engagement Across the Disciplines 
in 2017. These initial two books have been widely used by students and faculty. The latest book 
reflects the growth of interest by scholars, faculty, students, and policymakers in civic education 
worldwide. Thus, the chapters include a wide variety of diverse contributions from many differ-
ent countries reflecting the innovation and creativity that political scientists are bringing to the 
teaching of civic engagement. The broad span of contributions reflects the increasing importance 
of civic education in higher education institutions worldwide and the desire to connect students to 
real-world experiences of civic engagement that will help to spur them to become life-long active 
citizens. In particular, the teaching of civic engagement has greatly benefited from the upsurge in 
informed research on best pedagogical practices, as reflected in this book as well as the increase 
in articles on teaching civic engagement in the key APSA journals, the Journal of Political Science 
Education (JPSE) and PS: Political Science & Politics. 

The growth and development of the APSA portfolio of programs on teaching civic engage-
ment also reflects changes in higher education, including the professoriate and students. Even 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, higher education was relying much more extensively on online 
and hybrid instructional methods, offering new methods of course delivery and the ability to reach 
more students such as the growing number of non-traditional students. Also, more students from 
many varied backgrounds are attending university. A younger generation of faculty are also more 
adept at social media and new technology. Consequently, exciting innovation is occurring in the 
classroom regarding the teaching of political science and civic engagement in particular, as illus-
trated by the many fine chapters in this new book. 

I would like to express my great appreciation for the excellent leadership work of the co-ed-
itors, Elizabeth C. Matto, Alison Rios Millett McCartney, Elizabeth A. Bennion, Alasdair Blair, 
Taiyi Sun, and Dawn Whitehead. This impressive book is truly international in scope and ambi-
tion, representing the growing movement on teaching civic engagement and top-notch research 
underway on effective teaching practices. Terrific support for this project has been provided by Jon 
Gurstelle, APSA Publishing Director, and Henry Chen, APSA Managing Editor. Our goal is to en-
courage extensive utilization of this book; consequently, the book is formatted and designed to be 
easily accessible with separate downloadable chapters. As with the previous books, the companion 
website will serve as a supplement as well as a dynamic resource for civic engagement scholar-prac-
titioners with links to other APSA programs and services. 

This timely book is a great contribution to the literature on civic engagement around the 
world. Politics is polarized, and democracy is under threat in many countries. Thus, citizens need 
information and opportunities to be active citizens, including participation in the electoral process 
and the activities of civil society organizations. Teaching Civic Engagement Globally is a very wel-
come contribution to our understanding of education to promote civic engagement and hence a 
more robust democracy. 

https://web.apsanet.org/teachingcivicengagement/
https://web.apsanet.org/teachingcivicengagement/


Foreword:

The Urgency of Teaching 
Civic Engagement Globally

Lynn Pasquerella
Association of American Colleges & Universities

The stunning attack on the US Capitol Building on January 6, 2021, by insurrectionists 
signaled not only the growing expansiveness of partisan divides and polarization in 
America but also the fragility of democracy. Amidst a global pandemic and economic 
crisis that has spurred racist and xenophobic attacks, the violent attempt to disrupt 
a free and fair election was also emblematic of a worldwide trend toward tyranny 

and authoritarianism. Indeed, Freedom House’s most recent report on political rights and civil 
liberties, Freedom in the World 2021, highlights a long-term democratic decline reflected in a 
narrative chronicling the 15th consecutive year of waning global freedom.1

Characterized by government disinformation campaigns and lack of transparency, censor-
ship, voter suppression, and the use of excessive force in response to protest movements, the bur-
geoning assault on democracy calls for renewed global leadership and solidarity among democratic 
states. It also creates a sense of urgency for colleges and universities to respond to the invitation to 
lead by reaffirming, articulating, and demonstrating the value of civic education in safeguarding 
democracy and countering authoritarianism.  

Championing a liberal education allied to democracy is grounded in an understanding that 
democracy is not self-sustaining but depends instead on the sustained engagement of free people 
united in their commitment to the fundamental principles of justice, liberty, human dignity, and 
the equality of persons. It is an education that empowers all students at every type of institution 
with both the knowledge and skills and the habits of heart and mind that have the capacity to lib-
erate their thinking, equip them for, and dispose them to the creation of a more just, equitable, and 
inclusive society through civic involvement.

Liberal education was validated as the form of education most appropriate to advancing de-
mocracy in a 2020 report by Anthony Carnevale and his colleagues at Georgetown’s Center for Ed-
ucation and the Workforce. “The Role of Education in Taming Authoritarian Attitudes” examines 
the purpose of colleges and universities in relation to the challenge of rising authoritarianism at 
the global level and the subsequent threat to democracies.2 Citing the power of higher education 
in mitigating against authoritarian tendencies, the study’s findings confirm that college graduates 
at both the bachelor’s degree and associate degree levels are less likely to express authoritarian 
preferences and attitudes than those with less education, particularly when students are exposed 
to a liberal arts education, with an emphasis of critical analysis and speaking across differences.3 

According to the study, liberal arts education reduces individuals’ sensitivities to potential 
triggers by providing psychological protection in the form of self-esteem, personal security, and 
autonomy. It also fosters a level of interpersonal trust associated with lower inclinations toward 
expressing authoritarian attitudes and preferences. The capacity to deal with complexity and di-
versity and not be threatened by differences of opinion is significant given that perceptions of 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2021/democracy-under-siege
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threat—to physical safety, economic security, group identity, social norms—often activate author-
itarian tendencies. Exposure of liberal arts majors to diverse contexts, histories, ideas, lifestyles, 
religions, ways of life, and cultures diminishes the likelihood that differing worldviews will trigger 
authoritarian responses and increases the chances of their being countered with evidence. 

In addition, the findings reveal that postsecondary education leads to greater political partici-
pation and civic engagement. This, in turn, decreases tendencies toward authoritarianism, regard-
less of political affiliation. Because democracies with higher levels of education have greater levels 
of political tolerance and are more likely to survive, the report concludes that “higher education is 
the cornerstone of successful democracies not easily shaken by authoritarian threats.”4

Preparing students for success in addressing the complex problems of the future in an interde-
pendent, rapidly changing world necessitates the creation of a critical public culture, the fostering 
of moral and sympathetic imagination, and a focus on global citizenship. The essays contained in 
Teaching Civic Engagement Globally offer case studies, models of excellence, insights, and global 
perspectives on how colleges and universities can, and must, play a leadership role in catalyzing in-
stitutional transformation that centers civic engagement and democratic participation in the cur-
riculum and co-curriculum. In the process, they remind us of the importance of all institutions of 
higher education serving as anchor institutions, committed to the idea that the success of colleges 
and universities is inextricably linked to the economic, social, psychological, physical, and educa-
tional well-being of those in the communities in which they are located. Moreover, at this moment 
of extraordinary opportunity to reimagine higher education, they inspire us to engage in greater 
collaboration in working toward our shared objectives around teaching civic engagement globally.           

Endnotes
1. Freedom House, “Freedom in the World 2021: Democracy Under Siege,” (Washington, DC: Freedom House, 2021). https://

freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2021/democracy-under-siege.

2. Anthony P. Carnevale, Nicole Smith, Lenka Dražanová, Artem Gulish, and Kathryn Peltier Campbell, “The Role of 
Education in Taming Authoritarian Attitudes,” (Washington, DC: Center on Education and the Workforce, 2020).  
https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/authoritarianism.

3. Lynn Pasquerella, “Liberal Education and Threats to Democracy,” Liberal Education 106, no. 3 (2020). https://www.aacu.org/
liberaleducation/2020/fall/president.

4. Ibid.

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2021/democracy-under-siege
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2021/democracy-under-siege
https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/authoritarianism
https://www.aacu.org/liberaleducation/2020/fall/president
https://www.aacu.org/liberaleducation/2020/fall/president
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SECTION I





Introduction

Alasdair Blair¹ and Alison Rios Millett McCartney²
1. De Montfort University; 2. Towson University

SECTION I: GLOBAL CIVIC ENGAGEMENT EDUCATION

One of the most notable global trends in recent years has been an increasingly held view 
among the electorate in democratic countries that there is something wrong with 
their system of government. Although frustration and discontent by the electorate 
is not a particularly recent phenomenon in relation to specific country studies, the 
prevalence of this discontent and questioning of the value of democratic institutions 

and processes is new in the context of global changes. In a recent study based on a dataset from 
four million people in democracies around the world, Foa et al. found that dissatisfaction with 
democracy has risen since 1973, hitting an all-time global high in developed democracies in 2019.1 
These numbers are particularly troubling amongst 18–34-year-olds (55%), as this group has the 
steepest increase in dissatisfaction with democracy and is double the rate of dissatisfaction of the 
previous generation when they were at the same age. The study’s authors posit that this discontent is 
due to the widespread belief amongst millennials that democracy is not solving common problems 
like climate change and inequality, while also not creating pathways for their futures.2 While youth 
participation in elections has briefly risen in some countries due to highly controversial elections 
or referendums, the overall global trend has not been positive for many years.3 

What then are the implications of these developments for the study of civic engagement ed-
ucation, and what might be done to remedy this challenge? In the first instance, we argue that 
this lack of practicing skills and values of democracy is directly correlated to a decline in civic 
engagement education. As Dewey told us over a century ago and Butin has reminded us, we have 
to educate each and every generation about democracy and the skills and values of democracy to 
maintain democracy because democratic citizens are not just “born.”4 More recently, in his study 
of the turmoil of US politics, Thomas Carothers has rightly noted that in responding to a decline 
in the public’s trust in democracy, it would be wrong to simply blame the democratic model and to 
consider that other systems of governance might be better, which would be “misguided thinking.”5 
Rather, we need to think about what factors might be leading to this state of affairs and how we 
might remedy this situation. In addressing this challenge, this book builds upon our two previous 
works, Teaching Civic Engagement: From Student to Active Citizen (2013) and Teaching Civic Engage-
ment Across the Disciplines (2017), and seeks to provide pedagogical tools, evidence, and arguments 
for how colleges and universities can be active players in reversing rising challenges to democracy 
and trends of low participation across the world. For if we do not, we face backsliding into the au-
thoritarianism and disregard for human rights that was so prevalent in previous centuries and that 
we spent the last century fighting to eliminate. 

How Did We Get Here?
The first 20 years of the 21st century showed that people all around the world want democracy. 
From the expansion of the European Union (EU) to the Arab Spring, mass movements and major 
government decisions seemed to bring more democratic principles such as respect for human 
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rights and free and fair elections to more people. This focus on democratic transformation has 
been a notable feature of world politics since 1945, and particularly so since the end of the Cold 
War, as technology increasingly connected people around the world via new tools for trade, 
communication, information, and entertainment. Francis Fukuyama famously considered the end 
of the Cold War to be “the end of history.”6 For Fukuyama, what this phrase represented was an 
end to the conflict between the different ideological systems of fascism, communism, and liberal 
democracies. In essence, for Fukuyama, liberal democracy had become the only “tried, tested and 
viable form of government,”7 and it was assumed that the people’s preference for democracy would 
continue on unquestioned. 

Some three decades on from the end of the Cold War, we can and should question such a 
viewpoint. While liberal democracy might be regarded as an optimal form of government,8 it is also 
the case that democracies increasingly are under threat, most notably from the rise of populism 
and corruption. At one extreme, challenges facing democracies might be a reaction to their new 
status and vulnerability, with newly created democratic structures being less resilient to the cut 
and thrust of democratic debates. Even though there is an element of truth to such an argument, it 
is also the case that there is a broader, and in many ways more systemic, change that is occurring 
in relation to the globalization of the world economy wherein power is being transferred from 
established democracies to the emerging economies of China and India in particular. This change 
in turn is impacting societies’ confidence levels within established democracies,9 with electorates 
expressing a frustration with the decisions that their governments face and sometimes simultane-
ously having unrealistic expectations that are shaped by an element of lack of understanding of the 
underlying factors that influence the policies within their countries.

Such a state of affairs has led to a more divisive level of debate among elected politicians, who 
when faced with challenges from the electorate often fail to tackle the more systemic (and painful) 
issues that afflict their countries in favor of what are often short-term and populist policies. This 
anti-democracy threat has been a particular feature of European democracies in recent decades, 
where a populist tide is being significantly influenced by a sense of insecurity among national 
electorates in the face of pressures such as economic downturns and migration. In some Euro-
pean countries, these pressures have led to more favorable attitudes towards strongman leader-
ship, most recently in the Baltic states of Latvia and Lithuania.10 In other countries such as Brazil, 
the Philippines, and Turkey, democratic systems have been eroded by increasingly authoritarian 
leaders who use perceived and/or real security threats, in addition to economic issues and migra-
tion, to promote the power of an individual leader who is not checked by audit, compliance, and 
accountability measures. These cases have led to the emergence of what has become known as 
“illiberal democracies.” This seemingly contradictory condition has become a feature of not only 
fragile states, but also more established democracies.11 While such developments have often been 
relatively bloodless, such as with the rise of Victor Orbán in Hungary, it is nevertheless the case 
that at a global level, from El Salvador to the Democratic Republic of Congo, and from Afghanistan 
to Ukraine, violence is still used by many leaders as a primary tool to run governments, control 
others, and violate the people’s rights. 

Thus, rather than the optimistic and somewhat rose-tinted view of the world that many hoped 
for after the end of the Cold War, the last three decades have witnessed significant conflict. This 
violence has ranged from the breakup of Yugoslavia and the genocide in Rwanda in the early 1990s, 
through to the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan in the first decade of the twenty-first century, and 
more recent conflicts in Myanmar and South Sudan. At a global level, the Middle East and North 
Africa are particularly fragile12 as being the lowest ranked regions in terms of their democratic sta-
tus, with war also continuing in Libya, Syria, and Yemen. Populism is rising across the world, with 
a distinctly authoritarian tilt. In sum, countries with established democracies are facing increasing 
anti-democratic forces, and many countries that seemed poised for democracy are backsliding into 
authoritarian tendencies. As we set the stage for our discussion of civic engagement education, we 
should also note these contexts within which this pedagogy operates because the responsibility for 
change rests as much with us as educators as it does with anyone. In this sense, it is not just suffi-
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cient for political science faculty to write about the political landscape, we also have to influence 
that landscape for the better, of which teaching (and practicing) civic engagement education at a 
global level is a critical factor.

 
Challenges and Changes in the Twenty-First Century
Now in the third decade of the 21st century, a key question that we need to ask is how prepared we 
are to address existing and new challenges, while also ensuring that we maintain the democratic 
principles that so many fought for in the previous century. We also need to ask what is our role 
as educators in this debate. Within democratic governments some advances have been made in 
areas such as women’s rights and LGBTQI rights, yet violence against members of certain racial, 
ethnic, and gender groups persists and is even growing in these countries.13 Continuing racism, 
discrimination, and violence impacts who gets to participate in their communities, how they can 
participate, and how often they can participate. Moreover, because ‘communities’ also tend to 
have often informal, but established ‘rules of the game,’ this social context can mean that more 
marginalized communities that engage proactively in civic engagement activities are often not 
recognized for their efforts and contributions. This additional layer can create further feelings of 
isolation and establish insider-outsider relationships in society more generally, as members of 
underrepresented groups may fear speaking up and participating in their communities which can 
then mean that marginalized communities start out with greater disparities in civic engagement 
experience and knowledge. Consequently, the lack of their voices can impair society’s ability to 
address their needs and concerns, thus limiting benefits to the majority.14 This problem and its 
implications for civic engagement education are explored in the first chapter of this text, and the 
authors offer solutions which can be adapted to a variety of cultural and political contexts. 

At a global level it is critical that faculty represent the students they teach, and the need for a 
balanced representation is particularly acute in civic engagement education, as students need to see 
how democracy can work for everyone. Universities are, however, not as diverse as they should be 
and there is a relative lack of underrepresented faculty to teach and mentor students.15 To take just 
one example, at the time of writing in 2021, of 23,000 university full professors in the United King-
dom, less than 1% were Black professors (155 full professors).16 While the UK is not an exception 
to this disparity,17 the figures are nonetheless extremely worrying. It is also the case that women 
around the world regularly face exclusion from civic engagement opportunities, and “‘inhospita-
ble’ institutional climates and research norms that discount collaborative work that could nurture 
women’s careers” mean that women face additional barriers and processes of exclusion that make 
it harder for them to get and keep faculty positions.18 Indeed, these issues are largely overlooked 
in the literature on civic engagement education, where there is a relative dearth of discussion with 
regard to the overall health of the discipline. We see this as a key challenge that we need to address.

Meanwhile, political situations sound alarm bells regarding the long-term implications of 
the decline of civic education. Multiple challenges, sometimes violent, to free and fair elections 
and voting rights emerged in the 2020 United States presidential election and its aftermath. On 
the other side of the Atlantic, the United Kingdom held a highly controversial vote in 2016 which 
resulted in it leaving the European Union on 31 January 2020. Both situations occurred due in 
part to leaders’ campaigns based on inaccurate and misleading information spread through new 
technologies and calls to action which in some cases ran contrary to the very foundations of these 
long-standing democracies. But there is growing evidence that it is this sort of language, what Bar-
tels refers to as “ethnic antagonism,” that appeals to pockets of the electorate.19 Another alarming 
component of these campaigns included suggestions that democratic processes and rules were too 
flawed or should be abandoned altogether and that leaders should get “special dispensations” to 
continue in office. While voter participation increased in both cases and on several demographic 
measures,20 the basis upon which some participated—hatred and disinformation—was not condu-
cive to building a future for democracy.21 Instead, these situations sound alarm bells regarding the 
long-term implications of the decline of civic education. As civic engagement educators, we need 
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to rise to the challenge of addressing these issues by providing our students with the tools to work 
effectively within democratic systems, institutions, and processes and to protect their rights. This 
need is particularly acute given global problems such as advancing climate change that threat-
ens the habitats, jobs, and lives of people everywhere and need global solutions. Meanwhile, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has shattered illusions that states can ensure the health, prosperity, and se-
curity of their people on their own.22 As civic engagement educators, we need to rise to these chal-
lenges by educating students for engagement in local, national, and global realms. 

Although it is generally accepted that education and the attainment of basic literacy skills play 
critical roles in the development and maintenance of healthy democracies,23 it is nonetheless the 
case that, at the time of this writing in 2021, one in seven adults across the world is functionally 
illiterate. Moreover, 66% of illiterate adults are women.24 Behind these numbers is a broader divide 
between the wealthy global North and the poorer global South where the majority of illiterate 
adults reside. The global South is also where the majority of the world’s authoritarian regimes exist 
and where the bloodiest conflicts often occur. Just as it is widely recognized that a lack of educa-
tion can play an important role in creating the space for authoritarian regimes to take hold in the 
global South, so too can a lack of importance in instilling the virtues of civic literacy undermine 
values in more established democracies in the global North.25 These conditions form a particularly 
vexing challenge given the role that technology such as the internet can play in popularizing false 
truths. Consequently, civic engagement educators must keep in mind that just as it is important to 
establish basic literacy, we must also be concerned about the need to ensure that people have the 
necessary information skills to navigate a digital world.26 

Education plays a critical role in enabling people to understand and continually protect their 
rights, just as education is directly linked to improving the productivity of a country and the life ex-
pectancy of its citizens. The United Nations (UN) has focused on the individual person and groups 
of people rather than just relations between states in recent years. This movement initially took the 
form of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) which were inaugurated in 2000 and com-
mitted UN member states to achieve eight key targets by 2015 to combat poverty, hunger, disease, 
illiteracy, environmental degradation, and discrimination against women.27 In 2015, these were su-
perseded by agreement on 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that are to be achieved by 
2030 and focus on issues such as poverty, hunger, health, education, gender equality, clean water , 
energy, economic growth, inequalities, sustainability, peaceful and just societies, and global part-
nerships.28 The latest SDG report in 2020 highlighted that while progress had been made in some 
areas such as children’s health, the underlying changes have been nonetheless slow and worsened 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, the impact of which has been felt the most in the world’s poorest coun-
tries and the poorest communities in advanced economies.29 Achieving these important goals relies 
on national governments responding to this work in a positive way, and national governments 
need the support and contributions of their people. Civic engagement education, as explained in 
chapter three by Taiyi Sun, can help local, state, and national governments work with international 
institutions to reach these goals and create a better world for all.

The global response to the COVID-19 pandemic has brought to the fore the division between 
the rich global North whose citizens have benefitted from higher education rates, advanced, re-
search-based industries, and mass vaccination efforts versus the global South, whose citizens 
have often been left behind as a result of vaccine nationalism in rich countries.30 While leaders 
in the global North often refer to global challenges, their efforts have primarily been focused on 
exclusively solving their own countries’ problems. A retrenchment to a national focus illustrated, 
though not started, by the COVID-19 crisis, is a worrying trend. Somewhat more worrying has 
been the passive acceptance of this internalism of electorates in these countries. Thus, while civic 
engagement education emphasizes the importance of leaders seeking and accepting accountability 
to the people for their actions and decisions, we also see less in the way of challenges by their elec-
torates to what has increasingly become a parochial point of view. Such a state of affairs reflects on 
the one hand an insular approach of sorting out national problems and on the other hand a lack of 
knowledge and understanding by many of the inter-relationships and linkages between the local, 
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national, and global levels that are inherent to effectively addressing vital issues such as climate 
change and global health. Although this is not a new trend, it is one that has been accelerated by 
COVID-19. Our youth need this global context, and several chapters in this and the previous books 
explain how civic engagement education can help them make these connections.31

In addition, civic engagement education is important because the public often do not really 
have a comprehensive understanding of the issues that affect them. Research in the US and Europe 
has highlighted that the decisions taken by electorates are often shaped by their identity and prej-
udice towards particular issues rather than independent thought.32 One impact of this information 
gap is that electorates often misunderstand the issues that they consider to be particularly im-
portant. In more recent times, a classic example is the way in which the UK electorate’s views were 
influenced by concerns about immigration. While a study conducted two years before the 2016 EU 
referendum in the UK revealed that people thought that 24% of the population were immigrants, 
the figure was actually only 13%.33 

In these discussions a significant area of concern is a decline in news reporting at a local and 
global level, partly influenced by a shift to digital news channels and digital advertising. At its 
most stark, this change has led to a reduction in the sort of detailed reporting of local and overseas 
events that was once the norm.34 This decline is especially harmful in the context of civic engage-
ment education as local journalism has a crucial role in the scrutiny of local democracy, which often 
has the dominant impact on citizens’ lives.35 This state of affairs highlights a potentially worrying 
trend in knowledge about events at home and abroad and their interconnectedness precisely when 
the world is at a precarious point in time in relation to its own sustainability. We need news report-
ing to assist in maintaining an engaged and informed electorate.36 It is in many ways a perverse 
state of affairs. While innovations such as the internet mean that the present day is the most in-
terconnected and informed, it is also in many ways a desert of information. With the rise of social 
media sites that merely serve as “echo chambers” of pre-existing beliefs, this lack of knowledge 
and exposure to different perspectives is detrimental to a country’s civic health. Civic engagement 
education can help to bridge this information gap and includes use and evaluations of media as an 
expectation for citizens and an assignment in our courses.37

 Further, in seeking to bring increased knowledge to students throughout the world, another 
challenge is that a significant amount of the existing literature on civic engagement relates to case 
studies of the global North, particularly those in North America. For example, the many articles in 
journals such as European Political Science, the Journal of Political Science Education, and PS: Politi-
cal Science & Politics, and the work of teacher-scholars displayed in conferences such as the APSA 
Teaching and Learning Conference (TLC), the annual APSA conference with the mini-conference 
of TLC@APSA, the European Consortium of Political Research, and the UK Political Studies As-
sociation have fostered considerable progress in the quest to build high-quality civic engagement 
education in North America and Europe. Where there are obstacles to the organization and run-
ning of civic engagement education activities in these regions, they are often based around the 
time and resources of the university as a provider of civic engagement, the faculty as the developers 
and leaders of civic engagement education, and the establishment of a campus culture that enables 
civic engagement to flourish.38 Yet, for the teaching of civic engagement to operate successfully 
and become institutionalized in established higher education settings such as North America as 
well as in new environments such as China, we need to think more widely about the implications 
of such initiatives. This approach includes more openly questioning whether the teaching of civic 
engagement has traditionally offered and truly made opportunities available for all students at all 
types of institutions.

What is Civic Engagement Education?
As we embark upon creating a global platform for civic engagement education, we begin with 
the definition from McCartney (2013), which proposes that civic engagement education is an 
evidence-based pedagogy which includes a wide range of activities and co-production actions 
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that develop knowledge about the community, its systems, and its problems, seek constructive 
solutions to these problems through deliberation and active participation, build skills to enable 
students to pursue these solutions, foster values of lifelong participation and democracy, and 
offer opportunities to experience this participation to build a sense of efficacy that one’s voice 
and actions matter. It includes but is not necessarily always the same as political engagement, a 
sub-set of civic engagement, which “refers to explicitly politically oriented activities that seek a 
direct impact on political issues, systems, relationships, and structures,”39 though this is often the 
case in civic engagement education in political science courses. And civic engagement education 
is not volunteerism, which, while valuable to the community, can be a one-day or short-term event 
that is not connected to academic learning, reflection on causes of the situation for which one is 
volunteering, or finding solutions.40 Civic engagement education is akin to the term “community 
engagement education” which is preferred by some who bristle at a political or legal view of the 
word ‘civic.” Service-learning can be a pedagogical tool of civic engagement education, though it 
is not a required component. Some define “critical service-learning” as a separate pedagogy, or 
perhaps a sub-set of civic engagement education, and it has an explicit social justice orientation 
and works with the non-profit sector to promote social change.41

In sum, civic engagement education includes developing the knowledge, skills, values, and ex-
periences that students can use to work with and within their communities to become leaders and 
active participants in their political, social, and economic systems. It pursues the goal of helping 
students to recognize and activate their connection to, roles in, and responsibilities toward their 
local, national, and global communities. As such, it is a pedagogy that seeks to foster a sense of the 
“we” in the individual and encourage that individual to bring their talents, viewpoints, and skills 
to improve the community, while also respecting the same in other community members. Though 
it is most common in democracies, as democracies guarantee rights such as voting and freedoms 
of speech, press, assembly, and religion that engender civic engagement, contributors to this book 
demonstrate how civic engagement education can work in less liberal contexts. 

However, as we further develop civic engagement education, we must promote the inclusion of 
civic engagement education in all students’ paths. As stated in Teaching Civic Engagement Across the 
Disciplines, “we need to build our democracy with geographically, demographically, professionally, 
and politically diverse people who hold a wide variety of viewpoints and experiences and who are 
educated in how government works, how problems can be peacefully confronted, and how we can 
work together to find mutually beneficial solutions.”42 We need civically engaged healthcare work-
ers, engineers, scientists, teachers, and business owners to even be able to develop comprehensive 
approaches to contemporary problems. Thus, our first step to get this breadth of participation is to 
work within and across our collegiate institutions to infuse our general education structures and 
our co-curricular programs, as well as our major curricula, with effective civic engagement educa-
tion. This process includes proper assessment so that we can keep learning what is and is not work-
ing and why.43 It also requires building incentive and rewards systems to support civic engagement 
education research, teaching, and service within our institutions and to reward and respect each 
area equally. To not only build but also maintain civic engagement education in higher education, 
we need ongoing professional development opportunities so that new teacher-scholars can learn 
this pedagogy and current teacher-scholars can improve their work and contribute to growing the 
scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) literature. 

Second, we must develop more work with our local primary and secondary institutions be-
cause lifelong civic participation is built on a ladder of learning experiences throughout a person’s 
growth, not on a single platform. Since most people in the world do not attend higher education 
institutions at this time of writing, we cannot and should not ignore these students if we want more 
informed people to become civically productive in our communities. As Owen (2013), O’Shaugh-
nessy (2013), Healey (2017) and others have shown, active civic engagement learning experiences 
in pre-collegiate education can be particularly influential in setting the foundation for lifelong 
participation, especially when this foundation is built upon the positive perspective of youth as 
citizens, not citizens-in-training.44 Political science teacher-scholars once abdicated such a role in 
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the pursuit of the science of research, but hopefully, as Rogers (2017) exhorts,45 we can reclaim 
this space and use the knowledge and skills of our discipline to educate students at all levels in all 
countries. Our role is essential in ensuring that not just the history of our countries is taught, but 
also the current political systems and contexts that our students are operating in if we are to fully 
build their futures as competent and confident citizens.   

Making Civic Engagement Work for All
Civic engagement education is vital to thwarting authoritarian challenges to democracy and 
the loss of people’s rights, and continued research and idea exchanges on best practices in civic 
engagement education is crucial to answering these threats. However, we must also recognize that 
barriers and continuing challenges exist that enable authoritarianism to arise and that hinder 
teaching civic engagement in authoritarian and less liberal democracies. At another extreme, we 
face the challenges of enabling all students to benefit from civic engagement education given that 
the commodity of time is not equal for all students. In addition to time for students and faculty, 
other factors which we must confront include an increasingly diverse student body, training and 
retaining high quality faculty dedicated to civic engagement education, the allocation of resources 
within and between higher education institutions, sources of money to fund higher education, new 
technology which could enhance civic engagement education, and the launch of a global platform 
for civic engagement teaching, scholarship, and learning. 

Time impacts students, faculty, and staff in different ways. The increasing diversity of the 
student population brings to the fore broader societal challenges, from family caretaker respon-
sibilities to having to work a modest to substantial number of hours. This situation means that 
many more students have competing interests which lessen their time to commit to learning, in-
cluding scheduled class meetings and learning that takes place outside of scheduled classes. These 
constraints consequently highlight that we need to think about a curriculum that reflects this re-
ality. Students not raised in the dominant culture of the state where a university is located, such 
as immigrants and students studying abroad, have additional hurdles in encountering civic en-
gagement education norms and expectations. A university curriculum should therefore not just be 
geared towards the needs of “traditional” 18-year-old students, but should instead recognize the 
need for a more flexible and supportive learning environment that reflects the myriad challenges 
that our current student bodies face.

Just as there is a need to create a supportive learning environment for our students, so too do 
we need to think about how we support and develop our academic faculty and wider staff.46 The tra-
ditional ways of working and developing teaching staff are largely typified by learning on the job 
with informal mentoring that could at best be viewed as ad hoc, amateurish afterthoughts and at 
worst as leading to a system of patronage where decisions and processes can lead to assistance giv-
en to some individuals over others that can include discrimination on the basis of gender and eth-
nicity. In some countries, there is also the added challenge of “academic inbreeding,” which reflects 
the tendency for universities (and particularly their faculty) to hire their own graduates.47 Many of 
these challenges highlight wider system issues, including low salaries and a pervasive lack of suffi-
cient support for professional development opportunities beyond the wealthiest higher education 
institutions, and a lack of influence of academic professional associations. Research indicates that 
this disparity can lead to both a virtuous and vicious circle relating to academic career progression 
that is shaped by the structural frameworks of working conditions.48 But they also bring to the fore 
the challenge of ensuring that there is a sufficient level of academic mobility, networking, respect, 
and support to enable the sharing of the development of ideas on pedagogical best practices.

Universities cannot solve these issues alone. But, they are often viewed as the key actors in 
the delivery of civic engagement education, and their missions, coursework, and programs should 
reflect this need from our societies.49 While this position partly reflects the historic nature of the 
role of universities,50 it is also a reflection of the way in which higher education institutions have 
become increasingly important as “anchor” industries in their local economies. Universities are 
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more than just educational environments and often take on a service function in their locality, a 
trend which is often further exacerbated by the decline of local industries and the resulting nega-
tive impact on local economic growth and civic life. This trend can place universities in complex 
situations that straddle moral and ethical roles about the nature of the civic engagement activities 
that they get engaged in as in some instances what they are committing to is a long-term program 
of work from which they cannot easily withdraw. 

Universities are themselves not immune from financial pressures. Indeed, one of the most 
notable trends in global higher education is the rising costs attached to running a higher education 
institution, including such factors as reductions in government funding. In recent years universi-
ties in market-focused higher education systems such as Australia, Canada, the US, and the UK 
have responded to this situation by recruiting more international students to balance their books. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has, however, cast doubt over this financial model as international stu-
dents have been unable to travel. While this might just be a short-term development, the impact 
is likely to be long-term, whether that be through the reduction in research funding, academic 
restructuring, or the merger (and closure) of institutions.51 Universities are confronting other fi-
nancial pressures from increased pension costs because their investment incomes are declining 
and people are living longer. Resources, in the form of research grants and endowments, are ever 
more concentrated in the hands of a small elite group of universities at a global level. Meanwhile, 
for those universities that are more reliant on teaching income, meaning tuition and fees, there 
is the added challenge of how to balance the books, which can lead to both increased costs and 
fewer opportunities available for those students who are more likely to be from less privileged 
backgrounds and may be in more need of civic engagement education even as their institutions 
have fewer resources. 

This is a particularly acute challenge for universities in liberal market economies where the 
marketization of higher education has created a more competitive environment, with universities 
acting as businesses that compete with each other for the resources provided by student numbers. 
At a global level, this competition can also lead to the increasing power and influence of estab-
lished universities and their elite graduates in the global North which attract full-tuition-paying 
international students, often from developing countries. Yet, in our thinking about civic engage-
ment education, and in particular the context of less liberal democracies, we also need to be con-
scious of some of the inherent challenges that a more liberal market economy poses, particularly 
in relation to the outcomes of competition and the allocation of scarce resources. Looking to the 
future, we need to think about how some aspects of what we might want to achieve, such as inter-
national student recruitment to ensure diversity of thought, sit with other commitments, such as 
sustainability. In this regard the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated thinking around technolog-
ical solutions that aid student mobility, such as virtual learning experiences.

As part of this discussion on resources for civic engagement education, we need to consider 
the balance between funds for research-oriented higher education institutions versus teaching-ori-
ented higher education institutions. Society needs researchers who can respond to so-called grand 
challenges that require interdisciplinary and inter-institutional collaboration. Such concerns have 
largely been the preserve of more research-focused faculty, whom in turn have often been able to 
benefit from mentoring and support structures to enable them to be ever-more successful. Mean-
while, the less research-focused faculty with larger teaching loads, many of whom teach the classes 
that focus on civic education, are left to continue the battle for dwindling state resources and the 
resulting need to raise tuition, fees, and room and board—and thus student loan burdens—on those 
who can least afford such costs.52 Yet the numbers show that the majority of students are educat-
ed at public institutions and public community colleges. These numbers also reflect a continuing 
racial dominance and lack of inclusion.53 In sum, the rich schools, their alumni, and their students 
keep getting richer, while the rest can only dream about the large endowments that pay for civic 
engagement programs. If our democracies are going to survive and thrive, we need to think about 
how to better steer state funding, grants, and private donations to a wider number of higher ed-
ucation institutions, their faculty, and their students. If not, we will just keep educating an elite, 
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and democracy cannot be maintained without the education, participation, and respect of all of its 
citizens.54 

Going forward, there is a need to rethink some of these divides and to consider the broad-
er ecosystem of higher education and how we develop and support teaching faculty. As we have 
already highlighted, there are many pressing and vigorous challenges in terms of the economic, 
political, and social health of countries across the globe. To handle these challenges, teaching civ-
ic engagement education needs to be seen as a priority for universities. As discussed throughout 
Teaching Civic Engagement Across the Disciplines (2017), these challenges go beyond just core po-
litical science faculty and require stronger interdisciplinary and inter- and intra-institutional net-
working.55 

For civic engagement education to work as a means to preserve and build democracy, we there-
fore need a “glocal,” or global and local, approach. Looking to the future, we need to consider new 
ways to approach civic engagement education at a global level, as well to consider ways in which 
higher education over the next decade and beyond will play a part in maintaining and developing 
healthy democracies. As civic engagement educators, we need to move beyond single national case 
studies and also reach into more mainstream academic publications. At all levels, civic engagement 
is more than just the challenge of getting citizens to vote, which has traditionally been regarded as 
a hallmark of the passive citizen.56 Civic engagement only works when people are involved in many 
ways and have the knowledge about how their democratic system works, the skills such as com-
munication and deliberation to work within and improve that system, the values of democracy and 
regular democratic engagement, and the sense of efficacy that their voices matter. Yet, we cannot 
just have these debates among the political science community. If civic engagement education is 
the means to provide this knowledge, skills, value system, and sense of efficacy to help our local, 
national, and global communities survive and thrive, then as educators we have a responsibility 
to make the case for this pedagogy within and beyond our professional associations. More impor-
tantly, as Simpson proposes in the final chapter, we need to also make this case to our national 
governments and elected representatives, as well as to international organizations.

The Plan of This Book 
This book represents a first attempt to think about the teaching of civic engagement at a global 
level and in so doing aims to shift the discourse away from traditional case studies that have 
been largely based on North American situations. Divided into four sections, the book starts by 
exploring ideas and developments relating to civic engagement education through a number 
of case studies which include collaborative linkages between local, national, international, and 
intergovernmental organizations. Section II presents examples of teaching practices around the 
world that illustrate in a practical way what has and has not worked, as well as charting areas for 
improvement. Section III looks at the teaching of civic engagement education through the lens of 
country case studies, including examples of civic engagement centers, study abroad programs, and 
co-curricular initiatives. Finally, section IV sets out key global issues and challenges in moving 
civic engagement education forward and identifies necessary pathways for future work.

In this book, several authors explain where their countries are succeeding and failing to pro-
vide the educational foundations that people need to navigate through new challenges to democra-
cy across the world. Drawing on a range of global experiences that include case studies from Brazil, 
China, The Gambia, New Zealand, Romania, Russia, and South Africa, contributors demonstrate 
where institutions in some countries are making progress and rising to these challenges to devel-
op innovative education models to promote democratic knowledge, skills, values, and experience, 
whether in democratic, authoritarian, or mixed systems.

These issues are contextualized in section I, which frames the debates regarding the teaching 
of civic engagement education at a global level. The section begins with a critical stance of the role 
of civic engagement education as an enabler for a more engaged, inclusive, and democratic envi-
ronment. Candice Ortbals, J. Cherie Strachan, Lori Poloni-Staudinger, Debora Lopreite, and Celia 
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Valiente remind us of the implications of and gaps in established approaches to teaching civic en-
gagement education and note the importance of grounding such approaches in transnational fem-
inist activism. By focusing on civic engagement education through such a lens, it is possible to gain 
a fuller understanding and awareness of globally engaged citizenship and to overcome political 
hobbyism, which they contend has become the dominant method for teaching civic engagement 
education. Instead, they propose that a more inclusive framework can advance civic engagement 
opportunities for all students, regardless of their race, ethnicity, gender, or national identity.

Xaman Minillo and Henrique Zeferino de Mendezes of the Universidade Federal da Paraíba 
Brazil demonstrate the opportunity for partnerships between local governments and international 
organizations to tackle global challenges, most notably those relating to the UN’s SDGs. Their 
chapter highlights the significance and importance of government financial resources in bringing 
about change and the way in which debates and battles at a national level such as shifting funding 
priorities can remove ladders of opportunity that create links between universities and civil society 
which have been assisting in transforming society by providing opportunities to a wider range of 
students.

In chapter three, Taiyi Sun of Christopher Newport University explores the complexity of 
teaching civic engagement education in authoritarian states through a case study of China. The 
chapter highlights the work of SEED for Social Innovation, which began as a student organization 
at Harvard University before becoming established as a non-governmental organization. Through 
this case study, Sun demonstrates the potential for teaching civic engagement in an authoritarian 
country and the compromises that sometimes have to be made to ensure acceptance by the state. 
As such, the chapter brings to the fore the inherent challenge of independence of thought and 
working in an authoritarian context and the tactics that can be employed to overcome these lim-
itations while still maintaining core principles of civic engagement education, such as deliberation 
and holding officials accountable.

Catherine Shea Sanger and Wei Lit Yew explore in chapter four the challenge of teaching 
civic engagement education in less liberal societies through the case study of Singapore. Drawing 
on their own personal experiences, they discuss the way in which civic engagement education in 
less liberal societies can be framed in outcomes that are more palatable to government leaders and 
cultural norms. In so doing, they emphasize both the adaptability of civic engagement education 
as well as its weaknesses in terms of its pliability

Finally, John Craig of Leeds Beckett University in the UK explores the development of civic 
engagement education in the UK in chapter five. Through his work, Craig emphasizes the elite-
based nature of the UK higher education system and the influence of Oxford University in terms 
of thinking on civic education and the way in which civic education has only in more recent years 
become a more strategic priority for the higher education sector.

Overall, the chapters in this book primarily draw on material prior to the COVID-19 pandem-
ic which has had a significant impact on higher education in terms of the delivery of content by 
highlighting the benefits and the challenges of a digital world, though chapters in section II do 
incorporate how a number of higher education institutions have dealt with pandemic-era teaching. 
It is nonetheless apparent that the pandemic has accentuated and exacerbated existing divisions in 
the experiences of students, faculty, and staff. Many people have struggled to get access to ever-ad-
vancing digital technology and the infrastructure to support it. This technology access gap requires 
us to think about how physical spaces relate to the digital environment and how civic engagement 
education can operate in a learning environment that combines the best of both worlds.

The overarching goal of this book is to reflect on the improvements made and the challenges 
which remain for the future of democracy and provide examples of effective civic engagement ed-
ucation around the world which can move civic engagement education forward in various cultural 
and economic contexts. There is no one perfect democratic or educational system, so we present 
several pedagogical tools and ideas to build and secure civic engagement education in all types 
of institutions. By educating our youth and communities on the knowledge, skills, and values of 
civic engagement, we can give them the means, the power, and the sense of investment in their 
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own countries that will provide a foundation to make the next twenty years a period of democratic 
growth, peace, and prosperity for all. Given that higher education is now a global enterprise, it is 
urgent that educators share civic engagement pedagogical tools and ideas and continue to learn 
from each other by creating a global civic engagement education community of practice that is 
accessible to all and brings the benefits of civic engagement education to youth around the world. 
We hope that this book provides encouragement and a useful platform for this global community 
of practice to flourish.  
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SECTION I: GLOBAL CIVIC ENGAGEMENT EDUCATION

Stop Training Global Political 
Hobbyists! Teaching Students 
How to Be Engaged Global 
Citizens Through Transnational 
Women’s Activism

1
This chapter criticizes higher education’s “global citizenship” initiatives for pri-
oritizing knowledge about nation-states and familiarity with global communities 
as a way to prepare students for individual achievement in professions that in-
creasingly require them to work with diverse others in an interconnected world. 
At best, this approach transforms students into global “political hobbyists” who 
are willing to debate public issues that cut across national boundaries, but who 
lack the civic interest or political skills required to resolve them. To cultivate truly 
engaged global citizens, the authors recommend approaches grounded in trans-
national feminist epistemology and pedagogy. Such work, which takes seriously 
women’s intersectional identities and variation in their lived experience, under-
scores the importance of reflexivity and empathy as critical civic skills that stu-
dents should master before moving on to seek influence over global issues. Specif-
ic learning experiences that incorporate transnational feminist practices include 
listening to and crafting testimonios, addressing local issues that cut across na-
tional borders, and preparing for a Fifth World Conference for Women. While 
higher education in general and political science in particular pose obstacles to 
transnational feminist activism as civic engagement, the authors argue it is the 
best way to address the needs and interests of a changing, diverse student body. 
The learning experiences suggested help to fulfill the civic mission of our institu-
tions and our discipline.
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Hierarchy, Democracy, and Activism

Pedagogy for civic and political engagement, which first emerged in established 
democracies in the Global North, often begins with the assumption that education can 
cultivate the skills, knowledge, and identities that will help students to exercise their 
positive political rights. It assumes citizens can access means of political participation, 
from voting to lobbying, and can do so vis-à-vis stable, democratic institutions that will 

respond to their endeavors. In the broader sweep of world history, however, few beyond political 
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elites have had the legal right to influence domestic political decisions in their own countries, let 
alone international ones. Historically the world was characterized first by patriarchy and then by 
additional hierarchical structures, including feudalism, slavery, caste systems, and colonialism.1 The 
disenfranchised—former peasants, serfs, and slaves; Indigenous people; and women—only gained 
access to political power through what one scholar of democratization describes as “prolonged and 
inconclusive political struggles.”2 Moreover, traditional authority figures—patriarchs, monarchs, 
dictators, and rulers—did not altruistically embrace egalitarian decision-making and establish 
or expand access and suffrage; rather, the people who traditionally had been denied access to 
political power organized in the public sphere and engaged in disruptive politics. For instance, 
some suffragists engaged in hunger strikes and unruly protests to achieve voting rights whereas 
Indigenous activists in several countries have protested against the privatization of water and 
for their voices to be heard in decisions regarding natural resources. In short, democratization, 
political rights, and access to voice transpire when the disenfranchised make it clear that they 
must be consulted if society is to run smoothly and without disruption. Limited government and 
positive political rights “are not natural features of the political landscape;” rather “they exist 
because someone demanded them.”3

In this chapter, we argue that political engagement pedagogy should teach students these 
realizations—that the right to participate in decision-making has always been earned through or-
ganizing in the public sphere and through collective action. To become engaged citizens in a global 
world, i.e., to become power-wielding global citizens, students therefore must see social and polit-
ical change as something that they can demand even when issues of concern cut across national 
borders. Further, they should be taught to achieve global political influence not by imposing their 
preferences on those who world history has disenfranchised and subjected to ongoing subordi-
nate status, but by collaborating with people in various locations around the world who also want 
change. As Poloni-Staudinger and Strachan4 posit, teaching that stops with knowledge of interna-
tional political affairs will transform students into political hobbyists who can debate global issues, 
but who feel no responsibility for resolving them as engaged global citizens. Political hobbyists, or 
well-educated people who can process political information and make in-depth arguments about 
political issues, still may have a minimal sense of civic duty and a lack of interest in and/or ability 
to influence real-world political outcomes.5

While gaining knowledge and cultural appreciation is an important first step toward global 
civic engagement, we argue that teaching must then pivot to explicit political engagement peda-
gogy. By this we mean that learning experiences must move beyond familiarity with global issues 
and even voluntarism to practicing the collective action skills required to influence global and/or 
“glocal” issues, i.e., local issues with global roots or consequences. Most importantly, we contend 
that traditional political engagement pedagogy be supplemented with approaches grounded in 
transnational feminist activism, defined here as a grassroots movement but also as an academic 
perspective with epistemological and pedagogical implications. Transnational feminism under-
scores awareness of intersectionality and of one’s own positionality in relation to others as precur-
sors to collective action strategies. 

Note, women and gender studies scholars, despite purposefully teaching students how to in-
fluence political outcomes, consciously eschewed the term “civic engagement” in favor of the term 
“feminist activism.”6 They did so to underscore that feminist activists advocate for radical action 
to transform a status quo built on patriarchy’s hierarchical legacies rather than access to governing 
institutions as they currently exist. Nevertheless, pedagogy for feminist activism in general and 
transnational feminist activism in particular overlaps considerably with political engagement ped-
agogy, as both emphasize not only a “deeper understanding” of issues and those affected by them, 
but also the collective action and organizing skills required to achieve social and political change.7 

As this APSA volume and the two that preceded it make clear, applied civic and political learn-
ing, focused on influencing outcomes through civic voluntarism and through wielding political 
power, is increasingly important for students.8 In the United States (US), embedding civic engage-
ment in the university curriculum is crucial because the quality of US democracy and the role of 
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civil society in promoting citizen participation is declining as evidenced by the erosion of volun-
tary associations and the rise of professionally staffed public interest groups and think tanks.9 US 
citizens show little trust in their political institutions, and the US is considered a “flawed democ-
racy” according to the Democracy Index of the Economist Intelligence Unit.10 Furthermore, the 
professionalization of civil society along with the erosion of deliberative voluntary associations in 
the United States offer limited socializing experiences that previously prepared citizens for civic 
participation.11 The US is not alone in its democratic decline; “just 8.4% of the world’s population 
live in a full democracy while more than a third live under authoritarian rule.”12 Although certain 
countries have seen a robust civil society response to transnational concerns in recent years (see, 
for example, Argentina below), anti-gender campaigns and increased militarization of the police 
in other countries signal a fresh wave of hierarchical structures against which ordinary citizens 
may become mobilized.13 Learning about active political and civic participation, therefore, might 
behoove students in various country contexts. 

As this chapter explains, a global context of hierarchy is equally challenging for ordinary citi-
zens who desire change. Globalization tests local contexts and actors, and it facilitates the growth 
of economic inequality at an “unprecedented rate.”14 What is more, activist organizations, namely 
those that retain a critical, activist role rather than embracing clientelism, service provision, and 
“deliverables,” struggle to attract grant funding.15 An example drawn from the US might include 
the success of professionally run public interest groups like the Children’s Defense Fund compared 
to the decline of participatory organizations like Parent Teacher Associations (PTAs).16 In a world 
of continued and reemerging hierarchies, we encourage professors to explore new pedagogical 
practices to prepare students to demand social change. 

In the sections below, we contrast our approach of globally engaged citizenship with the one 
we believe is most common in universities today and tends to produce what we call political hobby-
ists. After explaining the pedagogical implications of transnational feminism as a way to overcome 
political hobbyism, we present student engagement activities that teach the skills of reflexivity and 
empathy as scaffolding for global collective action. We conclude the chapter with a critical discus-
sion of our transnational feminist approach.

Political Hobbyists and Global, Engaged Citizens
 In response to globalization, higher education accrediting agencies and professional associations 
in North America began to emphasize the role of colleges and universities in preparing students 
for global citizenship.17 Higher education institutions now celebrate a commitment to global 
citizenship in their mission statements and highlight efforts to internationalize their curricula 
through course offerings, “global citizenship” programs, and co-curricular activities such as study 
abroad.18 Many institutions’ approaches emphasize knowledge about nation-states and global 
communities as well as students’ preparation for individual achievement in professions that 
increasingly require them to work with diverse others in an interconnected world. The cosmopolitan, 
neoliberal emphasis underscores “an intellectual and aesthetic sense of openness toward people, 
places, and experiences with different cultures, especially those from different nations.”19 This 
approach to education for global citizenship, typical in higher education in the Global North, 
focuses on transforming students who already happen to be among the most privileged persons 
in the world into savvy individuals who are more knowledgeable and employable, and at least 
potentially, more likely to give back to the world community in some way through service.20 The 
focus on the student as an individual is key here; rather than changing enduring social structures 
of discrimination, education changes individual attitudes about the broader world. These attitudes 
may range from tolerance and openness to a passive sense of “moral and ethical commitments to 
a global community.”21 

We see this neoliberal, cosmopolitan approach as one that creates political hobbyists. Political 
hobbyists often acquire substantive knowledge, cross-cultural competency, and appreciation for 
other cultures, but they do so largely to sustain their own individual growth and/or achievement 
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post-graduation.22 A political hobbyist is akin to what Parisi and Thornton refer to as a “student as 
tourist” or a “student as explorer.”23 A student might come to care about global issues and engage in 
some type of service activity as they study abroad or learn about global issues in courses, but they 
often do so without a critical understanding of existing power hierarchies and end up reifying them 
“under the guise of internationalization” and “global citizenship.”24

We believe that training students to be hobbyists is ill-advised for the individual student as 
well as for global society writ large. The student as tourist model can be rightly criticized for rein-
forcing a colonial dynamic of Western (often white), middle-class educators and students in North 
American and Europe who are charged with producing and spreading knowledge to “others” in 
the world.25 The student as a tourist may see people outside their own country as fascinating and 
perhaps exoticized; when students with privilege try to “help” people, they propagate “binary rela-
tions between [the]‘benevolent’ West and ‘destitute’ East” or South as well as the narrative of the 
“needy Other.”26

Even today’s non-governmental (NGO) sector reflects a colonial dynamic that must be cri-
tiqued. Global aid is often provided by countries affiliated with the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD). Given successful right-wing political movements in OECD 
countries along with a global economic crisis, aid criteria increasingly reward efficient, effective 
service delivery by professionally staffed NGOs over rights-focused, participatory, and grassroots 
organizing movements.27 The increasingly hierarchical nature of nonprofit and civic organizations 
that work to address global issues is problematic on a number of fronts, not least of which is that 
these organizations often replicate and even exacerbate social hierarchies and inequalities that 
occur both within, but also between, societies around the globe. Preparing students to work in 
professionally staffed and hierarchical NGOs is tempting because such programming is often most 
available and easiest to implement with limited resources; however, such organizations often treat 
the disenfranchised or formerly disenfranchised like clients in need of services rather than citizens 
who should play an active role in influencing policy decisions. All too often service-learning and 
civic engagement projects with global partners reinforce a narrative that positions students from 
the Global North as “rescuing” those from the Global South who are denied agency, the oppor-
tunity to develop their own civic infrastructure, and the opportunity to advance their preferred 
solutions to public issues of concern.28 This outcome occurs because universities often choose to 
partner with professionally staffed and grant-funded NGOs, rather than membership-based civil 
society organizations committed to structural change.29 Hence, Parisi and Thornton explain that 
traditional service-learning models run the risk of focusing on student learning outcomes instead 
of the goals of the community in which students work.30 Ultimately, even well-intentioned, top-
down, service-oriented approaches that treat people as clients in need instead of equal partners 
with their own lived experiences and agendas can do more damage than good if they reinforce an 
oppressive status quo.

 If students going abroad are well-intentioned, as they often are, it begs the question of how 
we can train them to be “helpers” with the goal of “’undoing’ colonial legacies that continue to 
buttress global racial divisions” or other power hierarchies.31 Furthermore, the many university 
students around the world who do not have access to study abroad also warrant instruction that 
helps them to navigate the global world and connects them to others in equitable relationships. 
In direct contrast to mainstream approaches to global education, therefore, we support critical 
approaches to global citizenship, and we identify engaged, global citizens as those who seek to 
wield real-world power in decision-making that affects global issues and transnational affairs.32 
In particular, we highlight those who broker this influence through reciprocal, collaborative, and 
uncoerced relationships with others through global political organizing, transnational voluntary 
associations, and local associations responding to global dynamics and/or working with global 
networks. Thus, the best global citizens recognize that their own “influence” may be best achieved 
through efforts to facilitate and empower their global partners. As we prepare students to become 
engaged citizens, it is important that we also teach them not to replicate hierarchal approaches in 
their own endeavors.
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Hence political scientists who aspire to transform students into global citizens through glob-
al civic engagement pedagogy should take inspiration from practices embraced by transnational 
feminists. These scholars have tended to eschew the term civic engagement for the terms “feminist 
activism” or “feminist pedagogy”,33 and they assert that political engagement education requires 
preparing students for participation in “struggles for justice” in addition to participation in tradi-
tional, transactional political participation.34 We explain in the section below that the content and 
skills associated with transnational feminism prepares students to understand themselves within 
the global world and how their experiences might relate to and intersect with the experiences of 
activists in local contexts around the world. Our transnational feminist approach suggests that 
students understand the hierarchical structures that influence their peers around the world and 
that they listen to and value the knowledge and feelings of ordinary people and activists. It is our 
hope that students resist the status quo and create social change and that the skills that transna-
tional feminism teaches students—reflexivity and empathy—can be harnessed to change issues of 
transnational significance beyond those raised by feminism.

Before we elaborate on our pedagogical approach, we first must acknowledge the positionality 
of the authors. We are privileged in that we live in nation-states that see us as citizens with the right 
to influence political decisions, but we know not all people (and students) around the world live in 
open contexts where they can be as politically engaged as we can. Moreover, several of the authors 
here are from the Global North, and we recognize that the literatures about civic engagement that 
originally inspired this chapter would not be considered knowledge derived from the Global South. 
Given awareness of our own positionalities and with a moral imperative for our students, we pro-
ceed in this chapter as follows: we explain the usefulness of transnational feminism as a pedagogy, 
we present engagement activities that educators could use to encourage active global citizens, and 
we conclude with next steps for educators.

Teaching through the Lens of Transnational Feminism
In addition to being a social movement, transnational feminism is a methodological and pedagogical 
approach with epistemological implications, and it requires particular skills for scholars and 
students alike. Transnational feminists aim to “decolonize knowledge production”,35 and they do 
so through relationships or what could be called active engagements. Some voices are silenced in 
global (and national and local) arenas; thus, the legitimization of voice creates knowledge that 
otherwise would not exist. Voices are amplified as people engage one another and are understood 
in relation to their values, contexts, experiences and political aims.36

As with traditional civic engagement pedagogy, we emphasize that skills are taught alongside 
knowledge as a way to prepare students for participation in politics and that even simulations or 
classroom activities that scaffold these civic skills prepare students for engaged citizenship beyond 
hobbyism.37 Therefore, using transnational feminism as a lens to teach political engagement re-
quires students to learn about the history and current events of transnational feminism in addition 
to important skills that prepare them to engage with activists around the world. In the following 
sections, we present key knowledge about transnational feminism that students should compre-
hend and the necessary skills of reflexivity and feminist empathy. 

In terms of knowledge, we suggest that students should learn about the academic, theoretical 
basis of transnational feminism, the history of twentieth century, grassroots activism, and, espe-
cially, how grassroots activism relates to Black feminism and United Nations’ (UN) advocacy. Fur-
thermore, we believe that students must understand how transnational feminism is both local and 
global in its orientation. Namely, feminist activists across the globe address issues of global sig-
nificance (e.g., gender violence, land/environmentalism, migration, hyper-militarization and war), 
but these issues are grounded in local contexts and reflect the political agency and voice of women 
in those places. Although common issues unite transnational feminists around the world, we do 
not assume that issues affect women uniformly and thus will draw all women together.38 For this 
reason, students must survey transnational feminism in several countries and/or regional contexts 
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in order to have a sufficient knowledge of transnational feminism.
We also argue that the history of global and transnational feminism asks students—and 

especially students in the Global North—to have the skills to critically evaluate their individual 
identities as well as social structures that maintain and create power differentials. Whereas global 
feminists may be identified as primarily Western (white) women who seek global sisterhood and 
universal campaigns for human rights and women’s health, transnational feminists historically 
are women of color, the so-called “subaltern,” who critique structures of inequality—such as race, 
nationalism, and global capital, reject universality, and seek local solutions to enhance social, po-
litical, and economic empowerment.39 We want students to collaborate along the lines of transna-
tional feminism, which demands an interrogation of power, including that of privileged women 
over women who tend to be “othered.” As a result, students need to learn how to question their 
own privilege through reflexivity and carefully imagine solidarity with women of intersectional 
identities through feminist empathy before embarking on cross-border collaborations. 

Our pedagogy presented below goes beyond the formulation of political hobbyists because 
students are not encouraged to learn generalities about global struggles facing women (and men) 
worldwide and discuss them; instead, we ask students to understand their own identities alongside 
those of persons elsewhere (i.e., the skill of reflexivity) and in relation to local contexts which the 
students have sought to comprehend (i.e., knowledge); listen to the voices of women and engage 
and amplify their lived experiences and goals (i.e., the skill of empathy), and, with sufficient knowl-
edge and empathy, act collectively when possible.

Knowledge of Transnational Feminism
In this section, we present academic transnational feminism, grassroots transnational activism, 
and contemporary examples that stress the parameters of transnational feminism. These examples 
display the kind of knowledge that a student needs to grasp in order to understand women’s agency 
in the local sphere. Once again, we want students to gain sufficient knowledge of transnational 
feminism so that they do not assume that all women act with the same goals or within the same 
contextual constraints and opportunities; with this diverse understanding, students will be more 
prepared to practice feminist empathy. 

The history of transnational feminism is debatable given its multiple forms. One strain of 
transnational feminism consists of academic scholarship largely situated in United States higher 
education.40 Such scholarship can be traced to the 1980s and particularly to the work of Chandra 
Mohanty, who argued against the imagined universal sisterhood of global feminism and the as-
sumption that patriarchy uniformly oppresses women worldwide.41 Rather, Mohanty, as well as 
others,42 contend that the nation-state and material conditions, influenced by colonial histories, 
a global liberal economic order, and locally specific variables, oppress women worldwide. These 
intersections of global and local variables imply attention to intersectionality; as Patil explains, 
“categories of race, ethnicity, sexuality, culture, nation, and gender not only intersect but are mu-
tually constituted, formed, and transformed within transnational power-laden processes such as 
European imperialism and colonialism, neoliberal globalization, and so on.”43 This line of schol-
arship grew exponentially in the 1980s and 1990s, provided a challenge to the nation-state and 
global capital, and presented a platform for “women’s agencies, responses, and resistances to these 
[intersecting] relationships of power.”44

A second form of transnational feminism consists of the lived experiences and grassroots ac-
tivism waged by feminists across borders. The Oxford Handbook of Transnational Feminist Move-
ments considers such movements as the “fluid coalescence of organizations, networks, coalitions, 
campaigns, analysis, and actions that politicize women’s rights and gender equality issues beyond 
the nation-state.”45 A simplistic way to put this is “border-crossing activities and phenomena” by 
women.46 This form of transnational feminism increased in the 1990s due to growing globalization 
and information technologies;47 however, many sources trace instances of transnational feminism 
to the early twentieth century and the second wave of feminism. For example, in the interwar pe-
riod, in the aftermath of British colonialism, British feminists worked alongside Palestinian and 
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South African women to give voice to their intersectional demands.48 Moreover, Black feminism 
from the 1960s and 1970s not only serves as part of the academic genealogy of intersectionality 
and transnational feminism,49 but it also was the basis of in-person collaborations between Black 
women in the US, the United Kingdom, Latin America, and Africa during those decades.50 The 
Third World Women’s Alliance (TWWA) grew out of the US Civil Rights movement, emphasized 
the “triple jeopardy” of race, sex, and class, and maintained activism related to anti-imperialism 
and pan-Africanism.51

Additional moments that are essential to the history of transnational feminism pertain to the 
United Nations’ advocacy for women’s rights, such as the UN Commission on the Status of Women 
(CSW), created in 1946, and the four UN World Conferences on Women during the twentieth cen-
tury (Mexico, 1975; Copenhagen, 1980; Nairobi, 1985; Beijing, 1995). These conferences acted as a 
“transnational opportunity structure” that allowed women’s movements to influence international 
norms and set goals in local contexts.52 The successes of the conferences include the 1979 Conven-
tion on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and the 1995 
Beijing Platform for Action. These successes have been marked by conservative backlash, against 
which feminist activists continue to fight.53 A fifth UN World Conference on Women arguably is 
needed in coming years so that the CSW will work more effectively with women’s groups to address 
issues that the activists reportedly care about, such as “land rights, sex trafficking, internet access 
for women, and the effects of climate change on women.”54

Additional contemporary examples of transitional feminism conclude our brief overview of 
knowledge about transnational feminism. Recall, transnational activism varies greatly from place 
to place. Although it is impossible to honor all or even many women’s voices in this short space, we 
have selected key examples of transnational feminism in an attempt to demonstrate the richness of 
local activisms with which educators and students could engage. It is our argument that students 
who aspire to influence global issues should be familiar with ongoing local endeavors in countries 
and regions like the ones below. On the road to becoming active global citizens, students need be 
knowledgeable in order to avoid acting as an uninformed outsider who rushes in to help others. 
Instead, students should learn to recognize the ongoing, important work and political agency of 
women around the world.

Striking contemporary examples that might appeal to many students concern hashtag activ-
ism; #MeToo and #NiUnaMenos should be recognized as important examples of online transna-
tional feminism that took on different manifestations in various countries.55 Because many stu-
dents will recall #MeToo, professors could also easily draw their attention to #NiUnaMenos, a 
transnational response to gender violence and femicide in Latin America. The massive Women’s 
March that accompanied the #NiUnaMenos hashtag occurred simultaneously in 80 cities in Ar-
gentina on 3 June 2015, with its epicenter in the city of Buenos Aires. The march called for an end to 
violence against women, and in particular, urged the Argentine federal government to immediately 
implement its 2009 antiviolence law. The events of 2015 had both local and global ramifications. 
Coverage by mass media and internet activism found resonance in other countries of the region; 
first, in Mexico, followed by Chile and Peru. In Mexico, for example, the protests were sparked by 
the murder of a pregnant, 14-year-old by her boyfriend and were linked to anger over widespread 
impunity, partially brought on by the country’s long-term drug war. Claiming Vivas nos queremos 
(we want us alive), several women’s marches called Ni Una Menos (Not One Woman Less) were held 
in Latin America from 2016 onward in countries such as Paraguay, Bolivia, Costa Rica, and Nicara-
gua. Similar events were then replicated in Canada, the US, France, Italy, and Spain, to name a few. 

In 2018 a new feminist movement flooded the streets of Buenos Aires, namely Marea Verde 
(Green Tide). Thousands of women and men took to the streets and claimed the right to free, legal, 
and safe abortion for all women. Activists wore the green handkerchief of the National Campaign 
for Free, Legal and Safe Abortion formed by a small group of feminists, legislators, and activists 
in Argentina in 2007. The Green Tide crossed borders, thus becoming an example of transnation-
al feminism. In Chile, for example, women marched in 2019 wearing the green handkerchief and 
performing a fight song: Un Violador en tu Camino (A rapist in your way). Since 2019 thousands 
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of young women in Argentina, Chile, and Mexico have dressed up in violet and green colors and 
denounced patriarchal oppression, violence, and abortion restrictions. They sing “[el patriarcado] 
se va a caer, se va a caer”, which means “it is going to fall”, in reference to the patriarchal system. The 
green handkerchief continues to appear in Latin American countries but in different ways depend-
ing on the country; it was a symbol of celebration in Argentina in late 2020 and early 2021 with the 
country’s legalization of abortion, and it remains a symbol in Mexico as each Mexican state consid-
ers abortion legislation. Marea Verde groups in individual Mexican states face distinct legislative 
paths given Mexico’s federal structure. Therefore, Latin America’s growing feminist mobilizations 
during the last decade operate from the local to the global and back again, with feminist activism, 
through internet networks, becoming essential to growing feminist ideas in the regional context. 

While maintaining that women’s experiences vary across the African continent, FEMNET 
(the African Women’s Development and Communication Network) works as a pan-African net-
work that focuses on economic development and justice, gender violence, and sexual and repro-
ductive health.56 The network began in the 1980s as a way for African feminists to collaborate in 
anticipation of the UN World Conferences on Women, and it continues to work with the CSW to 
implement the Beijing Platform and monitor the actions of states and regional organizations. Oth-
er activities of FEMNET include promoting the participation and empowerment of young women, 
particularly choosing them to be speakers on panels about women’s issues.57 In 2020, FEMNET 
“launched the Pan-African Women COVID-19 Online Hub,” which is “a one-stop platform con-
taining critical information resources about COVID-19 in Africa from gender and feminist perspec-
tives.”58 Tensions in the network demonstrate the complex nature of transnational collaboration. 
Some activists in Africa are beset by worries that feminism is too elitist and/or foreign and that the 
“othering” notion of the “perpetually poor, powerless and pregnant” woman obscures the agency 
of women from the continent.59

Skills of Transnational Feminism
In addition to contextual knowledge of the broad contours of transnational feminism and specific 
examples of local activisms, a civic engagement pedagogy grounded in transnational feminism 
requires the skill of reflexivity or “the knowledge of one’s own identity and how one is “position[ed] 
in the social world”, i.e., one’s positionality.60 Social scientists constructing ethnographies believe 
that they must convey their positionality in order to capture the ways in which their identities and 
views about the social world impact research findings. In a similar way, students’ positionalities 
impact their comprehension of course content and their ability to communicate with others; 
without awareness of one’s own personal identities and experiences, we run the risk of ignoring 
the complex experiences of others, disregarding intersectional discriminations, and failing to 
take actions against inequalities. Reflexivity is our pedagogy’s means of preventing students from 
acting like hobbyists who know many facts about the world but are unaware of how their own 
identities shape what they know and believe and of how much situated knowledge others have and 
can contribute to conversations and collaborations. Techniques on how to encourage students to 
become reflexive vary, but scholarship shows that “personal work” through journaling, for example, 
helps students to “reflect on their personal orientations, behaviors, and attitudes” as they relate to 
“race and racism” and to act towards social justice.61

We consider feminist empathy, an important second skill, to be a process of imagination that 
builds “sensitivity to injustices suffered in [the] daily” lives of local populations, particularly wom-
en, and magnifies people’s voices in an attempt to transform structures of inequality.62 Empathy 
occurs when a person, through imagination, “enters into the experiential world of another.”63 Our 
conception of feminist empathy is related to global empathy, defined by Zappile and Beers as “the 
desire to supportively engage with an “other” who lives outside of one’s state”;64 however, we stress 
that feminist empathy is not passive but active. A person with feminist empathy goes “beyond ap-
preciation” and awareness of another person to listening and amplifying others’ voices in cultural 
and institutional contexts where they lack representation and/or power silences them.65 The end 
result of empathy should be to insert women into contexts of power and to provide a check on po-
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litical and social practices working against women’s empowerment. 
Two examples of empathy in practice demonstrate how entering the world of another per-

son and seeking to understand her can lead to greater voice for women. The historical example of 
South African women working with British feminists is instructive. The British journalist Winifred 
Holtby (1898–1935) worked with labor activists in South Africa as she traveled worldwide to make 
speeches about labor rights. When she met with South Africans, she listened to them describe ra-
cial injustices and went on to write about intersections of class, race, and gender.66 Though Holtby 
was a first-wave feminist with an eye to universal human rights and not a transnational feminist 
of difference, she demonstrates an incipient understanding of intersectionality and the process of 
listening to the lived experiences of another and voicing them to those in power. In a similar way, 
the #MeToo movement is an example of listening and empathy. In fact, Tarana “Burke launched 
the MeToo campaign in 2006 to achieve ‘empowerment through empathy’ for sexual assault sur-
vivors.”67 Burke “defines empathy as that feeling of sharing an experience, of being in one’s same 
shoes.”68 In South Korea, empathy compelled women who did not have #MeToo experiences of 
assault to share support for friends who did by posting #WithYou on Twitter.69 Feminist empathy 
therefore pushes beyond the factual knowledge of hobbyism in that it asks students to feel—to 
listen, to process the feelings of others, and to support them in some way. 

We acknowledge that practicing empathy can be intimidating and tricky. We are asserting a 
civic engagement pedagogy that asks students to engage emotions related to their own and others’ 
lives and to do so by dialoguing with activists around the world to confront power hierarchies that 
have caused real life pain and distress. Walking in another’s shoes as a way to begin transnational 
collaborations admittedly can be intimidating because dialogue with people who may or may not 
be like oneself and about topics that provoke emotions (e.g., sexual violence, war, etc.) is not easy. 
This is why we suggested that educators first equip students with knowledge about transnational 
feminist activism and then work on the skills of reflexivity and empathy. Having knowledge about 
the ills caused by patriarchy, colonialism, and racism and how feminists have responded to them 
prepares a student to process emotions regarding how these same ills challenge them personally 
as well as women throughout the world. The skill of empathy gives rise to action, which is not easy 
(see below) but acts as an empowering salve to inspire activism and motivate change.  

Empathy is tricky because too little and too much of it perplexes transnational collaborations.70 
Too little empathy or empathy practiced in a passive way can lead to “sentimental attachment to 
the other, rather than a genuine engagement with her concerns” or even an exotic gaze reminiscent 
of colonial oppression.71 For students, such sentimental attachment might constitute what “Chan-
dra Mohanty has analyzed as the ‘feminist-as-tourist’ curricular model” in which students become 
like old-school US and European feminists who see activists in other parts of the world as the “oth-
er.”72 Yet too much identification with another woman, or rather trying to embody her or actually 
be her, can lead to cultural appropriations which are inappropriate.73 For these reasons, cultivating 
empathy—whether called global empathy or feminist empathy—is far from automatic. As Gerdes et 
al. explain, practicing empathy involves both a physiological response and a conscious choice, thus 
developing empathy requires growing neurological pathways conducive to empathy.74 These path-
ways are best built through practice and experiential learning that increases “self/other-awareness 
and emotion regulation.”75 This is why we suggest that students understand their positionality 
through reflexivity and practice listening to women from a variety of social positions (through 
readings, films, art, etc.) before beginning face-to-face or online transnational collaborations (see 
engagement activities below). 

In addition to reflexivity and empathy, we believe that students benefit from cross-cultural 
and/or civic communication skills. University campuses in the United States, for example, are in-
creasingly likely to offer courses on intergroup dialogue, where similar skills of reflexivity, listen-
ing, and empathy are cultivated to facilitate understanding across demographic differences in the 
United States. Meanwhile Communications departments with concentrations in public engage-
ment may offer courses on deliberative dialogue and/or cross-cultural communication, which teach 
students a transferrable skill set that could also be used to facilitate transnational activism. Cam-
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pus programing by diversity and inclusion offices may provide another opportunity for students to 
hone relevant skills. Therefore, a potential option is to scaffold the skills advocated here by relying 
on coursework or workshops offered by other units on a university campus. 

Engagement Activities: Integrating Knowledge and Skills
The skills of reflexivity and feminist empathy, which prepare students for participation in 
transnational collective action, may be cultivated through the activities suggested below. We chose 
engagement activities that our diverse group of authors believe can be done in universities in 
various countries and that require library resources and/or internet access, but are otherwise low 
cost and do not require students to travel to collaborate with activists. We did so because we do 
not want to replicate the “student as tourist” model, and we want the activities to be accessible 
to students who cannot travel. In describing each activity, we explain how the activity builds 
on the abovementioned knowledge and skills and how it moves students toward robust, global 
engagement instead of political hobbyism.

Engagement Activity 1: Testimonio

Testimonios are narratives “told by someone who has had firsthand experience with political 
repression, violence, or other forms of oppression.”76 Testimonios have a history in Latin American 
studies and Chicana feminism,77 and they function as a literary form, methodology, pedagogy, 
and a political act. An example of a testimonio is Alicia Partnoy’s The Little School,78 which is 
approximately 130 pages in length and tells the story of Partnoy’s imprisonment by the military 
during Argentina’s Dirty War.79 “The Little School” was a concentration camp where prisoners 
“were to be ‘taught a lesson,’ mainly through violence, torture, and even murder.”80 Partnoy survived 
the camp, and she did not remain silent about the state’s abuses. She wrote her testimonio—part 
fictionalized but based on her everyday life in the camp—and it was published soon after the fall of 
the military regime as a way to bear witness to oppression. 

The abatement of the violent, oppressive structures of the 1970s to 1990s that originally pro-
pelled testimonio as a form of protest (e.g., military regimes in South America or civil wars in Cen-
tral America) has led to a decline in testimonio as a practiced literary form. Nevertheless, scholars 
continue to discuss it as a strategy for uncovering and resisting oppression. Without a doubt, new 
oppressive structures have (re)emerged in more recent decades (toxic masculinity, anti-feminist 
populism, anti-gender campaigns, militarized police, etc.), and testimonio is one form of response 
to them. Testimonio prioritizes voices that are otherwise ignored in academia, particularly the sto-
ries of persons from the Global South, and, thus, provides a way to expand the typical epistemolo-
gy, methodology, and pedagogy of political science. Furthermore, scholars are beginning to track 
testimonio in regions outside of Latin America. For example, Patricia DeRocher, in Transnational 
Testimonios: The Politics of Collective Knowledge Production, sees women’s testimonios around the 
world as a contemporary “life-writing practice” with the ability “to deliver intersectional, macrolev-
el social critique.”81 According to DeRocher, when readers “witness” testimonies they are entering 
into a “reciprocal social pact rooted in epistemic responsibility rather than as a unidirectional form 
of entertainment.”82 In essence, authors testify to the readers, and the reader becomes responsible 
for bearing witness. In this way, testimonio is a form of collective action. The author is not writing 
for the sake of autobiography, but for the purpose of starting larger conversations—conversations 
that are urgent and pertain to social justice. Thus, a pedagogy based in testimonio satisfied our 
goals in this chapter to have students gain knowledge of others’ experiences and ask them to use 
the skill of empathy to begin acting for urgent change. The conversations sparked by testimonio 
should go beyond what we expect of hobbyists (i.e., educated conversations about other parts of 
the world), because, as we discuss below, we ask students to invoke reflexivity so that they see how 
social change is necessary to them personally and can be fought for alongside others with different 
experiences. 

Although testimonios have typically been novel or at least novella-length, we suggest that 
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students could write testimonios about their own lives which are much shorter. This is one key way 
for students to develop reflexivity. How would a student go about writing a short testimonio? To 
answer this question, we first point out that testimonio is a “flexible” and “outlaw genre” meant 
“for the people”; thus, it should not be thought of as scholarly or restricted to only certain styles.83 
Second, we point our readers to Ashami, Hernandez, and Flores’s article entitled, “Testimonialista 
Pedagogues: Testimonio Pedagogy in Critical Multicultural Education.”84 These authors suggest a 
project called “visual testimonio” that begins with students brainstorming their personal stories 
as these stories relate to their education experiences. For our purposes here, we would ask students 
to brainstorm their personal story in relation to gender, social, and political empowerment (or lack 
thereof ) and/or leadership experiences (or lack of voice) in social/political organizations. Next, 
students can be asked to draw, paint, or somehow visually demonstrate “their lived experiences.” 
Drawing, as argued by Ashami, Hernandez, and Flores, makes students “slow down” to think about 
how experiences of inequality are embedded in institutions, societies, and international/national 
events, and it literally makes “intersectional oppression visible” to students and their classmates.85 
Whereas the author (i.e., the artist of the visual testimony) hones reflexivity from this activity, the 
author’s classmates practice feminist empathy as they listen and attempt to bear witness to what 
they have seen/heard.

It is also beneficial for students to read past testimonios published by women around the 
world, and they could likely employ visual techniques to chart the experiences of these women as 
well. We can imagine a class presentation scenario in which students present their own visual tes-
timonio and compare it to a woman’s testimonio that they have read. Class discussions following 
such presentations, based on the logic of DeRocher above, are not about summarizing individuals’ 
experiences for the simple sake of learning about them or bemoaning injustice but instead can 
take on the purpose of collective action. Because the main purpose of testimonio is to start a con-
versation with others about how to approach or end structural inequalities, we suggest that class 
discussions include constructing a to-do list, stating how members of the class could act on the 
necessary political actions implicated by all of the testimonios combined. Here is where empathy 
should come into play; students and professors must put themselves in another’s shoes and think 
of concrete ways to amplify others’ voices. This final step encourages students to move beyond 
learning content about transnational feminism to participating in civic and political acts intended 
to influence political outcomes. Designing an activity where students follow through on at least 
one of the suggestions on the to-do list (e.g., writing a short op-ed in student newspaper or a let-
ter to a public official) begins to move students beyond political hobbyism to more fully engaged 
global citizenship.    

Engagement Activity 2: (G)local actions “at home”

The term “glocal” refers to local activism that is a manifestation of transnational networks and 
movements.86 By saying that we should encourage students’ participation in glocal actions we are 
claiming that students might participate most fervently in global engagement in places they know 
best, i.e., “home.” A student does not have to leave her own country and become a global “tourist” 
to find issues of salience to transnational feminism; rather, “home’… itself is a ‘global struggle.’”87

We believe that students, particularly in the Global North, likely have the preconceived no-
tion that gross gender inequalities exist “elsewhere,” and, in thinking this way, they fall prey to 
a colonialist sentiment that privileges the Global North over other world regions. To avoid this 
understanding of global society, we suggest that students learn about migrations taking place in 
their own country. Essential knowledge for students regarding migration includes the following. 
First, they should know that more people than ever live outside of their country of birth88 and that 
women migrants leave their home countries for a variety of reasons. Some migrant women volun-
tarily leave in search of economic opportunities and the ability to support their families through 
remittances, but, when they do, they may face economic and sexual exploitation. Other women 
involuntarily flee to another country when faced with war, crime, and/or gender violence. Second, 
given that many women migrants have been “rendered without voice or agency,” students should 
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learn about how they can amplify the voices of migrant women through collaboration with lo-
cal women from various walks of life.89 We are interested in guiding students to the intersection 
wherein women “at home” collaborate with migrant women for the purpose of empowerment. For 
example, grassroots feminism in Argentina is currently self-identified or self-called popular fem-
inism (feminismo popular). It mobilizes around poor women, domestic workers (usually migrants 
from border countries like Paraguay), and transgendered persons, who discuss their aims in terms 
of localized experiences (experiencias situadas), and, in doing so, address intersectionality together. 
In the United States, students interested in glocal issues could familiarize themselves with issues 
of the borderlands, and, for instance, the political artwork of Entre NosOtr@s, a collaboration be-
tween Chicana, Latina, Indigenous, and gender-nonconforming artists who seek “dialogues about 
gender, sexuality and culture across borders.”90

In order to act alongside women in glocal collaborations, we suggest that students develop 
empathy by conducting online research about women’s organizations that are working on issues 
of migration, gender violence, economic/employment justice for undocumented workers, and/or 
other intersectional demands. Students could ask themselves the following questions: What major 
policy issues does the group focus on? How does the group frame its activities, and what are its 
major strategies for action? Does the group take an intersectional approach to policy? Why, or 
why not? Another avenue for developing empathy is to create a collage that represents “a day in 
the life” of a woman in one’s own city who is a migrant. Gerdes et al., in teaching social work, ask 
their students to “create a poster board using material [e.g., business cards, brochures, examples, 
pictures] found at” a social work site. They do so in order to “expand” their “standpoints” through 
a type of hands-on role-play.91 A political science student could do the same kind of project by col-
lecting artifacts (e.g., newspaper headlines, brochures) and photos from stores, restaurants, public 
transportation, and websites that intersect with the lives of immigrants. A student could follow up 
the collage experience with journaling or a short class presentation that builds on the concept of 
reflexivity (i.e., asking themselves how their own daily experiences in same local sphere varies with 
the experience that they document).

After students have knowledge about the local, lived experiences of women in their home 
context and have developed reflexivity and empathy, they should consider attending a meeting of 
a local activist group and/or taking part in activism with the group. We suggest that students write 
reflexive statements about such engagements, answering the following sorts of questions: did you 
feel comfortable attending the meeting or speaking up in the group? Why, or why not? What would 
it take (in terms of personal time, personal growth, etc.) to get you to become involved with this 
group on a regular basis? How does the activism of this group cause social change, and did/could I 
contribute to this change? Reflections such as these encourage students to move beyond hobbyism 
to a posture of active global citizenship, wherein they have developed neural pathways to empathy 
and will be able to replicate empathetic responses into the future.

Engagement Activity 3: Fifth World Conference on Women and Online Engagements

As of this writing, the last UN World Conference for Women in 1995 took place a quarter of a century 
ago. As mentioned earlier, an argument can be made that a fifth world conference is needed. The 
process leading up to past world conferences presented key opportunities to activists; to prepare 
for the conferences, organizations formed transnational collaborations to “discuss their priorities 
and knowledge of UN processes,” and they received funding from governments, which further 
increased their organizational capacity.92 According to Goetz, “this funding supported intellectual 
work in the Global South to generate feminist critiques of neoliberalism and to insist upon attention 
to the race and class differences overlooked by Western feminists.”93 Funding opportunities have 
since diminished, and “only 1 percent” of new government and private foundation funds for global 
women’s rights in the year 2019 went to “strengthening of feminist associations.”94 Although UN 
Women (United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women), created in 
2010, consults with civil society and maintains a Global Advisory Group, transnational feminists 
have argued that UN institutions related to gender are geared toward government representatives 
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and the ideals of liberal feminism to a greater extent than to transnational feminism.95 This is 
concerning because liberal feminists typically work within the status quo provided by government 
institutions, whereas other feminists, including transnational ones, seek to challenge the very 
institutions themselves as they present pressing and challenging ideas for social change. What 
is more, when Rincker et al. surveyed 36 women’s NGOs in various world regions, ones which did 
and did not attend the 2010 CSW meetings, they found that the CSW did not address four of the 
NGOs’ issue priorities: land rights, sex trafficking, internet access for women, and the effects of 
climate change on women.”96 Because a “key objective of feminist pedagogy is to teach students 
how to think critically about hegemonic narratives,” we believe it is important for students to ask 
which women have more or less voice at the UN and how and why some issues are not undertaken 
at conferences.97 A question, therefore, emerges: how could a fifth conference or an analogous 
forum assist the efforts of transnational feminists who speak to issues that defy current power 
hegemonies?

Meg Rincker, professor of political science at Purdue University-Northwest, has designed a 
pedagogical intervention to answer this question. After students gain knowledge about the history 
of UN conferences and how they involved local activists, she asks students to choose a country 
and research one of the four abovementioned issue priorities. For instance, a student could ex-
amine land rights activism by women in Bolivia or the effects of climate change in a country in 
the Sahel. They can utilize secondary sources, websites from local and/or transnational feminist 
organizations, and the social media content of organizations.98 We also can imagine a personal 
interaction (via email or Zoom) with an activist in the student’s country of interest, if, of course, 
the student has practiced the skills of reflexivity and feminist empathy and is prepared to dialogue 
with transnational activists. The culmination of this activity could be a faux conference where stu-
dents present their findings to the “international community.” This simulation allows students 
to hone political advocacy skills essential for engaged global citizenship that is focused directly 
on influencing political outcomes, particularly outcomes that challenge power hegemonies. While 
one step removed from direct political action, simulations are typically easier for instructors to 
coordinate, but still offer students an opportunity to practice stepping into the role of an engaged 
global citizen. Furthermore, we stress that if students hone the skills of reflexivity and empathy 
before completing such simulations, they will know how to engage feminist voices rather than 
appropriate and/or misunderstand them.

A few alternative activities include having students host other types of conferences or global 
gatherings, write policy briefs as if they are advisors to a government administration, and engage 
in online advocacy. For instance, it is worthwhile to research the World Social Forum, a two de-
cade-old, anti-globalization network, and whether a new meeting of it is likely. Students could 
investigate what issues women’s groups from a variety of countries would elevate at a future meet-
ing of the anti-globalization forum. In a similar vein, students could work in groups and assume 
the role of bureaucrats in a women’s policy agency in a country other than their home country, and 
they could develop a country report and/or list policy recommendations for a political executive 
or a particular bureaucratic institution. For instance, a student from Spain or the US could pre-
pare a report from the Minister of Women, Genders, and Diversity in Argentina to be presented 
to the Argentine President. Or, a student could write a report as if she is a minister who is joining 
a President on an international diplomatic trip and needs a country report about women, gender 
policies, and LGBT+ rights in the country to which they are traveling. In this way, students identify 
opportunities for cooperating with and learning from women, gender activists, and government 
officials outside their own country. These opportunities take students beyond the realm of hobby-
ism if students are able to locate the voices of activists elsewhere, listen to them, and brainstorm 
opportunities and constraints for change as the activists themselves define change. 

Because many students are familiar with and already participate in digital activism and 
hashtag feminism, they are likely to be inclined toward pursuing transnational concerns in a dig-
ital way.99 We see online interactions with transnational feminists as a potential accompaniment 
to a Fifth Conference or as a stand-alone activity. Both students’ and professors’ increased famil-
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iarity with online meeting tools during the COVID-19 pandemic creates another opportunity for 
in-depth collaboration between students in the Global North and the rest of the world. Average 
people’s ability to consistently influence government requires robust civic infrastructure,100 and, 
particularly, the capability to coordinate collective action across geographic distances.101 Online 
meeting platforms and internet access, while still out of reach for many, is typically available on 
college and university campuses and can ignite activism’s spread to various global spaces. Hence, 
in the same way that professors support students’ participation in the public sphere by advising 
on-campus student organizations and campus chapters of national organizations, they may now 
be able to extend this work to fostering student collaborations with transnational organizations.102 
Through such efforts, higher education institutions, in the tradition of United States land grant 
institutions that facilitated deliberation and civic engagement in the past103 could incubate a new, 
cutting-edge transnational civic infrastructure that must be created before global issues can be 
routinely addressed. 

Obstacles and Call to Action
We believe that our pedagogical approach’s largest obstacle is that it challenges the ontological and 
epistemological norms of many social scientists. Most professors have been trained to teach from 
a disciplinary canon and to prioritize certain types of data over others. Thus, when transnational 
feminism seeks to “decolonize knowledge production”104 by elevating the voices of women outside 
of the Global North and academia, it tasks professors with shifting to new sources of authority 
from which to teach. Moreover, transnational feminism asks researchers, professors, and students 
to reconsider the preeminence of modernist ontology and its dualisms.105 For example, when 
debating public policy in class discussions, a professor might give as much significance to sharing 
emotions, as they relate to testimonios and personal experiences, as to statistical analyses about 
policy. Feminist relational ontology and epistemology claim that knowing comes from experiences 
and is “something that is socially constructed by embedded, embodied people who are in relation 
with each other.”106 The implication for educators is profound. Relationships and the engagement 
of emotions demand a normative approach which might be undesirable to some professors who 
do not want to disrupt scientific objectivity and the status quo and/or do not wish to engage 
their own selves in a reflexive, transparent, and interactive way. Students too, depending on their 
personalities, identities, experiences, and cultural contexts, might also feel encumbered by the 
reflexive and relational approach.  

Another obstacle presents itself in the form of time limitations on what professors can teach 
in any given course. We have suggested here that professors teach content and skills related to 
transnational feminism, as well as introducing opportunities for students to use these skills to par-
ticipate in global collective action as fully engaged citizens. However, the authors themselves often 
struggle to teach enough content about global issues to help students become only the most basic 
of political hobbyists. We want to take students on a journey from political hobbyists to globally 
engaged citizens, and we admit that the journey is long considering that the goal of obtaining a 
general knowledge of world politics often comes before mastering specific knowledge about glo-
balization and transnational activism. Skills of reflexivity and empathy might enter the picture 
even later. Ideally, we see all of the pieces of the prescribed journey coming together over the course 
of a student’s undergraduate career rather than in any one course alone. However, given that our 
approach challenges status quo knowledge and hierarchies and will not be favored by all academ-
ics, we would be remiss to wait for our approach to be scaffolded across a broader curriculum. As 
such, we advocate including elements of the approach in individual courses (see below). 

A final obstacle that we must address is the fact that not all students want to be activists, 
and some might even seek participation in, for example, anti-gender campaigns that reinscribe 
hierarchies. Students have free will, and we do not seek to stymie their political agency. We argue, 
however, that the skill of empathy, whether one embraces the label of feminist or not, is valuable 
for all citizens as they exist in their own local communities. No matter the students’ ideological 
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sympathies, we want them to become sensitive to injustices suffered by members of their local 
(and global) communities and to care enough about others that they can imagine other people’s 
experiences, with hopes that they will endeavor to find civic and political solutions to the problems 
which such awareness reveals. 

Because we feel it is higher education’s moral obligation to prepare students for global citi-
zenship, we conclude this chapter by discussing reasons why our approach can and should work 
to change power dynamics in our world today. Although we have acknowledged that our approach 
is bigger than any one course, we feel that our emphasis on “glocal” concerns—and particularly 
migration—fit in almost any political science class and in any university context. Whether or not a 
political science course is specifically about international politics, we argue that the transnational 
sphere and the skills which it requires can be taught. For instance, one author (Strachan) until 
recently lived in Michigan and considers human trafficking a huge concern given that the state 
regularly has among the highest rates of human trafficking among all US states across the largely 
unguarded Canadian border.107 Human trafficking policy could squarely fit in an American politics 
course or a state and local government course, even though these courses do not habitually grap-
ple with transnationalism or feminism. Another example from Spain demonstrates how “glocal” 
issues emerge in a university’s physical setting. Spain is a country that in the last decades has re-
ceived comparatively high numbers of migrants, and many migrant women are household workers 
who care for children, elderly, or sick individuals. Thus, another co-author (Valiente), believes that 
her students could benefit from learning from migrant women who live and work close to her uni-
versity. Similar to human trafficking mentioned above, migration policy in Spain could directly fit 
in a European (or international) politics course or a state and local government course even though 
these courses do not usually deal with feminism.

We also believe that the history of violence that inspires testimonios touch more countries 
than meets the eye. Testimonios grew out of state terrorism in the Global South, but the Global 
North has significant experience with state violence as well. As former colonial powers, slave states, 
settler states, and fascist states, the Global North provides a history “close to home” about which 
students can practice empathy.  

What is more, the skills of reflexivity and empathy and our related engagement activities are 
ones that can be used in a variety of courses whether or not a professor chooses to extensively cover 
the substance of transnational feminism. For instance, if one was teaching about environmental 
politics, arguably students would be interested in hearing how global climate change influences 
local communities around the world. Developing empathy and imagining the experiences of In-
digenous activists who defend their land and nations is akin to engaging the work of transnational 
feminists. Similarly, a professor could flip the engagement activity about the UN World Confer-
ence for Women to have students research the local and national perspectives of activists fighting 
for various kinds of social change. 

Students are already engaged in the topics and skills for which we advocate in this chapter, 
and we must do more so that we do not lose the participation of women and BIPOC (Black, Indig-
enous and people of color) students in political science. As one author (Lopreite) notes, transna-
tional activism already mobilizes students in Argentina who use social media technology to fol-
low the political issues that motivate them. Another author (Ortbals) knows a student who runs a 
website and Instagram account to educate peers on “environmentalism, intersectional feminism, 
anti-neoliberalism, [and] anti-colonialism.”108 If many students are ready to take social action, it 
only makes sense for professors to educate them on the history and skills of activism that that 
could enhance their budding activism by embedding civic skills long associated with transnational 
feminist activism and to prepare students for transnational collective action that addresses issues 
that cut across national borders into our courses whenever possible. We cannot afford to overlook 
students in spaces where they are generating activisms or wondering about how to resist hierar-
chies. Women and people of color have been left out of political conversations for a long time, and 
they will not be able to boldly insert their voices into political conversations by simply receiving 
an education that gives them information and casually hopes they can hold their own in political 
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debates.109 Students deserve an education that cultivates the knowledge, skills, and identities that 
prepare them to influence political outcomes in an increasingly globalized world. They should be 
encouraged to do so through reciprocal, collaborative, and uncoerced relationships with their allies 
around the world and in ways that undermine rather than reify a hierarchical status quo.
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The University as a Civic 
Agent: Promoting Civic 
Engagement and the UN SDGs 
in Northeastern Brazil2

Much civic engagement pedagogy research is conducted in developed countries or 
with study abroad students from developed countries. Thus, there is less research 
regarding civic engagement pedagogy in, for, and by institutions in developing 
countries, which could mean a lack of exploration of civic engagement education 
on international development initiatives from a developing country’s perspective. 
This chapter demonstrates how universities in developing countries can become 
civic agents and contribute to the promotion of the United Nations (UN) Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs) by working with civil society, the private sector, 
and public administrators. It demonstrates how a community outreach project 
developed by a university in northeastern Brazil contributed to meeting the Uni-
versity’s civic responsibilities and implementing the SDGs, indirectly benefiting 
the citizenry in the region. This was achieved by establishing the crucial connec-
tion between the global agenda and local needs and realities through training of 
key actors and building fertile, institutionalized partnerships between the UN, 
university, civil society, and public actors.
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SECTION I: GLOBAL CIVIC ENGAGEMENT EDUCATION

KEYWORDS: Civil Society and Development; Civic Engagement; Service-Learning; Sustainable 
Development Goals.

Introduction

While a great deal of civic engagement pedagogy research has been conducted 
in developed countries, there is less research regarding civic engagement 
pedagogy in, for, and by institutions in developing countries, which could 
mean a lack of exploration of civic engagement education on international 
development initiatives from a developing country’s perspective. The 

discourse on civic engagement pedagogy has largely focused on such issues as service-learning 
and voter drives, but there is less discussion about global-level initiatives, including the United 
Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). When combined with the fact that civic 
engagement pedagogy is largely focused on developed countries in the global North, the impact of 
the UN’s Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which ran from 2000–2015, and their follow-
up, the SDGs on civic engagement in developing countries lacks attention in the literature. This 
gap is surprising, given the potential impact of these initiatives on society in developing countries 
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and how, to be successful in any country, the SDGs require broad public participation and cannot 
be achieved by governments’ sporadic adoption of a set of initiatives. In this chapter, we present a 
service-learning initiative developed at the Federal University of Paraíba (UFPB) that was based 
on the recognition of: (1) the importance and richness of the academic debate on development 
strategies and the roots of underdevelopment in Brazil; (2) the role played by higher education 
institutions (HEI) in the production and dissemination of qualified scientific and technological 
knowledge to society; and (3) the need for greater civic engagement in the dissemination and 
implementation of the SDG agenda.

This case study focuses on a service-learning project which recognized the relevance of civ-
il society’s contribution to the implementation of the SDGs and sought to disseminate the SDG 
agenda’s content among civil society organizations, social movements, public managers, and the 
private sector in the Brazilian northeast. The knowledge dissemination carried out in the initia-
tive was executed by undergraduate students engaged in the project and supervised by academics. 
This project’s immediate goals were to disseminate the SDGs’ agenda and encourage its appropri-
ation by key local actors able to influence its adoption in a way which is aligned to the needs and 
demands of the region. Student participants helped the project to succeed while learning about 
sustainable development and participatory democracy. It also allowed the establishment of part-
nerships between our university and some civil society organizations, public agencies, and policy-
makers, leading to the creation of the Public Policy and Sustainable Development Center, through 
which further partnerships and civic engagement are developing.

This chapter has three main sections. The first presents the context where the project was 
developed, the northeastern region of Brazil, and its political and economic conditions. It also re-
views the context of the UN’s development of the SDGs and examines the connection between the 
SDGs and citizen participation, highlighting the importance of localizing the UN’s 2030 agenda to 
achieve global and local sustainable development. The second section presents the community en-
gagement project developed by the Department of International Relations at UFPB with the aim 
of contributing to the implementation of the UN’s SDGs through civic engagement. It details the 
process of structuring the project, the various actions developed as part of it, some of the challenges 
encountered in this process, and the results achieved.

 These explanations are followed by a discussion of how HEIs can act as civic agents and con-
tribute to promoting global-local civic engagement and the SDGs’ local implementation, establish-
ing the crucial connection between the global agenda and local needs and realities. Considering the 
transformative potential of actions developed within the Brazilian higher education environment, 
it is argued that universities in developing countries can and should play a significant role in pro-
moting civic engagement and sustainable development. This potential is considered in relation to 
the challenges which emerged during the project’s execution and are connected to the limitations 
faced by a federal HEI in a shifting political context, highlighting the limits which bottom-up civic 
action may encounter in a federation like Brazil. The chapter demonstrates how all universities can 
advance their commitments to civic engagement by performing their traditional academic func-
tions grounded in the needs of the communities where they are situated.

Civic Engagement and Development in Northeastern Brazil
While Brazil might be associated with a mix of tropical forests and beautiful beaches with white 
sand and blue sea, this continental country is complex. Brazil has one of the largest biological 
reserves in its forests, the largest freshwater reserve in the world, and an Atlantic coastline of 
almost 7,500 kilometers. However, it is heterogeneous socially and culturally, has considerable 
geographical, climatic, and environmental diversity, and faces many economic, political, and social 
challenges. The Brazilian Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita income for 2019 was US $8,717. 
While this level places it among the highest GDP per capita in Latin America, it is far from the 
average of Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) countries, at US 
$39,485.90.1 Brazil faces high rates of inequality, which are reflected in some social indicators, e.g., 
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life expectancy overall in Brazil is 75.9 years,2 but these numbers vary widely between cities and are 
lower for rural populations. According to the 2010 census, while the national urban average Human 
Development Index (HDI) is high (0.75), in rural areas the HDI is medium (0.586).3

The Brazilian northeast, the region of Brazil where the project presented in this chapter was 
carried out, has important characteristics which are relevant for a better understanding of the po-
tential that university community engagement has to foster civic engagement, but also its limita-
tions and challenges. It is a region with more than 50 million inhabitants distributed among nine 
states and 1,554,000 sq km, which includes biomes ranging from the Atlantic Forest in the coastal 
region to semi-arid areas inland. The region also faces important socio-economic problems—such 
as the persistence of pockets of poverty, especially in large cities’ agglomerations and in the re-
gions with a more arid climate. The states in this region have high levels of social inequality, infant 
mortality, and underemployment, and are poorer with a per capita income that is less than half the 
national average.4 

Table 1. Human Development Index (HDI) of Brazilian Locations Compared to Other Countries
Brazilian location Brazilian location’s HDI Other countries’ HDI Other countries

São Caetano do Sul (SP) 0.862 0.861 Estonia

Águas de São Pedro (SP) 0.854

Distrito Federal 0.824 0.828 Hungary

São Paulo 0.783 0.782 Bulgaria

Brazil
 

0.755
 

0.756 Mexico

0.754 Georgia

Rio Grande do Norte 0.684 0.684
 
 

Indonesia
 
 

Ceará 0.682

Pernambuco 0.673

Sergipe 0.665

Bahia 0.660 0.631 Nicaragua

Paraíba 0.658

Piauí 0.645

Maranhão 0.639

Alagoas 0.631

Fernando Falcão (MA) 0.443 0.442 Ethiopia

Melgaço (PA) 0.418 0.419 Mali
Table created from the 2013 Atlas of Human Development in Brazil, available at: https://www.br.undp.org/content/brazil/

pt/home/idh0/rankings/idhm-municipios-2010.html

Table 1 shows the socioeconomic situation of the Brazilian northeastern region contextually, 
comparing the HDI of the states (in italics) in the region with the Brazilian average, while also 
highlighting the extremes found in Brazilian municipalities. Including the four tiers of human 
development found in Brazilian localities, the table illustrates the socio-economic heterogeneity 
and inequalities found within the country with HDIs comparable to OECD and low-income states. 

All states in the northeast have a HDI below the Brazilian average, which is 0.755. The state of 
Rio Grande do Norte, which has the highest HDI in the region, compares with the HDI in Indonesia, 
while Alagoas, the state with the lowest HDI in the northeast, is similar to Nicaragua. The extremes 
which characterize Brazil are also featured: while São Caetano do Sul and Águas de São Pedro, two 
municipalities in the state of São Paulo, and the Federal District and the State of São Paulo have a 

https://www.br.undp.org/content/brazil/pt/home/idh0/rankings/idhm-municipios-2010.html
https://www.br.undp.org/content/brazil/pt/home/idh0/rankings/idhm-municipios-2010.html
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very high or high HDI similar to that of European countries, the municipalities of Melgaço (in the 
state of Pará) and Fernando Falcão (in Maranhão) have a low level of development similar to that of 
less developed countries. The disparities which characterize Brazilian locations indicate the inade-
quacy of top-down and one-size-fits-all approaches to promoting development. To foster develop-
ment in lower HDI regions such as the northeast and reduce regional inequalities, the specificities 
of each region—and even municipalities—must be considered. Also, to acknowledge the connection 
between social capital and inequality,5 bottom-up solutions supported by local civic engagement 
must be at the center of development programs. 

An important issue is the role of education. Brazilian education indicators are the lowest score 
in the country’s HDI, and the indicators tend to be lower in the northeast. In 2010, for example, 
while Brazilian municipal HDI was high (0.727), the life expectancy index was very high (0.816), 
income was high (0.739), and education was medium (0.637). In the northeast, the municipal HDI 
was medium (0.663), while the education index was low (0.569).6 The Brazilian illiteracy rate (for 
persons aged 15 or older) in 2017 was 7.1% of the national population, while the northeastern aver-
age was around 15%. While around 14% of all Brazilians aged 25 or above have completed higher 
education, the average in the region is less than 10%.7 The lower education rates and development 
indicators in northeastern Brazil highlight the importance of focusing on education and on univer-
sities as institutions which can promote development. 

Brazilian HEIs are usually divided according to their funding and their organization. In terms 
of academic organization, HEIs can be universities, university centers, or colleges.8 While colleges 
are not autonomous, universities enjoy didactic-scientific, administrative, financial, and property 
management autonomy,9 even though they are dependent on public resources. In terms of financ-
ing, HEIs can be private or public, the latter being funded by governmental resources. Public HEIs 
can be federal, state, or municipal, depending on which level of public administration provides the 
resources for their maintenance. In public institutions, the education is completely free, while in 
private HEIs the funding comes mostly from the payment of tuition fees.10 

Brazilian HEIs, especially public universities, take on a role which surpasses their educational 
responsibility. They develop their formative missions by embracing their social commitments to 
educating citizens and cultivating their civic engagement, reducing inequalities, creating opportu-
nities, and promoting development while constructing and preserving cultural identities.11 These 
goals are supported by the constitutionally established principle of inseparability between teach-
ing, research, and community outreach,12 which underlines the connection between the University 
and its social, economic, and political context. This principle emphasizes the importance of pro-
viding an academic education which prepares students to enter the job market, but also contrib-
utes to solving social issues in line with local demands and specificities. It encourages production 
of high-quality academic and scientific knowledge conducive to overcoming structural socio-eco-
nomic problems in Brazilian society such as poverty and inequality. 

These three dimensions of academic activity—teaching, research, and community outreach—
form a tripod which constitutes, according to article 207 of the 1988 Brazilian Constitution, the 
fundamental basis of Brazilian higher education and a duty of the federal higher education system. 
They must be understood as complementary but autonomous aspects of a university’s mission, 
necessary to guide a competent, ethical, and socially engaged university which acknowledges its 
civic responsibilities.13

Through their research activities, universities are central to the production of innovative sci-
entific and technological knowledge. Universities can act as catalysts for innovation and knowl-
edge generation, and, as the project presented in this chapter demonstrates, they can develop new 
approaches, solutions, and technologies in collaboration with local communities through academ-
ic outreach. In this context, the accumulation of expertise, structure, equipment, and qualified per-
sonnel which universities promote through regular academic activities can contribute in an effi-
cient and multidisciplinary way to deal with contemporary challenges and barriers that currently 
limit sustainable development. 

Just as education has an important role to play, so too has civil society, which has played an 
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increasingly important role in the promotion of development in recent decades.14 Although this 
participatory aspect was left out in the formulation of the UN’s MDGs in the 1990s,15 the Millen-
nium Declaration urged governments to partner with civil society. The importance of greater and 
more effective civic engagement was also noted in the UN’s evaluation of the progress made by the 
MDGs and embraced as a core element in the following 2030 agenda, which highlighted the need 
to expand the political participatory process and establish more effective mechanisms for civil so-
ciety involvement as the UN formulated the SDGs.16

The 2030 Agenda recognizes the importance of localizing17 the SDGs for them to be effec-
tive, that is, translating the global agenda into policies tailored to meet specific local realities.18 
Localizing involves connecting the international, national, and subnational levels (regional and 
municipal) so that the global guidelines are seen in the light of national norms and aligned to the 
specific needs and demands identified at the local level. To achieve a civically engaged bottom-up 
approach, prioritizing local action is necessary through strengthening the capacities of local com-
munities to engage in civic action, cultivating local governments’ material and human resources, 
mobilizing political will, and developing institutional and legal frameworks at the local, regional, 
and federal levels.19

Brazil has gone through dramatic changes in the last four decades. The year 1985 marked 
the end of an authoritarian military regime, followed by progress toward an increasingly vibrant 
democracy. During the first years of the 21st century, especially during Luis Inácio Lula da Silva 
and Dilma Rousseff’s first term, the country experienced a moment of innovative public policies 
which mitigated extreme poverty and hunger, increased social rights, generated millions of jobs, 
and contributed to the reduction of social inequalities.20 These improvements were connected to 
the decentralized and participatory character of Brazilian re-democratization, which fostered the 
development of bottom-up socio-political transformations.21

The participatory institutions enshrined in Brazilian public governance by the 1988 consti-
tution were empowered two decades later when, during the Lula da Silva administration, the Na-
tional Policy Councils and National Policy Conferences were reformed. These institutions provide 
spaces for members of civil society to participate in multi-level deliberative processes to inform 
drafting of national policies. Thus, these participatory institutions contributed to the definition 
of government agendas, the enactment of resolutions and recommendations, and the formulation 
of public policies, plans, strategies, and guidelines to implement them and supervise their appli-
cation.22 Participatory budgeting, which had been created in 1989 by the Partido dos Trabalhadores 
(PT), was adopted nationally between 2003-2016. This method was considered a “best practice” 
among the world’s 40 best policy programs by the UN in 1996 and became Brazil’s main “democrat-
ic export,” adopted by more than a thousand cities in almost 50 countries.23

In this context of human development, an important policy adopted was the expansion and 
internalization of the network of Brazilian federal universities, expanding the number of young 
people in undergraduate and graduate courses and democratizing access to higher education. The 
expansion and strengthening of this network together with structural political changes increased 
the possibilities for interaction between universities, local governments, and civil society organiza-
tions in the development of collaborative research and community engagement projects.24

Due to these advances, there were great expectations for further improvements in Brazilian 
democratic governance and development in 2014 when the project outlined in this case study was 
initiated, with the aim of contributing to the advancement of civic engagement and development 
while relying on the capacity of universities to act as civic agents promoting positive change. Yet, 
as the chapter highlights, political events since 2016 have shown the frailty of Brazilian institutions 
and democracy, which has shifted the character of federal governance significantly and led to the 
project’s conclusion. The project’s conception, development, and results achieved are addressed in 
the following section.
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Civil Society Participation in the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals Project
The civic engagement project, Civil Society Participation in the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals, was developed within the Department of International Relations at UFPB, 
a small department of 15 scholars based in the Centre of Applied Social Sciences located in the 
University’s João Pessoa Campus.25 UFPB is a large institution, with four campi, 18 centres, and 
97 departments.26 In 2019 it offered 124 undergraduate courses and 112 post-graduate courses and 
had 30,385 students enrolled in undergraduate studies and 5,937 in post-graduate studies. During 
that year, the HEI registered 98 patents, published 10,233 scientific articles, and conducted 1,253 
community outreach projects. 27 

The project outlined was based on the premise that public engagement and civic participation 
are critically important for the successful implementation of the SDGs. Considering the impor-
tance of localizing the SDG agenda in the northeastern states of Brazil, this initiative aimed to join 
University and civil society organizations in the region and sought to build bridges between the 
knowledge produced in the academy and the knowledge of practice from relevant political actors.

From the localizing approach, the coordinators understood from the outset that the global 
sustainable development agenda cannot thrive based on sporadic top-down actions taken by gov-
ernments. Instead, this agenda requires a network of actors that internalized and used the SDGs as 
a language and action tool. To be achieved, the internationally negotiated SDGs must be adopted 
by a civil society which applies the SDGs in its local communities; by local governments, which 
make decisions about public policies and resource allocation; and by private initiatives, which de-
fine investments and directly affect the natural resources available to society.

In line with this agenda, the project sought to contribute to localizing SDGs in the northeast-
ern region of Brazil, that is, adapting global sustainable development discourses to local realities. 
To promote sustainable development, the University could disseminate the agenda among rele-
vant local actors, assist in creating a strong, interconnected structure supporting policies aligned 
with the SDGs and train civil society actors to exert political pressure when necessary. In other 
words, through an outreach project structured around education and trainings on the theme of the 
SDGs, the University sought to foster learning and civic engagement among students and local 
citizens, while strengthening the capacity of local public and civil society actors to promote sus-
tainable development.

Structuring the project
In 2014 the Political Economy of the United Nations Millennium Development Goals research project 
was initiated. This project included three undergraduate students supervised by one member of 
the faculty from the Department of International Relations. It was developed as part of UFPB’s 
Scientific Initiation program, which aims to provide opportunities for undergraduate students 
to engage in the practice of developing research. This project28 provided the conceptual basis 
for future activities on the SDGs and was developed around two topics: first, the results of the 
MDGs and their impact on the post-2015 Agenda, and second, the political processes shaping 
and structuring the SDGs. The project focused on building a comprehensive and in-depth 
understanding of the political processes for adopting, implementing, and evaluating the United 
Nations’ development agenda and made it possible to develop knowledge about the two specific 
UN development agendas of the 21st century. It was in the context of this project that partnerships 
with key actors in the region were examined with the support of the United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP) special representative for the SDGs for northeast Brazil, marking the beginning 
of the collaboration with UNDP.

From this organizational and intellectual basis, the Civil Society Participation in the United Na-
tions Sustainable Development Goals community engagement project was created the following year. 
In light of the need to incorporate the SDGs in the logic and practices of municipalities and states, 
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that is localizing the SDGs, the project worked to insert the global goals into local administrations 
by assisting local adoption of the goals and monitoring of public actions. The coordinators hoped 
to facilitate these changes by training political and social actors to participate in the implementa-
tion of the SDGs while simultaneously identifying the specific demands of these actors related to 
issues connected to the UN’s development agenda.

In order to achieve the project’s goals, a team was recruited comprising undergraduate stu-
dents enrolled in different courses. The participants were not required prior knowledge. The proj-
ect expected commitment from all team members to the project’s goals, as well as a desire to devel-
op an awareness of the importance of civic engagement and an understanding of the particularities 
of each partner and their contexts.29 During the initial months of their inclusion in the project, 
every team member developed the skills necessary to carry out the activities promoted with project 
partners and to contribute in the preparation of didactic and pedagogical materials and technical 
reports to support the trainings, presentations, and proposals presented to partners.

Organizationally, this service-learning project was institutionally supported and financed by 
the Ministry of Education during 2015 and 2016. In each year the project received around R$50,000 
(Brazilian Real), a high amount for community outreach projects in social sciences and humanities 
according to Brazilian standards. The majority of resources were used to fund travel to develop 
trainings, acquire equipment to develop the training materials, and provide scholarships for par-
ticipating students.

The project also received institutional support from the UNDP, which, between 2015–2016, 
maintained a special representative for the SDGs for northeast Brazil based in the city of João 
Pessoa—where UFPB’s International Relations Department is also based. The UNDP supported 
the production of content for the training activities and facilitated an active dialogue between the 
University and other institutions throughout the project. Being a well-known, credible organiza-
tion with access to the spaces needed for initial meetings, the UNDP helped to initiate dialogue 
with public and private organs.

Civil society organizations were also critical in building bridges between the University and 
the public administration. The barriers faced by the project in connecting with local and regional 
actors were mostly related to lack of interest from public administrators. Project leaders felt that 
many public managers were conducting minimal box ticking, i.e., satisfying bureaucratic adminis-
trative requirements, instead of seeking innovative ways to improve local conditions. This afore-
mentioned difficulty in connecting to and working together with state agencies was minimized 
through the contact channels facilitated by civil society organizations which already had estab-
lished connections and partnerships with the public administration. Throughout the develop-
ment of the project, some of the participant students linked to NGOs such as “Engajamundo” and 
“Minha Jampa”, which in addition to the organization “Nós Podemos”,30 contributed to establish-
ing the dialogue between the University, NGOs, and local government by intermediating contacts 
and facilitating the approach to public managers.

The project trained young leaders and civil society organizations, decision makers, and corpo-
rate social responsibility organizations. The training sessions and materials were structured based 
on the team’s research about the MDGs and the SDGs, their targets, their goals, their fulfillment, 
and the identification of priority themes and issues for those being given capacity. The training 
sought to disseminate knowledge to build technical and organizational capacities so that trainees 
could contribute to discussions related to socio-economic development and the implementation of 
public policies. 

Developing the project: trainings and their outcomes
Putting these ideas into practice was a major challenge. In addition to difficulties strengthening 
university-public administration relationships, the immense dimensions of the northeast region 
(2.5 times greater than France), its relative lack of development, and poorly trained personnel in 
public administration adversely affected the development of the project. Nevertheless, the project 
developed varied community activities to disseminate SDGs and to train policymakers and NGO 
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leaders to mediate debate and monitor the implementation of SDGs. Trainings occurred over the 
2015–2017 time frame. The tables below detail the training activities carried out, all of which were 
provided free of charge.

Table 2. Trainings Offered to the Public Sector
Ceará Mayors’ Association (APRECE).

Venue Fortaleza/CE:

Target Audience Representatives from municipalities of the state of Ceará; and state/municipal 
associations and agencies.  

Aims  Training public managers on the SDG agenda and presenting ‘best practices’ of 
public policies for the implementation of the SDGs.

Municipal Education Secretary of São Bento do Una/PE

Venue São Bento do Una/PE.

Target Audience Municipal Secretary of Education, São Bento do Una.

Aims  Training for around 600 teachers and public managers from the Municipal Sec-
retary of Education (São Bento do Una/PE). The objective was to reconcile the 
SDGs with the planning of teaching activities in the municipality.

Municipal Association of Pernambuco (AMUPE)

Venue Recife/PE

Target Audience Representatives from municipalities of the state of Pernambuco, as well as      ed-
ucational institutions and social movements.

Aims Training public managers on the SDG agenda and presenting ‘best practices’ of 
public policies for the implementation of the SDGs.

Paraiba State Secretariat of Planning and Management

Venue State Secretariat of Planning and Management, João Pessoa/PB

Target Audience Public administrators from the State Government

Aims Presentation and discussion of the SDG Agenda with the managers of the State 
of Paraíba, in line with the government’s demand to bring its planning closer to 
the goals and targets of the SDGs.

City Hall of Pombal

Venue State Secretariat of Planning and Management, João Pessoa/PB

Target Audience Public administrators from the State Government

Aims Balance and discussion of activities and actions implemented by the local ad-
ministration to implement the SDGs, knowledge and experience sharing for the 
evaluation and improvement of public policies.

Tables 2 and 3 show some of the activities developed by the project. They highlight the broad 
scope of the project, which managed to reach most of the states of the northeastern region of Bra-
zil. Table 2 displays the agenda of activities which were directed to public institutions with the 
aim of contributing to the internalization of the SDGs in the process of planning and implement-
ing public policies. Table 3 details the activities targeting civil society institutions which sought 
to strengthen their capacities to participate in public debates and contribute to their abilities to 
oversee governmental action. It includes the actions developed with civil society organizations, 
educational institutions of different levels of training, and business organizations which promote 
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social responsibility activities.

Table 3. Trainings Offered to the Private Sector and Social Responsibility Institutions

Brazilian Micro and Small Business Support Service (SEBRAE)

Venue Natal/RN: Sebrae.

Target Audience Representatives from municipal and state agencies; associations and institu-
tions and micro and small Business.

Aims Dissemination of knowledge and good practices on incorporating the SDG 
agenda into business practices and municipal public management.

Maria Madalena Oliveira Cavalcante Institute (IMMOC).

Venue Recife/PE

Target Audience Around 60 young people, aged between 16 and 21 years, from the communities 
of the cities of Olinda and Recife/PE.

Aims Dissemination of knowledge and good practices on incorporating the SDG 
agenda into corporate social responsibility policies. Training the young people 
served by the association

Alpargatas Institute

Venue João Pessoa/PB

Target Audience Continuous activities developed in 11 cities, involving all teachers of basic edu-
cation and municipal education managements.

Aims Work in partnership with the Alpargatas Institute alongside 11 cities served by 
the institute to train and qualify teachers and municipal managers on the incor-
poration of the SDGs in their teaching practices and activities.

The training of members of the public sector, such as the public primary school teachers from 
São Bento do Una, were developed at the request of the Secretariat of Education of the São Bento 
do Una municipality, which has been operating since 2014 with a focus on the United Nations’ 
development agendas. Until December 2015, activities revolved around the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals and, as of 2016, the #MAIS: Morality + Action + Social Integrity Project was initiated, 
operating under the SDGs framework.

This training focused on preparing and sharing information and materials about the SDGs, 
helping participants connect the global agenda to their realities, and identifying specific elements 
which they could relate to and use as the basis for projects in their schools. In this way, the training 
of 600 teachers offered a conduit to disseminate the contents of the SDGs with the entire public 
primary school community–teachers from 63 schools attended by 10,129 students. In addition to 
sharing information on the MDGs and the SDGs, the workshop identified similar projects previ-
ously developed by this community, discussed challenges and opportunities in implementing the 
SDGs and highlighted their roles as local actors relevant to achieving global targets.

The training of civil society multipliers, such as those developed in the state of Ceará, aimed 
to improve the performance conditions for a network of 280 volunteers trained by UNDP-Brazil to 
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work in their specific states to promote SDGs. The project’s contribution focused on the SDGs and 
took place within a broader event, the Training of ODM/ODS Multipliers. This training took place 
on 7 August 2015, was sponsored by Nós Podemos Ceará, the National Movement for Citizenship 
and Solidarity and UNDP and also covered the MDGs in Brazil. It touched on the formulation 
process for SDGs, explained the goals and their targets, and described mechanisms for local mobi-
lization toward their implementation and monitoring.

The training developed in partnership with the Alpargatas Institute—which is the institution 
responsible for the socio-environmental responsibility agenda of a prominent Brazilian company 
with global reach—directly impacted the work of the Institute, which supports municipal education 
secretaries throughout the region. Since the training, the Institute formalized its commitment to 
the 2030 agenda, aligned its mission to the agenda, emphasized the relevance of social sustainabil-
ity, and helped to disseminate information about the SDGs. Through this partnership, it was pos-
sible to educate teachers and municipal managers on SDGs and help them to align their teaching 
with the principles of the 2030 Global agenda. 

Institutional and educational outcomes
During the development of the project, important partnerships flourished between the University 
and the institutions involved in it and allowed the institutional and academic maturation of the 
enterprise engaged in localizing SDGs and multiplying civic engagement activities. Within the 
University, the Observatory of Sustainable Development Goals initiated its activities during 
the project’s implementation. The observatory is a platform for the dissemination of academic 
research on the SDGs which monitors activities, actions, publications, and results related to their 
implementation. The observatory offers analysis of the information it provides and identifies 
academic projects and activities developed at the Federal University of Paraíba that contribute in 
some way to the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals.

Through this initiative it was also possible to establish the Public Policies and Sustainable De-
velopment Centre at UFPB (NPDS). NPDS was established as the institutionalization of UFPB’s 
commitment to the SDGs, creating a permanent forum to devise and implement actions designed 
to internalize the SDGs’ goals. The Federal University of Paraíba signed two memoranda of un-
derstanding with the UNDP committing to contribute to the achievement of the 2030 Agenda and 
joined the UN’s Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN), an online network which 
mobilizes scientific and technological knowledge to promote practical solutions for sustainable 
development and the United Nations’ academic impact.31 The NPDS Centre was created to sup-
port the University in implementing the SDGs. It is now a hub that brings together professors, 
researchers, and students from different areas of knowledge, with a focus on the implementation 
of sustainable development projects.

Within the NPDS several academic and scientific research, teaching, and community outreach 
projects which relate to sustainable development and public policies have been or are being devel-
oped. It provided a physical space for activities connected to this project and other initiatives which 
promote the SDGs. The Observatory of Sustainable Development Goals, for instance, whose activ-
ities initially had to be developed in the offices of the project’s coordinators, can now be housed at 
the Centre. UFPB also dedicated a few grants to the development of research on the topic.

Another outcome of the project was the launching in August 2020 of the portal The Federal 
University of Paraíba and the Sustainable Development Goals. The portal aims to disseminate scien-
tific and technological knowledge and other service-learning initiatives developed at UFPB that 
positively impact the implementation of the SDGs. It seeks to encourage future partnerships be-
tween the University and actors promoting development in the region. Stimulating the production 
of knowledge within the University can contribute to sustainable development according to local, 
regional, and national demands.

The project also prepared participating students to develop trainings, deliver lectures, orga-
nize debates, and support the production of projects, didactic, and pedagogical materials. Through 
the combination of research, production of materials, and practice with training events, they ac-

https://www.institutoalpargatas.com.br
https://observatorioods.wordpress.com/
https://www.ufpb.br/npds
https://www.ufpb.br/npds
about:blank
about:blank
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quired and consolidated their own knowledge about the SDGs and development issues affecting 
communities in northeastern Brazil. At the same time, they honed their public speaking skills, 
contributed to debates, worked in groups, and supported development of the project.

In this way, the project strengthened the students’ academic knowledge but, most important-
ly, allowed them to participate in dialogues with actors from outside the University, learn about 
different social and environmental realities and problems, and develop critical thinking abilities. 
They mastered the concepts associated with the SDGs, established direct dialogue with civil soci-
ety and public administrators, learned to prepare project proposals, reacted to problems experi-
enced by people and public administrations, and developed a sense of responsibility toward local 
development and the public good. 

Participating students’ sense of accomplishment was nurtured by their ability to directly 
witness the impact that their actions and the project generated on the partners. The Alpargatas 
Institute, for example, institutionalized the SDGs as a main element in its social responsibility 
actions, actively disseminating the sustainable development agenda in its partnership with the 
eleven municipalities in the region which it supports. The local public administration organs, who 
were also partners of the University, have been adopting the SDGs as parameters for implementing 
public policies.

The public and civil society institutions involved in the project benefited from receiving free 
and personalized trainings on the SDGs according to their social roles and needs. Reaching sev-
eral public sector bodies in many states of the northeast, a region with lower development levels 
compared to the Brazilian average, the project contributed to strengthening the capacity of these 
local and regional institutions in localizing the SDGs and therefore, was conducive to the establish-
ment of conditions where sustainable development can be promoted. Partnering with civil society 
institutions in the region, the project also helped transmit knowledge about the sustainable devel-
opment agenda and the role of civic engagement in localizing international goals among organiza-
tions which can multiply this knowledge among other civil society actors. This way, this initiative 
developed within UFPB can indirectly benefit the citizenry in the region through the promotion 
of sustainable development according to local needs and demands through the channels of both 
public and civil institutions which received trainings from the project.

Universities as Civic Agents: Bridging the Global SDGs and 
Local Development Through Community Engagement
The initiative presented in this chapter was developed considering universities as citizen actors32 
which can contribute to progress by developing and disseminating scientific and technological 
knowledge, and by being committed proponents of civic engagement. Education is important to 
economic and social development and is essential for disseminating knowledge of sustainable 
practices to equip new generations to incorporate sustainability as a value and lifestyle.33 There is a 
direct relationship between expanding access to basic education, promoting higher education, and 
increasing investments in science and technology and the improvement of national economic and 
social indicators. It increases productivity and wages, improves access to health services, increases 
life expectancy, and contributes to reducing poverty and violence rates, among other indicators.34

Traditionally, education and, more specifically, universities can contribute to sustainable de-
velopment through the production and dissemination of (1) scientific and technological knowl-
edge applicable to technical transformations with social impacts; (2) knowledge that scientifical-
ly supports and promotes public policies and development strategies; (3) social technologies to 
contribute more actively to shaping initiatives that intervene in society; (4) and in the training of 
human resources. There are, however, limits to these potentials, which are influenced by global 
and local inequalities. On the international level, there is grave inequality in the distribution of re-
search activities between developed and developing countries, with only 0.5% of researchers being 
positioned in the developing world, while more than 40% are found in Europe and North America.35

The research outputs generated within universities also can be disseminated among social 
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actors through community outreach. Teaching and research facilitates the development of scien-
tific and technological knowledge, while community engagement and service-learning underscore 
ethical, political, and social dimensions of knowledge and their connections to society. According 
to article 205 of the 1988 Brazilian Federal Constitution, universities must promote and encourage 
education as a right of all in collaboration with society. This policy, emanating from the highest 
norm in Brazilian hierarchy, is complemented by other federal directives, such as the National 
Plan of University Service-Learning (Plano Nacional de Extensão Universitária), which recognizes 
community engagement as an academic process and ensures that higher education institutions 
are attuned to social issues.36 Aligned with top-down federal norms, UFPB fulfills its social role of 
training professionals with social responsibility and contributing to the scientific, technological, 
artistic, and cultural development of the country while providing public, free, and high-quality ed-
ucation.37 According to the University’s statute, outreach is an educational, cultural, scientific, and 
technological process, inseparable from research and teaching. The University explores problems 
and issues relevant to national, regional and local constituencies and disseminates that knowledge 
and its benefits to the community. In this way, institutions of higher learning provide a specialized 
service by establishing an interactive relationship between the university and the community.38

Outreach achieved through service-learning and community engagement helps ensure that 
university research is attuned to society’s needs. Developed in parallel to teaching and research, 
service-learning can be a way to disseminate the technical knowledge generated by scientific re-
search to society. Within the University, service-learning enriches research and teaching by con-
necting theory and practice, which helps to make academic activities socially relevant. Community 
outreach activities are developed as a two-way street. On one side, they present opportunities to ap-
ply scientific knowledge beyond the ivory tower. On the other, the needs of the community where 
the university is located can inform socially relevant research and education which is better able to 
promote sustainable development in a democratic society. 39 This dialogical relationship between 
the University and society benefits the community in which the University is located and the HEI 
itself. HEI’s engaged with their local communities are renewed by the process, teachers’ pedagogies 
are updated, and research topics are reinvigorated according to their relevance to society, opening 
the doors to socially committed critical thinking.40

The context in which the initiative considered in this chapter was developed was impacted 
by changes in federal governance, which made the activities of teaching, research, and community 
outreach more challenging. These changes commenced during Dilma Roussef ’s second term in 
the Presidency, when her government was disrupted in August 2016 by a spurious impeachment 
process. After her departure, Michel Temer, became President. During his administration, from 
mid-2016 to the end of 2018, the government restricted social expenditures and dismantled the 
National Councils and Conferences.41 Under Jair Bolsonaro’s government since 2019, Brazil has 
become increasingly like an authoritarian regime with a massive military presence.42

In this context, universities, social organizations, and other political and scientific entities 
have experienced a financial retraction43 and faced political and ideological attacks from the fed-
eral government.44 Abrupt curtailment of federal support for the university’s community outreach 
(ProExt) project, has resulted in the conclusion of the service-learning project presented herein, 
with no prospect of reactivation. The conflict between bottom-up and top-down policies is also 
present in the area of development. While the federal government adopts an agenda contrary to 
the SDGs, some states and municipalities in the northeast resist, trying to align public policy plan-
ning and implementation with the 2030 development agenda. The result of these disputes is visible 
in social and economic indicators, which show an increase in inequality in the Brazilian northeast, 
the resumption of poverty and hunger, rising unemployment, and the risks of a more generalized 
economic crisis nationally.45 The negligent federal policies towards the COVID-19 pandemic also 
highlighted the tensions between the federal government and the federated entities, as the states 
sought to follow national and international agencies’ guidelines to fight the pandemic.46

The project reached its limit at the end of 2016, when the Ministry of Education’s program, 
which financed it, was suddenly concluded. This interruption highlights the frailty of small, bot-
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tom-up approaches, such as those espoused here, when confronted by opposing, top-down policies. 
Its impacts, however, continue be felt through activities developed by the trained civil society ac-
tors and local public administrators, The project has also left its mark on UFPB, which institution-
alized its role as a civic agent by helping to localize SDGs through research, teaching, and outreach 
projects now centered at the institution’s Public Policies and Sustainable Development Centre.

Conclusions
This chapter emphasized the importance of recognizing and encouraging the capacity which 
universities have to act as civic agents by developing community outreach coupled with its more 
traditional academic activities. Universities are privileged and important spaces for producing 
the answers needed to advance towards democracy and development. Through community 
engagement, the communication between HEIs and public and civil society organizations can be 
improved, making the outputs of academic endeavors more attuned to society’s needs and more 
visible to other social actors who can benefit from them.

Grounding its traditional academic mission in its social context, through service-learning and 
community engagement, the Federal University of Paraíba was able to promote civic engagement 
and contribute to localizing the SDGs in northeastern Brazil. It did so by bridging specific life ex-
periences and needs from the local level with the international sustainable development agenda, 
which required effective participation of civil society to succeed. Through the three basic activities 
of Brazilian higher education institutions—namely teaching, developing research, and community 
engagement—intertwined in a service-learning initiative—this experience demonstrates how uni-
versities can act as civic agents and contribute to local development, while increasing student’s 
knowledge and encouraging their civic engagement.

Actively disseminating knowledge about the SDGs and appropriating this global agenda by 
local actors in Northeastern Brazil, was an effective way for faculty from the Department of In-
ternational Relations at UFPB to connect the global SDGs framework and the subject matter of 
International Relations to specific demands of northeastern Brazil. This project contributed to the 
practices of research and learning within the Department and to the engagement of the University 
and the participating students with civil society organizations, public managers, and the private 
sector.

For the students themselves, their contributions included: (1) developing research, (2) prepar-
ing material to supplement trainings, (3) delivering trainings involving lectures, (4) promotion of 
debates, and (5) supporting the development of projects. Contributing to the training of civil soci-
ety and public sector agents, they promoted local ownership of the global agenda. Acting toward a 
meaningful goal, such as the promotion of sustainable development, the students reflected on the 
meaning of democracy and development and kindled their civic commitment by seeing how their 
agency can promote positive change.

The challenges generated by the shift in Brazilian federal administration and national-level 
policies which took place in mid-2016 and became more acute since 2019, are immense and point 
to a direction opposed to that promoted herein. They also highlight, however, the importance of 
strengthening the commitment of educational institutions, social organizations, and citizens to 
democracy and the value of bottom-up approaches to civic engagement which connect universities 
and civil society in positively transforming a society like Brazil.

This project also demonstrates, for other universities invested in developing a similar ap-
proach, how local bottom-up initiatives can generate impacts and achieve change even in a shifting 
context where there are tensions between federated entities. Although parts of the project ended, it 
managed to institutionalize at UFPB the civic mission of localizing the SDGs, something possible 
for the Federal University of Paraíba given the didactic and scientific autonomy it enjoys despite 
its dependence on federal funds, a characteristic of the Brazilian public higher education system.

It is through community outreach that higher education institutions act democratically and 
in dialogue with the population, qualifying and preparing people for the job market and also for 

https://www.ufpb.br/npds/contents/menu/projetos
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SECTION I: GLOBAL CIVIC ENGAGEMENT EDUCATION

Importing Civic Education into 
Authoritarian China3

While teaching civic engagement is intrinsically suitable to democratic regimes 
and their norms, similar curricula could face tremendous obstacles when taught 
in authoritarian countries. How could we teach civic engagement in authoritar-
ian states? This chapter discusses the “imported model” by analyzing the expe-
riences of importing civic education pedagogy into mainland China. The case 
study of SEED for Social Innovation, an NGO the author cofounded in 2012 that 
first brought Chinese trainees to the US and then subsequently took the curricula 
to China, is utilized to capture the importing process. Quasi-experimental data 
comparing the effects of teaching the curriculum in the US and China measur-
ing trust, norms of reciprocity, and willingness for civic engagement are analyzed. 
This chapter argues that when faced with institutional constraints in authori-
tarian countries, one could still successfully teach civic engagement by training 
individuals grounded in their own cultures and who are willing to travel to study 
civic educations and the pedagogies in democratic cultures. Using these individu-
als as anchors and turning the trainees into trainers, successful pedagogical mod-
els of civic engagement could be grounded even within an authoritarian context. 
Framing “teaching civic engagement” as academic activities while collaborating 
with prestigious educational institutions would provide legitimacy and reduce po-
litical risk. Collaborating with domestic foundations and philanthropists could 
make the imported model more sustainable economically. And assembling local 
civic engagement best practices could further localize the foreign experiences. The 
experimental data assessing participants’ willingness to civically engage also re-
veal that the interventions impact the workshops conducted in China as much as 
those in the US.

Taiyi Sun
Christopher Newport University

KEYWORDS: Imported Civic Education; Authoritarianism; Social Capital; Public Narrative; Quasi-
Experiment 

Introduction

Teaching civic engagement can cultivate informed citizens and strengthen democracies.1 
Civic engagement education pedagogy and research has largely been focused on 
democratic societies. With the democratic consensus of the post-Cold War order 
deteriorating and the assertive re-emergence of authoritarianism in the world, teaching 
and studying civic engagement under authoritarian settings may be more urgent than 
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ever, not only because of the sheer number of people living in non-democracies (about 44.2% of the 
global population), but also due to the strengthened counter forces that compel people to follow 
authority and ignore the pursuit of civil and political rights.2 Major authoritarian countries such 
as Russia and China continue to consolidate their authoritarian control of their societies, while 
large democracies like the United States (US), India, and Brazil, infused by waves of nationalism, 
have faced unprecedented challenges to their people’s levels of freedom and democratic values.3 A 
notable example of this challenge was the 2020 US presidential election, where some two months 
after the election one-third of Americans believed that voter fraud led to the victory of President 
Joe Biden.4 

While teaching civic engagement is intrinsically suitable to democratic regimes and their 
norms, similar curricula could face tremendous obstacles when taught in authoritarian countries. 
Progressive educators, academics, journalists, and community activists have been jailed and re-
moved from their positions in Turkey, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) promoting civic 
education and democracy have been determined “undesirable” in Russia and were forced to shut 
down, textbooks and even an entire library that aims to promote civic education have been banned 
in China, and civic engagement activities face challenges in many countries such as Zimbabwe, 
Egypt, and Ethiopia.5 Outside of general education classrooms, a civil society that could serve as 
fertile soil for civic education may not exist in those authoritarian countries, as the authoritarian 
state could use NGOs and private entities to channel its control of the society, directly challenging 
the plural, non-repressive, voluntary, and competitive environment that could foster civic engage-
ment.6 Even worse, a totalitarian government may penetrate into every corner of the society and 
private spheres, leaving no room for civic activities.7 Thus, teaching civic engagement in author-
itarian countries may appear to be an oxymoron, even though it is essential for people there to 
experience such curricula. 

In recent decades, we have seen scholars and practitioners putting more emphasis on under-
standing civic activities of young people globally when teaching and researching civic engagement. 
The International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) conducted a 
survey in 1994 on fourteen-year-olds’ understanding of democratic institutions and processes in 28 
countries, and in 2002, a similar survey was conducted in Europe.8 Such surveys later became rou-
tine and the IEA has done its 2009 and 2016 “International Civic and Citizenship Education Study” 
and plans to do the next round in 2022.9 Teachers’ beliefs regarding the aims of civic education have 
also been surveyed and studied.10 However, those surveys do not inform us about the key factors 
causing the variations in civic activities and beliefs about civic engagement across countries. A few 
studies have investigated the conditions and causes of increased civic participation and compe-
tence. Notable contributions to the field include participating in religious organizations, partaking 
in educational institutions, increasing migration and the confluence of diverse groups, growing 
school-to-work linkages, evolving the role of traditional and new media, amplifying family conver-
sations, and adjusting teachers’ practices and school characteristics.11  

Although such literature has laid the groundwork for teaching civic engagement globally, 
some major shortcomings still exist. First, the majority of work has been focused on developed 
western democracies, albeit studies occasionally distinguish between old and newer democracies.12 
Second, survey studies mostly reflect just the current state of civic engagement, which can change 
rapidly, and inferential studies often stop short at reviewing existing literature.13 Third, for those 
rare studies that use empirical evidence to capture causal mechanisms and provide major theoret-
ical contributions, the tools used for interventions are typically not made available, thus reducing 
the replicability of successful practices.14 There are also problems of endogeneity when using in-
dependent variables that are quite similar to the dependent variables. For example, if the indepen-
dent variable is commonly used as a definition or operationalization of the dependent variable, 
there is not much value in observed correlation of variables, let alone having meaningful causal 
relationships.15 Challenges are even more apparent when studying civic engagement pedagogy in 
authoritarian countries. Political and logistical risks for educators, practitioners, and students in-
volved have deterred the growth of detailed, in-depth analyses and the systematic collection of 
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evidence for the effectiveness of civic engagement pedagogy in authoritarian countries.16

Building on these studies, a new model of importing civic education with a unique pedagogi-
cal approach that targets populations living under an authoritarian/autocratic state is introduced. 
The argument advanced in this chapter is that when faced with institutional constraints in author-
itarian countries, it is still possible to successfully teach civic engagement by training individuals 
grounded in their own cultures and willing to travel to study civic education and participate in 
pedagogies in democratic cultures. Using these individuals as anchors and turning trainees into 
trainers, successful pedagogical models of civic engagement could be grounded and localized even 
within an authoritarian context.

According to Roser, four-fifths of the world’s population that live in autocratic regimes are 
Chinese, so China is an ideal case for this study.17 Scholars have debated whether there is a “civil 
society” in China because there is minimal space between the state and the private sphere.18 Civil 
society can be assessed in terms of social capital as the two terms are closely related and sometimes 
used interchangeably. Social capital, defined as the norms, trust, and networks embedded in com-
munities, improves the efficiency of civic lives by facilitating coordinated actions and therefore can 
be an indicator of civil society.19 It is thus considered a foundation of civil society and could indicate 
the quality of a nascent civil society in an authoritarian country like China. Therefore, it is useful to 
assess experimental data on participants’ trust of each other, norms of reciprocity, and willingness 
to partake in civic engagement activities. The results reveal the increase of social capital within the 
newly created student networks and suggest that the fabric of a robust civil society and democracy 
could still be woven under authoritarian settings even when civil society activities are constantly 
challenged by the state and curricula are tightly controlled. By filling this gap in existing literature, 
this study not only provides a plausible causal mechanism in promoting civic engagement and 
civil society activities in an authoritarian country, but also the process and tools can be replicated 
by other scholars and practitioners hoping to teach civic engagement in authoritarian countries.  

In terms of structure, the chapter proceeds as follows. First, it provides a brief discussion on 
the challenges and opportunities of teaching civic engagement in authoritarian countries in gen-
eral. Second, the methods and research design are discussed. Third, SEED for social innovation, 
an NGO originating from civic engagement workshops in the US, and its interactions with the 
Chinese state are used as a case to demonstrate constraints and challenges which civil societies 
in such countries face and how an “imported-model” could still achieve partial success in creating 
social capital and teaching civic engagement. Last, a quasi-experiment is set up to evaluate the 
effectiveness of teaching civic engagement under such authoritarian constraints in comparison to 
the same workshop taught in the US, followed by a discussion of the significance and implications 
of the “imported-model.” 

The Challenges and Opportunities of Teaching Civic 
Engagement in Authoritarian States
Due to specific state-society conditions, it is more challenging to promote civic engagement in 
some countries than others. Strong states with weak mediating institutions prevent systematic 
inclusion of societal actors, thus making it difficult for citizens to be engaged in politics.20 History 
and institutional legacy also sometimes play a key role in shaping a country’s civic education. The 
authoritarian institutional and cultural practices could exclude large sectors of the population 
from civic education in countries like the Dominican Republic, which is partly due to its colonial 
heritage and history of political dictatorship and social inequality.21 Civic engagement in liberal 
democracies often leads to the subjects’ participation in elections and other political activities, 
yet in non-democracies, it is often not clear where civic engagement education is leading to, given 
the lack of opportunities for the exercise of civic and political rights.22 Even in new democracies 
that had an authoritarian past, the legacy of the authoritarian curriculum could challenge the 
teaching of civic engagement due to inertia and the slow pace of adapting to change in educational 
policy, and new spheres like the internet could be found unsuitable for civic activities because 
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they are seen as outside of state parameters and thus perceived as more threatening by the state.23 
Furthermore, empirical evidence has shown that education in authoritarian regimes (including 
electoral authoritarian regimes) could decrease political participation.24

While the challenges to teaching civic engagement in different countries in the world vary, 
the pressures which Chinese civil society faces from the state are especially dire, and the room for 
teaching civic engagement is limited. In the period since Xi Jinping took office in 2012, the trend of 
collective leadership under Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao during the previous two decades has been 
reversed. Among his sweeping transformations of Chinese political institutions, the crackdown 
on grassroots civil society has been well documented. Scholars have paid attention to the impact 
that this particular crackdown has had on villagers, labor activists, lawyers, feminists, journalists, 
environmental activists, entrepreneurs, and religious groups.25 In sum, since Xi Jinping took office 
in 2012, the space for civil society and social activism in China has been diminishing.26 Thus, there 
are high stakes for practitioners who teach civic engagement that does not strictly follow the state’s 
official narrative.

Given the role that university students could play in civic engagement, the Chinese govern-
ment has targeted students as a key group for authoritarian political control, and the state has 
deployed structures and measures to nurture political compliance and consolidate its domination 
of university campuses.27 Even as China is more and more integrated into the global economy with 
Chinese individuals having increased access to global cultural and information flows, the govern-
ment still effectively uses its education system to promote itself relative to global political alter-
natives.28 Such an approach is apparent in Hong Kong as a significant politicization of curricula 
was implemented since a deal was made between London and Beijing for Hong Kong to return to 
China in 1997.29 Such moves are not surprising since higher education could create a large pool of 
potential opposition leaders and generate rivals to the incumbent government who pose an exis-
tential threat to authoritarian rule.30

In the face of such challenges and constraints, many attempts have been made to promote civ-
ic engagement globally, including in authoritarian countries. Some approaches focus on a certain 
group of people. For example, targeting youth groups and youth-led initiatives when there is a lack 
of state-led citizenship education could create new civic spaces, and other citizens could be em-
powered as a result.31 Similarly, since knowledge “is created through a process of new information 
interacting with the prior knowledge and experiences of learners,” it is beneficial to focus on the 
learners and generate civic engagement through interactions and constructing new experiences.32 
The learners, of course, could become future trainers, as the “train the trainer” method, which turns 
trainees into trainers to disseminate information and methodology, has been proven to empow-
er and prepare another specific group—ethnic minorities—to take leadership roles in the future.33 
In non-English speaking communities, implementing a university-affiliated community tutoring 
program that incorporates service and civic engagement with classroom language learning could 
be effective.34

Despite the major challenges of teaching civic engagement in authoritarian countries, there 
are occasional opportunities, especially with the rise of the World Wide Web and the increased in-
cidences of disruptions to the political order and activities in the past. The online remix and meme 
culture, which combines or edits existing materials to produce new creative works or products, 
could be used by citizens to express and debate sentiments on issues of sensitive social and political 
relevance in the social commons and thus empower those interested in civic engagement.35 Inter-
net platforms and applications such as Twitter, when used weekly, could also improve students’ 
political knowledge and political engagement.36 Even major disruptions such as the COVID-19 
pandemic could be windows of opportunities for new interventions to promote global civic en-
gagement because, when organizing activities are forced to be moved online, many students may 
be more willing to engage in actions to solve global challenges.37
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Research Design
One potential way to teach civic engagement in authoritarian countries is to import relevant 
pedagogy from other countries. External factors have played a direct and causal role in constraining 
some dimensions of autocratic power and enhancing the opposition’s power; for example, external 
ideas and financial resources are crucial to exposing fraud.38 These external actors can influence 
democratization, not only through democratic pressures from countries in the West and linkages 
to democracies, but also by enabling elite agency.39 Governments promoting democratic practices 
could use external influences to cultivate civic engagement—although they are often accused of 
importing values—while International Non-Governmental Organizations (INGOs) could also 
tackle an acceptable domain such as environmental protection.40 However, the external actors’ 
influence in civic engagement and democratization could be shaped by geopolitics and could 
be easily jeopardized due to low levels of freedom domestically, harsh legal environments, and 
limited domestic support for civil rights movements.41 Thus, more conscious handling of trade-
offs, conceptual precision, and a dynamic conflict analysis could be crucial when imported civic 
engagement confronts pitfalls.42

To capture the process of the “imported civic engagement” model and identify crucial phases, 
challenges, and the pedagogical interventions of the model discussed, this chapter first utilizes a 
case study of “SEED for Social Innovation” (referred to as SEED from now on)—an NGO that the 
author cofounded in 2012—which first brought Chinese trainees to the US and then subsequently 
took its core curricula to China. To fully reflect on the interactions between different stakeholders 
such as the Chinese state, other NGOs, and participants of the SEED camps, participant observa-
tion and process tracing were used in case analysis to demonstrate the overall approach of “train-
the-trainers” and “importing civic engagement” to authoritarian states.

Then, a quasi-experiment was conducted using the “story of self” component, a workshop 
from the SEED core curriculum as the pedagogical treatment, which was taught in both China (two 
cities: Shanghai and Zhengzhou) and the US (Newport News, Virginia) by the same instructor 
at different times to compare the effectiveness of the intervention. For the China workshops, the 
participants were young adults recruited by partners in China. For the US workshop, participants 
were undergraduate students of the instructor.43 Even though the participants’ selection process 
was not completely random, a t-test of gender composition of participants from the US and China 
reveals that the difference is not statistically significant, providing a basis for the assumption of 
balanced samples.

A pre-treatment, anonymous survey created by the author was filled out by participants to 
establish initial conditions. After the workshop was taught and participants told their “stories of 
self” to their randomly created small groups members (about 3–4 people in each small group), 
another post-treatment anonymous survey was conducted to assess change in civic engagement 
attitudes as reflected in replies to three key questions from the surveys to measure trust, norms of 
reciprocity, and potential participation in a civic discussion on public issues respectively:44

• If you have $100 right now, a member of your team wants to borrow money from you 
(without telling you the purpose), how much would you be willing to lend to your 
teammate? (Please write down a number between 0-100: _________)

• If it is YOU who hopes to borrow from your teammate, how much do you think your 
teammate will lend you? (Please write down a number between 0-100: _____)

• If someone from your team asks you to participate in a one-day discussion on 
public issues (suppose you don’t have very important things to do that day), will 
you participate?  
 
a) Certainly not  b) not that likely  c) in between  d) maybe will  e) will certainly go
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The assumption in the first question is that if people trust their small group teammates more, they 
will be more likely to lend out a larger amount of their money. The second question enquires about 
the participants’ assessments of the team dynamic, particularly if norms of reciprocity are believed 
to have been established. The third question investigates whether they are willing to give up time 
(with no schedule conflicts) to take part in civic engagement behavior. The three measurements 
are annotated as “trust,” “reciprocity,” and “civic engagement” in the analysis and discussion in 
this chapter. 

The Shanghai workshop had 69 participants while both the Zhengzhou and Newport News 
workshops had 17 participants each. The Shanghai workshop surveys only included the first two of 
the three key questions (due to logistical errors, an older version of the survey was printed leaving 
out the third question) while both the Zhengzhou and Newport News workshop surveys included 
all three key questions. It is, therefore, logical to assume that the Zhengzhou and Newport News 
workshops are the most comparable. The workshop in Shanghai, given the larger N, is a robust-
ness test, especially because in all of the actual exercises, participants were randomly divided into 
small groups of three or four, and the impacts were assessed under the small group settings. All 
results are presented by cities in this chapter, although state-level comparisons generated similar 
outcomes.

Case Study: SEED for Social Innovation

The Evolution of SEED
SEED for Social Innovation was founded by a group of Chinese students in the greater Boston area 
as a student organization at Harvard University in 2012 and later became an NGO in the US with 
special programs under the ADream Foundation (真爱梦想基金会) in China—due to challenges 
associated with direct registration. SEED is short for social responsibility, empathy, empowerment, 
and dedication—four key values democratically selected by the original founders through a ballot. 
The founders of SEED had a vision to empower civil society activities in China through teaching 
civic engagement to practitioners working in the third sector (not the public sector nor the private 
sector). Even though SEED programs could take place inside or outside of university campuses, the 
NGO-run workshops are different from traditional university classes.  

The core curriculum of SEED is put together based on the availability of educators and prac-
titioners, many of whom are from the greater Boston area and some are directly flown from China. 
The volunteer organizing committee fundraised both inside and outside of China to pay the work-
shop faculty members. Those educators and practitioners from China typically have successfully 
organized campaigns such as girls’ empowerment and workers’ rights protection and would share 
their first-hand experiences, tactics, and strategies with participants of the SEED camp. The im-
plications for teaching civic engagement globally from this arrangement are that readily available 
resources where classes take place (in this case, educational resources in the greater Boston area) 
as well as resources from countries or communities that are targets of the imported model, can be 
utilized to combine best practices with the most relevant lessons.

As illustrated in figure 1, in a typical year, the core curriculum could include modules such as 
“Social Innovations in the US,” “Social Innovations in China,” “Personnel Management and Lead-
ership,” “Project Evaluation,” “Design thinking,” “Strategic management,” “One-on-one coaching 
and mentoring,” “On-site visit of successful NGOs,” and “Public Narrative and Leadership.” The 
modules are updated and adjusted yearly based on participants’ feedback and internal assessments. 
The “Public Narrative and Leadership” module by Dr. Marshall Ganz from the Harvard Kennedy 
School is the only module that has been included every year and remains the highest-rated module 
throughout the years.

From 2012 to 2019, SEED trained 285 China-based fellows through its workshops and created 
a community of social entrepreneurs with about 500 people, generating social impact in at least 
60 cities in eight countries, mainly in China, the US, and Thailand. Members of the SEED com-
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Figure 1. The Relationships Between Different Modules Discussed in This Study

munity reported at least 70,000 hours of community services, and the organization’s social media 
account had more than 100,000 viewers in 2019 alone.45 SEED is now one of the most influential 
organizations promoting civic engagement and social innovation in China, winning major awards 
from the NGO sector including China’s “Top 10 Projects” of Action League 2019 Charity Ceremony 
despite the tightening grip on the society by the authoritarian state.46 How did SEED achieve such 
successes? 

From the very beginning, SEED aimed to empower everyone involved through practicing 
what they preach within the organization. Decision-making involved extensive deliberation and 
voting which engaged the entire organization. The initial core program included a week-long camp 
at Harvard on civic engagement, bringing young Chinese scholars and civil society practitioners 
(SEED fellows) to the camp, and then they taught or practiced what they learned back in China. 
The cofounders were mostly students from the greater Boston area. Given Harvard’s reputation, 
the group decided to register as a student organization at Harvard, even though students from Bos-
ton University, Northeastern University, Boston College, and Brandeis University made up most 
of the team. This intentional decision was rewarding as the Harvard brand was effective in attract-
ing donors, motivating high-quality scholars and practitioners to teach the modules at the SEED 
camp, and recruiting competent candidates to apply, even during its initial year. When teaching 
civic engagement globally, it might be beneficial to search for partners and allies from reputable 
institutions in a city or a country, even if the core team may not directly come from those institu-
tions. Yet, the high-profile activity also drew the attention and scrutiny of the Chinese government, 
even though the program was conducted completely outside of China. While Harvard is a highly 
respected academic institution, even by Chinese government officials—President Xi Jinping of Chi-
na and many other high-level officials sent their children to Harvard—the Chinese government was 
concerned about the potential for a “color revolution” in China that could challenge the legitimacy 
of the ruling Chinese Communist Party. Key phrases such as “civic engagement” and “civil society” 
in SEED’s promotional materials made officials in Beijing uneasy. While the first workshop was 
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underway in 2012, a special investigation was set up by the Chinese government to monitor what 
SEED was doing. The frequency and the intensity of such monitoring of civic engagement activ-
ities is unique to authoritarian countries because an active citizenry has the potential to defend 
democracy against threats to its survival while challenging the rule of authoritarian leaders.47 What 
is even more peculiar in this case is the “interdependence sovereignty” which the Chinese state 
exercised and directly reached outside its borders. Key organizers were contacted and pressured to 
shut down the program, and individuals associated with SEED were interviewed by Chinese au-
thorities after returning to China. Thus, it is important to keep in mind when importing teaching 
civic engagement that the target authoritarian country’s state apparatus can pose challenges, even 
outside its boundaries. 

The experiences of SEED suggest that authoritarian states not only penetrate through the 
public sphere and directly interfere in individuals’ lives within its given territory, but they also can 
extend their reach outside their domains. At the core of an authoritarian state, which concentrates 
political power in an authority not responsible to the people, is the tendency to use strong central 
power to preserve the political status quo and reject political plurality. Any alternative discourses 
fostered by its citizens, whether domestic or abroad, could be seen as a threat. This is a manifes-
tation of “interdependence sovereignty”—one of the alternatives to “Westphalian sovereignty”—
which deals exclusively with control, especially over trans-border movements.48 Thus, civic engage-
ment activities that promote or even tolerate the creation of authentic alternative discourses could 
be assessed as risks and often lead to active suppression from the state. This is a major challenge of 
teaching civic engagement in authoritarian countries.

Although promoting civic engagement and empowering Chinese citizens with more skills, 
capacities, and agencies for their rights (through the modules taught) are at the center of SEED’s 
mission, initiating a revolution or overthrowing the government was never part of the goal. On 
the other hand, the Chinese state is also aware of a common problem faced by authoritarian states 
wherein too much control of society could contradict its interest of furthering economic develop-
ment and maintaining regime stability because many civic engagement activities promoted by the 
third sector (and occasionally the private sector) could facilitate economic growth and contribute 
to political stability at the local level when the state strategically and deliberately differentiate be-
tween regime-challenging and regime-supporting activities.49 The state could outsource respon-
sibilities for low risk but potentially controversial tasks to civil society organizations (formal or 
informal) so that it can take the credit when there are no problems and let the civil society organi-
zations take the blame if there were any. 

Therefore, when faced with the risks of being terminated while assuming there would be room 
for maneuver, SEED decided to operate within authoritarian institutional constraints while con-
tinuing to teach civic engagement. An essential yet mostly symbolic move was changing the orig-
inal name of the organization from “SEED for civic and social innovation” to “SEED for social 
innovation” in 2013 while continuing to teach the same core curriculum. If the state’s agents care 
more about the symbolic aspect of activities and a symbolic action taken by practitioners sends 
a signal of cooperation, the state’s agents may be satisfied with such changes on the surface and 
the practitioners’ mission of teaching civic engagement may be preserved. Practitioners teaching 
civic engagement in authoritarian countries quite often will need to make compromises such as 
adjusting curricula for political compliance, but those compromises can be made strategically and 
partially so that local bureaucrats are satisfied without jeopardizing the whole endeavor.50

 To reduce political sensitivity, SEED leveraged its successful Harvard camp in 2012 and drew 
attention from Tsinghua University (equivalent to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology of 
China) in 2013. SEED ran the curriculum both in Tsinghua and Harvard, each for about a week, 
teaching the theoretical modules in China and teaching the more practical modules in the US, in-
cluding the public narrative module studied in this chapter. This move not only reduced tensions 
with the Chinese government at various levels from the central level to local bureaucrats (the activ-
ities are now framed as “academic trainings”), but also allowed SEED, as an organization, to gain 
an initial foothold inside China and become associated with a reputable university. Even though 
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some of the programs were either openly or clandestinely observed by Chinese government offi-
cials, they did not immediately call off the program. 

While tensions between the Chinese government and SEED were lowered when trainings 
were tolerated, the authoritarian state nevertheless continued to pay close attention to its activi-
ties to see whether the academic trainings would spill over to anti-government activities. This in-
dicated that the challenges to teaching civic engagement in authoritarian countries not only exist 
upon entry of the importing organization, but the organization would have to deal with constant 
pressures and scrutiny from the state. Government agents conducted routine interviews with ac-
tive members and attended workshops run by SEED. High levels of monitoring could be a threat 
to civil society organizations operating in authoritarian countries, but also could be utilized as an 
opportunity since government officials could be targets of civic engagement training. Around 2014, 
SEED started to organize grassroots demo youth workshops in major cities to provide a shortened 
version of the full SEED experience. Local authorities in these major cities pressed government 
officials to monitor the workshops, a common situation for organizing civic engagement activities 
independently in China. SEED welcomed the suggestion. Thus, it was a common scene when SEED 
was organizing its camps in a classroom, that some officials were sitting in the back taking notes. 
At least one official gently spoke to a SEED event organizer after monitoring a grassroots civic en-
gagement event and asked if it was possible to get his son, who was in China, to participate in the 
upcoming Harvard workshop. His identity as a father was obviously prioritized over his identity as 
a local government official, and practitioners teaching civic engagement under authoritarian rule 
could utilize the multi-dimensional nature of officials’ identities to sustain their projects. 

Importing Western civic education into China was relatively less challenging once the initial 
challenge from the government was moderated. However, many foreign experiences may not be 
directly transferable within the Chinese cultural context, especially when individualistic approach-
es are met with collective, family- and community-oriented social structures. Chinese people at 
the grassroots level might also be skeptical about civil society organizations which they had never 
before encountered, due to the lack of legitimacy, resources, and credibility.51 Thus, SEED started 
to organize public academic forums to discuss key issues relevant to the third sector as well as 
organize fieldwork to collect and integrate local successful cases of civic education in 2015. SEED 
fellows not only taught civic engagement but started to localize the curriculum using Chinese ex-
periences. It was also essential that SEED no longer depended on funding outside of China, as col-
laborations with philanthropists and charitable foundations inside China were initiated to further 
SEED’s domestic integration with the third sector in 2016. This was also a moment when academic 
exercises started to transition into practical trainings of civil society practitioners to best achieve 
SEED’s missions and goals. Those pedagogies took root on a larger scale as local partners (especial-
ly organizations run by SEED fellows) began to teach civic engagement to their own constituents. 
It was much less sensitive politically when domestic organizations were teaching the curriculum 
rather than a foreign organization from Cambridge, Massachusetts, because domestic organiza-
tions have typically interacted with local authorities. This meant both building on existing expe-
riences of dealing with potential risks but also that the trust of key government officials had been 
earned. Quite often, a trusted liaison at the locality could make sure that the local government was 
not jeopardizing the curriculum. Thus, the collaborations with the third sector actors inside China 
not only provided financial stability for SEED’s operations in China, but also further reduced po-
litical risk under an authoritarian state. 

Teaching civic engagement in authoritarian countries may face uncertainties and challenges 
due to a lack of legitimacy, thus having an official status is desirable. However, the Chinese Foreign 
NGO Law requires any foreign NGO to find a Professional Supervisory Unit (PSU) as a sponsor, 
usually a government agency in a similar field, and then register with the Ministry of Civil Affairs.52 
This particular stipulation made it impossible for SEED to get registered since no government 
agency was willing to take the potential risk and serve as SEED’s PSU. After consulting with legal 
experts and allies in the third sector, SEED decided to anchor at the ADream Foundation in Shang-
hai and officially registered as a special program of the foundation in 2017 to acquire legal status in 
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China. Even though the institutional environment for teaching civic engagement in authoritarian 
countries may not be ideal, practitioners could still look for allies within society for help. 

Since 2019, SEED has provided training and non-profit consulting for individuals and organi-
zations in China and held training camps in new locations (such as Thailand in 2019) to diversify 
the sources of best practices in civic engagement. The public narrative module was also taught and 
exercised by SEED fellows not only in China, but also in the US and Japan, empowering local com-
munities in various countries with their community building, literacy promotion, environmental 
protection, and poverty alleviation projects.53 Even during COVID-19, SEED utilized its network 
and resources in academia, and the third sector, both domestic and foreign, and put together a 
handbook for diverse social forces to participate and engage in the fight against the negative so-
cial and economic impacts and effects of the pandemic. This handbook captured topics ranging 
from promoting media transparency, to differentiating scientific methods and data from rumors, 
to self-organizing grassroots civic actions and collaborating with the private sector, and was widely 
circulated among civil society practitioners in China.54

In reflecting on these points, it is important to point out the limitations of this case study and 
the inherent bias which the author’s relationship with SEED could generate.55 Being able to uti-
lize resources from Harvard and Tsinghua Universities meant that many opportunities were made 
possible due to elite-level collaborations. Many practitioners who teach civic engagement may not 
have access to such resources. However, such experiences still point out the importance of using 
reputable brands and forming alliances when teaching civic engagement in authoritarian states. 
The brand or ally could be a successful local entrepreneur, a supportive local official, a deep-rooted 
civil society organization, or whomever possesses sufficient social capital to connect the practi-
tioner to financial, political, and social resources. 

Assessment of importing civic engagement by SEED 
It was clear that importing the SEED civic education workshops into China would face challenges 
from multiple dimensions: political, economic, and cultural. The experiences indicate that framing 
the camp as “academic activity,” collaborating with a major Chinese university to further legitimize 
such academic practices and later seeking opportunities to expand both horizontally (into multiple 
regions) and vertically (into different age groups), proved to be a sound tactic. The approach to 
“train the trainers” initially followed by the tactic of partnering with domestic organizations to 
teach civic engagement also prevented the importing process from being directly targeted as 
“foreign intervention in Chinese politics and society.” Economically, the Harvard brand was able 
to kick start SEED, successfully encourage domestic philanthropists and foundations to value the 
curriculum (annual budgets went from about $50,000 initially to about $165,000 in just a few years), 
and as a result, made the organization more sustainable. The fieldwork that assembled local civic 
engagement best practices further helped to localize the foreign experiences. Also, SEED was able 
to evolve and improve after each training in China as feedback from participants was constantly 
incorporated into the next round of curriculum designs. 

There are, of course, problematic actions taken by SEED that merit further discussion in 
terms of its implications for teaching civic engagement globally. Initial compromises made with 
the authoritarian state could potentially derail the mission of the organization. To some extent, the 
outcomes of SEED and SEED fellows’ workshops and projects, especially those providing support 
to minority and poor populations, may have strengthened the regime stability of China, provid-
ing authoritarian resilience. However, if the aim is not regime change, the goal of teaching civic 
engagement effectively and empowering individuals with the resources, mindsets, and emotional 
capacities necessary to be active and engaging citizens, could still be achieved.  

Some specific strategies and tactics from this case are generalizable for teaching civic engage-
ment globally, especially in other authoritarian countries. First, the initial brand building was 
important. Getting started as a student organization at Harvard effectively attracted high quality 
collaborators and participants, and fundraising was more effective as a result. Second, framing 
civic education as academic exercises, as opposed to organizing and mobilizing activities, and forg-
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ing collaborations between Harvard University and Tsinghua University, a domestically reputable 
institution in China, reduced tensions between the authoritarian state and SEED. Third, while 
the suspicion and pressure from the state did not go away, focusing on youth from major cosmo-
politan areas as a breakthrough point, and placing more emphasis on promoting social and civil 
rights (especially minority rights) than political rights, initially created breathing room to local-
ize SEED, with the opportunity to scale up afterward. Fourth, instead of arbitrarily dumping the 
foreign curricula onto the Chinese participants, SEED organizers conducted their own fieldwork 
and modified the workshops based on local experiences and cultures, and the workshop modules 
continue to evolve for best fit with the domestic settings. Fifth, as it matured and was grounded, 
SEED gradually moved from pure academic exercises to practical programs and overcame legal 
hurdles by partnering with domestic NGOs for its projects. Such partnerships not only gave SEED 
more legal and institutional protection, but also created channels for SEED to promote and repli-
cate its pedagogies and norms. SEED, thus, was able to take root inside an authoritarian country 
and bring its programs to the general public. Lastly, SEED has adhered to the democratic norms, 
evidence-based thinking, and strong attention to public issues used in its own agenda setting and 
decision-making process to demonstrate to new participants and observers civic engagement in 
action. Some of the above takeaways may be valuable for other practitioners and organizations 
importing civic education into other authoritarian countries.  

The “public narrative” pedagogical treatment
As discussed above, the core curriculum involved in the quasi-experiment originates from Dr. 
Ganz’s Harvard Kennedy School class on organizing and civic engagement. This method utilizes 
storytelling to help individuals find their purposes and shared values and turn those values into 
purposeful actions by creating agency from emotions.56 Such an approach cultivates participants’ 
emotional capacities and motivates actions through values realized from their constructed public 
narratives. Instead of telling people what to do and why they should do it, this approach asks 
participants to find their own values and motivations through the major choices that they made 
in their lives when faced with challenges, and thus their actions could be more spontaneous and 
sustainable. Within the context of authoritarian countries, instructing people to take actions to 
promote their civil and political rights will not only face pressures from the state, but the individuals 
could also find the external pressures foreign and arbitrary. Getting individuals to search within, 
find public issues that they care about, and then equip them with resources and strategies to take 
action, could be more viable for both the individuals and the political environment. It is worth 
noting that such a process not only provides a path to civic engagement for the specific issue 
explored during the workshop, but the methodology could also be replicated by the participants 
when they encounter future opportunities for civic engagement. 

 In those workshops, participants are asked to tell a “story of self” to reflect upon the challeng-
es they had faced in their lives and the choices that they made to overcome the challenges, which 
reflects their values. Then, a second “story of us” is constructed to find the choices that the group 
as a whole made when faced with challenges to cultivate individual group members’ shared values. 
Finally, the participants are asked to create a “story of now” to clarify their own goals (for example, 
a better environment or improved minority rights, etc.) and contrast the “dream of action” with the 
“nightmare of inaction” so urgency is created and collective actions are initiated.57 For the Harvard 
Kennedy School classes and the workshops organized by “SEED for Social Innovation,” additional 
tools such as relationship building, strategizing, taking actions, and leadership development are 
included. For the quasi-experiments in this study, only the “story of self” component from the 
Ganz’ workshop was utilized due to the limited time allowed. The full module could take up to 
20–30 hours plus the time that teams spent on accumulating shared experiences while working on 
a civic engagement project together. 

The public narrative approach is significantly different from typical curricula taught in Chi-
na. In a typical Chinese curriculum, any subjects that have political implications should promote 
patriotism, collectivism, and the love of socialism, and the proposed 2021 compulsory education 
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curriculum plan and curriculum standard further emphasized the implementation of Chinese pres-
ident Xi Jinping’s thoughts on creating a new era of socialism with Chinese characteristics.58 Thus, 
a specific narrative is decided, and alternative narratives and practices are almost impossible to in-
clude. In the Ganz approach, the narrative is generated innately and is pluralistic by design without 
having to adhere to a single political discourse.

Based on a post-training online survey in 2017, SEED participants gave an average of 4.53 
points on a 5-point Likert scale for the public narrative module, the highest among nine different 
modules taught that year. Six months after the camp, the public narrative module was still rated 
the highest with 4.41 points out of 5, and even three years after the camp, about half of the partic-
ipants (48.2%) still believed that it was their most impressive memory at Harvard among a list of 
well-planned activities in the greater Boston area.59 When asked whether they continue to use the 
practices learned at the camps, 76% of the 2018 fellows responded that they either always or fre-
quently use the public narrative module, while 24% said they occasionally use it. No one said they 
never used it.60 Fellows thought that the module was applicable, practical, and relevant to Chinese 
civic engagement, for it not only created a community of practitioners that could continue to em-
power each other, but also provided resources and solutions to members of this community when 
faced with challenges in the process of civic activities. They often mentioned that the public narra-
tive module experience completely changed their way of thinking, and they consequently became 
more motivated in civic activities. SEED fellows have used the public narrative practice in voca-
tional training, poverty alleviation, rural education, sex education, LGBTQ empowerment, women 
and ethnic minority empowerment, environmental protection, and peasant empowerment, among 
many projects, and continue to teach civic engagement globally, especially in China. Some of those 
topics may occasionally face resistance from the local society or governments, but SEED fellows 
have found the skills, capacities, and agencies they acquired from the camps useful in preparing 
them to overcome these challenges and achieve meaningful results.

Results and Analysis of the Quasi-Experiment
To measure the actual impact of the workshops done in authoritarian China and to compare the 
effectiveness between countries/regimes, a quasi-experiment was set up. Social capital in terms of 
trust and norms of reciprocity as well as civic engagement in terms of willingness to participate in 
public discussions were investigated to assess the effectiveness of the “story of self” component 
of the public narrative module. The 95% confidence intervals are presented by cities, depicting the 
changes of trust, norms of reciprocity, and willingness for civic engagement among the participants. 
Figure 2 shows that on the “trust” question, all three cities had an increased mean, indicating that 
participants were more willing to lend money to their small group members after just a few hours 
of intervention—telling their stories of self to each other in a structured way. The changes within 

Figure 2. Changes in Trust
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the Shanghai group were statistically significant, indicating that sharing intimate and meaningful 
personal experiences created new bonding between participants within the same small groups. 
The graph is collapsed into a 1~5 scale to be comparable across questions, so each unit change 
represents an additional $20 participants are willing to lend out.  

On the question of norms of reciprocity, in which participants were asked how much they ex-
pect their teammates would lend them, participants from all three cities also had positive changes 

Figure 3. Changes in Norms of Reciprocity

(illustrated in figure 3). The changes in both Chinese cities were statistically significant and the 
changes in Newport News, had a P value of 0.0502. This indicates that norms of reciprocity were 
created as participants not only trusted that teammates would return money lent, but also that 
they expected teammates would be more willing to lend them money.  

For the civic engagement question, both students in China and the US had positive changes in 
their willingness to participate, although the results are not statistically significant as the P-values 
are both above 0.05. Figure 4 shows the 95% confidence interval of participants’ change in their 
willingness to participate in public discussions. In hindsight, it would be more effective to recruit 

Figure 4. Changes in Civic Engagement

more participants in each of the two cities that answered this question since the question was not 
asked in Shanghai, which had the most participants. This question could also be framed differently 
to reflect the number of hours which participants were willing to commit, rather than simply ask-
ing them to commit to a one-day event.

The public narrative workshop uses emotional power to motivate individuals to find their 
own values and their shared values and propel actions and social impacts. It is, therefore, essential 
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to investigate whether the female subgroup would react differently to the interventions as it has 
been suggested they instill more emotional empathy, which could encourage continued civic en-
gagement.61

Figure 5. Changes in Trust for Female Participants

As indicated by figure 5, for the first question on trust, female participants from all cities in-
creased the amount of money they were willing to lend to their teammates. The changes for the stu-
dents from the Newport News group were statistically significant, while the changes for students 
from Shanghai remained statistically significant.

For the second question, figure 6 shows that not only did female participants from all three 
cities increase their norm of reciprocity, the positive changes were statistically significant across 
cities. Figure 7 indicates that the results for the civic engagement question from the female partic-
ipants resembled that for the entire group, with positive changes, but not statistically significant.

Overall, trust, norms of reciprocity, and willingness for civic engagement increased after the 
public narrative intervention in all cities. The impact was more noticeable among female than male 
participants. In line with Corcoran’s research, this could be due to the emotional nature of the 
“story of self” module. The intervention was less than two hours and only utilized the “story of 
self” component out of the three stories told in a typical public narrative workshop organized by 

Figure 6. Changes in Norms of Reciprocity for Female Participants
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Figure 7. Changes in Civic Engagement for Female Participants

SEED. It is likely that with the whole package, taught repeatedly within Chinese communities for 
nine years, the impacts could be much larger. The quasi-experimental data assessing participants’ 
social capital creation and willingness of civic engagement also reveal that the interventions have 
as much impact in the workshops conducted in China as those in the US.

Conclusion
This chapter has used a case study to demonstrate the major challenges that someone teaching 
civic engagement could encounter in an authoritarian country. The SEED experiences in China 
revealed that, through using these individuals as anchors and turning trainees into trainers, 
successful pedagogical models of civic engagement could be grounded even within an authoritarian 
context—although their effectiveness may be a subject of investigation by future researchers. A 
further potential constraint—the legitimacy of a foreign entity teaching civic engagement—can be 
established by collaborating with established domestic partners, especially prestigious academic 
institutions. In the meantime, foreign experiences could also be localized by incorporating locally-
developed best practices. Another tactic worth noting is to start with the most open-minded 
subgroup of the population and then expand horizontally across different communities while 
cultivating vertically among different age groups. At the right moment, this tactic proved to be 
effective so that foreign experiences not only took root but blossomed. Furthermore, the continued 
diversification of sources of importing civic engagement and the replication of best practices both 
inside and outside of China made the organization sustainable and adaptive. The imported SEED 
has now grown into a forest of active participants in Chinese civil society.62

Lessons from this Chinese experience could be replicable in attempts to teach civic engage-
ment in other authoritarian societies or even democratic societies. Best practices could be shared 
in a safe space in a society that is supportive and resourceful for teaching civic engagement. Indi-
viduals who are open-minded but well-grounded in their own local societies could be targeted as 
future trainers and provided with teaching plans and methodologies so that they could absorb the 
principles of civic engagement and successfully apply them under new conditions, as constraints 
in different countries may vary. Being able to utilize elite institutions for brand-building greatly 
increased the chances of success in this case, but the external generalizability is not only limited 
to practitioners who have access to elite institutions—it is essential to identify resources and allies 
within a community even when such resources and allies are not initially obvious. It is also worth 
noting that repression has costs, but not all governments will shut down all civic engagement ac-
tivities, even in authoritarian countries. Thus, it is important to maintain faith and be strategic 
when importing civic engagement into authoritarian countries. This study also provided empirical 
evidence of the successes in creating new social capital and increasing willingness for civic engage-
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Conceptualizing Civic Education 
and Engagement in Less Liberal 
Contexts4

Civic engagement education has often been associated with promoting and pro-
tecting liberal democracy. What does civic engagement education entail in less 
liberal or illiberal political contexts? In this chapter, we use the lens of “campus 
climate” to describe ways that broader political-legal contexts (macroclimates), 
organizational contexts of universities or colleges (mesoclimates), and localized 
settings within the college, e.g., residential halls and classrooms (microclimates) 
combine to facilitate or stymie civic engagement education. Using Singapore as 
an illustration, we describe formal legal restrictions and implicit norms that con-
stitute macroclimatic barriers to certain types of civic engagement. To foster pro-
ductive microclimates for civic education in this context, we encourage educators 
to emphasize community engagement in addition to political activism, inquiry 
and service over confrontational change-making, and communitarian/ collectiv-
ist over exclusively liberal/individualized political approaches. To develop these 
claims, we introduce a short case study of Yale-NUS College in Singapore. Our 
case study indicates that, through the provision of a facilitative campus climate, 
there are robust opportunities for civic engagement education in less liberal con-
texts. A more in-depth case study of civic engagement education at Yale-NUS Col-
lege is then presented in section III, with findings from focus groups and content 
analyses.

SECTION I: GLOBAL CIVIC ENGAGEMENT EDUCATION

KEYWORDS: Civic Education; Higher Education; Electoral Authoritarianism; Post-Colonial Politics; 
Singapore; Campus Climate.

Catherine Shea Sanger¹ and Wei Lit Yew²
1. Yale-NUS College; 2. Hong Kong Baptist University

Introduction

Higher education in the liberal arts and sciences has gone global.1 National liberal 
arts institutions can be found across the globe, such as Ashesi University in Ghana, 
Lingnan University in Hong Kong, Ashoka University in India, and US-based small 
liberal arts colleges like Swarthmore, Williams, Amherst, Kenyon, and Wellesley. 
Additionally, in recent years transnational institutions and branch campuses such 

as Duke-Kunshan, NYU-Abu Dhabi, and Yale-NUS College have swelled the ranks of liberal arts 
colleges and universities throughout the world.

As the liberal arts model spreads, some newer institutions have grappled with fundamental 
questions of promoting the liberal arts in less liberal countries.2 High-profile incidents involving 
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these various institutions have caused concerns about their ability to protect academic freedom, 
expansive education, and critical discussions, which are hallmarks of the liberal arts model. In 
2015, for example, an NYU professor who is a fierce critic of the labor policies in the United Arab 
Emirates was barred from entering the country.3 The specter of official censorship has continued 
to haunt branch campuses in China.4 In fact, the authors’ own institution, Yale-NUS College, faced 
controversy due to a last-minute cancellation of an experiential learning short course on dissent 
in Singapore because of fears that it was going to involve students violating local laws regarding 
protest and assembly.5 Inevitably, these controversies have stoked questions about the viability of 
implementing liberal education in countries without strong liberal arts traditions, and by exten-
sion, of teaching civic engagement in less liberal political contexts.

As educators at Yale-NUS since 2014 and 2018 respectively, we are well-positioned to offer 
insights into how civic engagement education has developed and can develop within a less liberal 
polity and how civic engagement might develop in similarly situated institutions. In this chapter, 
we offer conceptual tools for understanding civic education and sociopolitical engagement in less 
liberal contexts. While many of these observations will be applicable across a range of political 
regime types and cultural contexts, we draw heavily from our own experience as non-Singaporeans 
teaching in Singaporean higher education. Our observations are relevant for all educators who are 
considering civic education in less liberal settings and those who are working outside their cultural 
comfort zones, such as educators working at international institutions or branch campuses outside 
their country of origin. 

In this chapter, we deploy the lens of “campus climate” to frame our argument on how the 
broader political-legal context (the macroclimate), the organizational context (the mesoclimate), 
and localized settings within the college (microclimates) combine to facilitate and complicate the 
pedagogy of civic engagement. Campus climate refers to “a complex ecosystem of interconnected 
structural, cultural, human, and political factors that affect college student learning.”6 Several au-
thors have noted that it is critical for encouraging students’ political learning and engagement, be-
cause campus climate shapes prevailing attitudes, behaviors, standards, and practices of the mem-
bers of an institution, which in turn determine the academic experiences of individual students.7 
While existing literature on campus climate has successfully flagged crucial elements facilitating 
civic engagement among students, it has failed to take into account the specific experiences of uni-
versities, particularly liberal arts institutions, in illiberal settings. Our contribution here therefore 
seeks to build on the recent increase in global liberal arts institutions and correct this regional 
lacuna.8   

Furthermore, campus climate tends to be assessed by scholars at the organizational level, un-
derstating both the macro (the sociopolitical context) and the micro (everyday sociospatial envi-
ronments within the campus). Recognizing that there may be diverse experiences based on the 
students’ social group identities (such as race, gender, class, etc.), Vaccaro suggests that the orga-
nizational-level environment of an institution is constituted by multiple “microclimates.” These 
micro-sociospatial environments encompass the classroom, dining area, residence hall, and shared 
sport facilities, essentially “localized, physical settings where daily interpersonal interactions 
[shape] people’s perceptions and experiences.”9 Even though the importance of political context 
is acknowledged, works on campus climate in the American context tend to characterize the po-
litical environment as mere “external forces” or “stakeholders” with whom institutional leaders 
negotiate.10 But in less liberal contexts, the blatant intrusion of political forces into the campus is 
often a plausible scenario. For example, in 2014, a Malaysian university literally locked the gates to 
prevent the political opposition leader from delivering his scheduled lecture on campus grounds.11 
Similarly, in 2016, democracy activist Joshua Wong was detained and deported by Thai authorities, 
preventing him from speaking to Chulalongkorn University students.12

Thus, to better capture the institutional experiences in less liberal contexts, we (re)center the 
macro-political environment and microclimates in the discussion below. Because liberal arts edu-
cation and institutions in less liberal contexts are often not well understood by policymakers and 
the public, they may be subject to intense political and media scrutiny. Particular liberal principles 
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and politicized forms of engagement may be viewed as “foreign,” if not illegal, and therefore un-
desirable in host societies. For example, in addition to becoming a topic of national parliamentary 
debate,13 a former member of Singapore’s parliament wrote on the national broadsheet that the 
Yale-NUS short course on dissent risked fomenting a “color revolution.”14 Thus, free and safe spac-
es for exploring political ideas and practices on campus—which speak to the microclimates—are 
a precondition for effective civic learning. This in turn is contingent on how institutional leaders 
navigate their responsibility in ensuring productive relations with the host government in order to 
preserve a campus climate that is facilitative of student civic engagement.15 

The chapter is organized as follows. First, we argue for the importance of taking political 
context and culture, the macro-climate, into account when designing civic engagement education. 
Second, we narrow our scope to a particular category of political context: less liberal polities. We 
contend that to effectively foster civic education under such political climates, the construct of 
“civic engagement” needs to be reconceptualized and globalized. Specifically, civic education in 
less liberal contexts tends to emphasize social and community engagement over political activism, 
inquiry and service over confrontational change-making, and communitarian/collectivist over ex-
clusively liberal/individualized political approaches. Third, we introduce a short case study of Yale-
NUS College in Singapore. After describing some key features of the Singaporean political context, 
we review early criticisms of Yale-NUS. Then, we engage with condemnations that an institution 
located in Singapore would not be able to foster true civic engagement in part because it could not 
guarantee total academic freedom. Our case study indicates that, despite these concerns, through 
the provision of a facilitative campus climate, there are still robust opportunities for civic engage-
ment education in less liberal contexts. This chapter sets the stage for a more in-depth case study of 
civic engagement education at Yale-NUS College presented in section III. There we share findings 
from several focus groups and content analyses conducted by the authors in 2020.  

Why Context Matters For Civic Education
For educators who strive to teach and encourage civic engagement, attention to context is critical. 
For those like the authors who are teaching outside their own country of origin, it is especially 
important to learn the formal and hidden rules of political engagement, speech, and activism in 
the countries in which they operate. This knowledge is essential not only for risk management, but 
to identify opportunities for learning and diagnose possible sources of resistance among students 
to their assignments and pedagogy. 

In particular, for educators who were raised or educated in highly liberal democratic political 
environments, it is important to think critically about what it means to teach civic engagement in 
less liberal political contexts. First, such educators should start by problematizing overly-simplistic 
and often xenophobic distinctions of regime types between democratic and authoritarian that may 
have been part of their upbringing. Most regimes are shades of grey. A more nuanced view helps 
educators to appreciate new opportunities for civic engagement education in less liberal contexts. 
Taking a less dichotomous view may also help us to identify novel approaches to political educa-
tion in self-proclaimed bastions of liberal democracy like the US and France, where growing public 
and scholarly attention to systemic inequalities and anti-democratic political tactics may signal the 
need for new approaches to civic engagement education. Second, educators who were trained in 
Western liberal democracies and are now operating in less liberal contexts need to critically reflect 
on their goals and approaches to civic engagement education. What works in North America, for 
example, may not be appropriate or impactful in less liberal environments where there are different 
rules of the game and cultural norms in terms of political expression and action. 

In politically more liberal societies where barriers to political involvement are low and checks 
on the government are relatively high, the common social obstacles to civic engagement for college 
students are apathy, ignorance, and lack of incentives and opportunities to get involved. As such, 
civic education in the American frame has traditionally focused on promoting “civic engagement” 
through four pathways:16
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1. Enhancing students’ understanding of political institutions and processes.
2. Enhancing students’ interest in social and political issues. 
3. Encouraging more active participation in the political process.
4. Empowering students with skills to take action within those institutions and on those 

issues they care about.
 
Less liberal societies have higher institutional and normative barriers to civic participation 

and fewer constraints on the government. In such a context, the challenge for civic engagement 
education is not just to promote greater understanding and action. It is to make students feel safe 
and secure admitting to an interest in politics and societal change in the first place, let alone ac-
quiring deeper knowledge about civic engagement strategies. In more liberal democracies there is 
an expectation of frequent and peaceful political change. In less liberal states, the status quo is not 
as likely to be frequently reimagined and challenged in popular discourse. 

In less liberal contexts like Singapore, for example, there is no partisan political campaigning 
on campus.17 More generally, overtly political civic engagement education can appear and feel sub-
versive, even if the goal of such education is not to destabilize the status quo per se, but instead to 
understand how to work within the system to achieve positive societal outcomes. This is a very dif-
ferent context than, for example, the United States and many parts of Europe where participating 
in organized political protest and overt activism is seen as a rite of passage, a “bucket-list” entry in 
the university experience.18

Other than formal political constraints, culture may also have an impact on the public support 
for democratic institutions and ideas—an issue that remains actively debated by scholars.19 For in-
stance, while Brunkert, Kruze, and Welzel contend that “emancipative values” or beliefs in univer-
sal freedoms especially in the West have helped to anchor democracy,20 others such as Dalton and 
Ong have pushed back against claims that Asian orientations toward authority are an impediment 
to democracy.21 But insofar as there is a relationship between political institutions and culture, edu-
cation systems in societies that tend to be more deferential to authority are less likely to encourage 
students to challenge established norms, institutions, or individuals with power and legitimacy. 
This context contrasts with the mainstay learning goal of most civic engagement educational mod-
els in the Anglo-American tradition: to empower students to challenge conventional wisdom and 
assert themselves vis-à-vis existing authority structures.

For these reasons alone, context matters, and civic engagement education will take different 
forms.22 Civic engagement education in the Singapore context may in some ways look similar to 
and in other respects be much more limited than in an American or Western European context. 
Similarities might include assigning research projects and structured debates within the classroom 
on contemporary political issues. However, professors in less liberal contexts are unlikely to en-
courage students to engage in behaviors which may be illegal like organizing a street protest. Pro-
fessors may even shy away from encouraging students to write politically-charged opinion articles 
for the local paper or creating a public course blog if there are risks of government retaliation. 

However, civic engagement is not reducible to combative political activism and road-closing 
protests. Further, conventional Western-informed notions of civic engagement often deliberately 
and explicitly link civic education to the mission of fostering liberal visions of democracy. Indeed, 
the introductory chapters of the previous Teaching Civic Engagement volumes invoke the call of cre-
ating and sustaining democracy within the first two paragraphs.23 But how should we conduct civic 
education in a context where “democracy,” as well as other adjacent terms such as “civil society,” 
“rule of law” and “political engagement,” are deeply contested?

It is worth remembering that civic engagement is also built upon imagination, courage, com-
munity-building, and community-tending, which can be taught in many different ways within a 
less liberal environment. Thus, in order to accommodate various political and cultural consider-
ations, this chapter reframes “civic engagement education” as a more inclusive concept that is fo-
cused on the basics and appeals to universal sentiments: identifying, creating, and maintaining spaces 
where students can develop knowledge and an interest in social and political issues and engage in genuine 
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conversation, ideation, and disagreement within their local or national contexts. These are perhaps the 
most important and foundational elements for civic education that can be useful to reference in 
less liberal and more authoritarian contexts and, perhaps, may even be instructive in the increas-
ingly untethered and polarized context of the United States as well.24   

Conceptualizing Civic Engagement Education In Less Liberal 
Contexts
Before we get to the pertinent question of teaching civic engagement, how should we conceptualize 
civic engagement in less liberal contexts? After all, barriers to political expression and action vary 
across time and space, and civic engagement takes on different manifestations accordingly. Some 
of these constraints are explicit and legal (e.g., whether one is allowed to host representatives 
of political parties on campus), while often the greatest constraints are implicit and social (e.g., 
will students or parents complain if teachers discuss socio-economic inequality, electoral politics, 
racism, heteronormativity, or sexism in the classroom). 

To understand and pursue civic education in less liberal contexts, we ought to first globalize 
the meaning of “civic engagement education” so that we have purchase on that concept when op-
erating in differently-constrained political and cultural environments. In other words, we need to 
address the meta-context which may well determine the scope and contents of civic engagement 
education. As we will discuss below, producing change-making agents is not impossible in less 
liberal settings. But to be relevant in such environments, civic engagement education needs to be 
more inclusive and imaginative, encompassing 1) social and community engagement in addition 
to political change; 2) critical inquiry in addition to active change-making; 3) communitarian views 
in addition to liberal views about state and civil society.25 In other words, we are not proposing a 
wholesale redesign of civic education. Rather, we reject the underlying assumptions of an implicit 
hierarchy that has long informed Anglo-American civic engagement pedagogies, one that sets po-
litical engagement apart from service and volunteerism. While sharing Facebook posts, signing pe-
titions, and volunteering may seem “thin” and “shallow” in the Western context,26 in a less liberal 
context, these actions may be politically contentious and risk provoking state reprisal. Additional-
ly, despite the foreclosure of many options for political engagement, we point out that deliberation 
and social engagement can and have plausibly prefigured sustained commitment among students 
toward more “political” undertakings.

Indeed, low voter turnout among youths in the West has repeatedly been cited as reason for re-
thinking civic education.27 Hence, current theorizing on civic engagement activities often pertains 
to political participation, while civil society is typically seen as the natural realm for civic action.28 
Extant scholarship tends to also focus on the liberal West.29 Put simply, in US-centric or Euro-cen-
tric civic engagement literature, this concept has often been treated as synonymous with voting, 
civil society, and activism. Even within the US-centric literature, there is a lack of consensus as to 
what counts as civic engagement. A frequently cited definition suggests that it entails an “active 
citizen” participating “in the life of a community in order to improve conditions for others or to 
help shape the community’s future.”30 This term can describe non-political voluntary service, such 
as getting involved in community associations and events, which include charities, clubs, religious 
organizations, and local gatherings. It can also describe political participation and involvement, 
essentially collective efforts that demand government action, encompassing voting, lobbying, cam-
paigning, and demonstrations. And according to Peterson, active citizenship should ideally be a 
balance of both political and community participation.31 To use the categories from Westheimer 
and Kahne, civic engagement education aims to develop students into “participatory citizens” and 
“justice-oriented citizens.”32

In liberal contexts, civic education is imbued with the Putnamian thesis that enhancing civic 
participation among young citizens consolidates democracy.33 Fesnic has investigated this phe-
nomena in the context of post-communist countries, showing that while Poland’s democratic 
progress owes partly to its robust civic education, democratic backsliding in Hungary has been 
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partly a result of poor civic education.34 Civic education has also been refashioned in multicultural 
nation-states in North America and Western Europe to promote an inclusive citizenship among a 
diverse population.35 For example, to ameliorate public concerns over integration and social alien-
ation of minorities, which reached xenophobic levels in the early 21st century due to instances of 
radicalization and terrorist recruitment among Muslim youths, European governments redoubled 
civic education efforts to instill so-called “national values” in minorities and immigrant students. 
While the French civic education model emphasized republican values, the Swedish model took 
on a more pluralistic approach that centered social democratic principles such equal rights for mi-
norities. Recent iterations of civic education curricula have focused on intercultural dialogue and 
social responsibility.36

In less-liberal countries like Singapore which have regular elections but limits on speech and 
political activity, civic engagement education is essentially an effort to disseminate engagement, 
attentiveness, and critical thinking within the parameters of a less liberal state.37 As Noori elabo-
rates, there are legitimate concerns about the ways in which Western universities and their branch 
campuses may harbor implicit and explicit political and cultural biases that may be viewed as a 
form of cultural imperialism.38 Even in newly democratized Taiwan, authoritarian residues, cou-
pled with conservative cultural restraints, have kept educators from discussing their political agen-
da and activism with students in the classroom, partly because protests are seen to contradict the 
Confucian dictum of self-restraint.39 In these contexts, there are palpable tensions between staying 
true to the core tenets of liberal education and attending to particular aspects of local politics, 
culture, and preferences.40 In any case, tactics for teaching civic engagement must shift to ensure a 
culturally resonant student experience. For example, in liberal settings, teaching civic engagement 
using “drive-by” participation—limited and risk-averse forms of engagement—is seen as inferior 
to more sustained, time-consuming, and transformative forms of civic engagement.41 However, in 
less liberal educational contexts, these “drive-by” experiences may necessarily be a best practice 
and a way to acculturate students who are less comfortable with overt political engagement. After 
all, in these contexts, these educational institutions are often sites where their once rich history 
of campus activism has been abruptly—and sometimes violently—discontinued. For example, in 
post-Tiananmen Chinese universities, Enlightenment values have been rejected in favor of state 
values, generating “educated acquiescence” among faculty, staff and students.42 In Malaysia and 
Singapore, due also to past state control measures, student activism had been effectively contained 
and is now often discussed in past tense among historians.43

To be sure, in many less-liberal contexts in East and Southeast Asia, elements of a more liberal 
and cosmopolitan conception of civic education have been incorporated into the local educational 
culture. For example, China’s primary and secondary school citizenship curricula have been revised 
to incorporate “global” perspectives, such as global awareness of interdependence and peaceful de-
velopment. Similarly, secondary school citizenship education in Indonesia and Malaysia addresses 
human rights topics and references “global community building.” However, such government ini-
tiatives to introduce notions of global citizenship into the national curricula are largely respons-
es to economic globalization.44 Civic education is often unmoored from its liberal principles and 
transplanted onto a predominantly hierarchical, uncritical framework of knowledge transmission. 
State-approved civic education is therefore akin to a conveyor belt that produces “well-rounded” 
students who will be loyal to the state and more productive and competitive in the global market. 
This  general approach  regards education mainly as training for the economy, which is historically 
associated with the region’s postcolonial catch-up trajectory.45 

Further, postcolonial state anxieties about nation-building have rendered civic education an 
ideal vehicle for fostering national identity.46 In Singapore, for example, the government’s call for 
Singaporeans to be actively involved in community work is couched in a vision of forging a “Sin-
gapore soul.”47 Put simply, while conversations about civic education in the West tend to center on 
youth apathy to the political process, it is apathy to the nation that concerns counterparts in many 
less liberal, post-colonial contexts. Arguably, for the postcolonial state, civic education is a project 
of political socialization and nation-solidification. In that vein, civic education models in postcolo-
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nial states tend to be inflected with “idealized notions of the state,”48 marginalizing cosmopolitan 
and social activism discourses that are integral to the Anglo-American praxis of civic engagement.

Also, in less liberal contexts, there are deliberate ambiguities surrounding what constitutes 
“politics,” “civil society,” and “active citizenship.”49 In China, for instance, “civil society” was once 
a widely accepted notion during the 2000s, before becoming politically sensitive in 2011 due to 
Arab Spring-inspired calls for a “Jasmine revolution.”50 The politically preferred term for “civil so-
ciety groups” in China now is “social organizations” or “non-profit organizations.” In Singapore, 
the term “civic society,” promulgated in 1991 by government minister George Yeo, is preferred to 
“civil society.” In addition to an emphasis on civic responsibilities as opposed to individual rights,  
“civic society” signals expectations that voluntary organizations ought to work with rather than 
against the government.51 The appropriate relationship governing state and society, therefore, 
revolves around “constructive partnerships.” With the “potentially de-stabilizing ‘politicking’ of 
civil society” pre-empted, civic society groups, the junior partner of the relationship, are expected 
to direct their energies toward voluntarism and consultation.52 As Lee adds, the idea is to “keep 
citizens occupied in activities that are deemed civic, gracious and kind so that they would keep a 
safe distance away from real political activities such as political lobbying, protests, campaigning, or 
even politically induced violence.”53 According to Ho, Sim, and Alviar-Martin, this idea has trickled 
down to secondary school citizenship education, as students are exhorted to be “gracious” and 
“law-abiding” and refrain from questioning the wider socio-political structures.54 These are specific 
features of civic education in the Singaporean context, but illustrate the importance of understand-
ing the implicit boundaries for political engagement when designing civic engagement education.

Attention to context specifically reveals two important traits of civic engagement in less lib-
eral contexts. First, the distinction between political and apolitical is not a theoretical exercise. It 
captures the legal and ideological boundaries that the authorities may enforce over active citizen-
ship. In less liberal settings, there is likely to be a more entrenched and consequential delineation 
between those who are politically engaged and those who are not. The net result is greater atten-
tion to service and volunteerism due to their alignment with dominant values and a disinclination 
toward critical political involvement among educators and students.55 Deepening and enriching 
civic education in less liberal contexts requires broadening our imagination for how engagement 
may look and a better understanding of the kinds of spaces in which it can be enacted. Recognizing 
these constraints and possibilities across different contexts, educators can be creative in their use 
of varied media and learning activities to inculcate civic engagement.

Second, instead of diffusing a cosmopolitan, justice-centric viewpoint, nationally mandated 
civic engagement education in less liberal contexts may be instrumentalized to instill students 
with a parochial and nationalistic outlook that affirms the official line. Given the bias towards 
“the safe and the status quo,” deference to authority is reinforced rather than questioned.56 Yet, 
while civic education in less liberal contexts is expected to act as a socializing force, it is possible 
for professors to turn it into a site for counter-socialization, “a platform for students to think about 
the root causes of problems, and challenge existing social, economic, and political norms as a way 
to strengthen society.”57 Despite pressures to strip the civic engagement concept of its political un-
dertones, teaching civic engagement and seeding “change agents” is still possible in the relatively 
circumscribed public sphere of less liberal settings. To that end, the pedagogy and praxis of civic 
engagement should be “culturally relevant” by grounding itself in the students’ social opportu-
nities and drawing on discourses from the students’ home environment.58 In other words, civic 
engagement education can include an interweaving of the familiar and unfamiliar. 

To that end, it is useful to call upon the idea of “political space.” As Hansson and Weiss ar-
gue, “political space,” both in its material and discursive manifestations, helps avoid some of the 
pitfalls of the liberal state-civil society thesis.59 Specifically, it resists rigid dichotomies (civil versus 
political, institutional versus non-institutional, physical versus virtual), as well as the impossible 
ideal of an “independent” space in less liberal contexts. Political space, in that vein, speaks to an 
existing space that “overlaps state, government and civil society.”60 Moreover, it is congruent with 
the notions of “free spaces” in social movement theory and “spaces of hope” in urban geography. 
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These sites are capable of facilitating the constitution of collective actors and identity, as well as the 
pursuit of alternative politics, thereby generating the cultural challenge that precedes or accompa-
nies progressive social change.61

Indeed, political space, or free spaces more broadly, may be a taken-for-granted dimension of 
teaching civic engagement. And in less liberal settings especially, such free spaces have remarkable 
salience as 1) sites of socialization; 2) organizing spaces; and 3) spaces of experimentation with and 
pursuit of alternative ideas. The maintenance of free spaces for civic learning, the microclimates, in 
turn, relies on the wider campus climate,  which is how the university administration understands 
and promotes student civic engagement.

That there are ever-present free spaces—microclimates—even in unexpected places suggests 
that civic engagement education in less liberal states—the macroclimates—is far from a mirage 
in a desert. Civic engagement educators must therefore not only seek out these spaces, but also 
vigilantly preserve them so that a stable foundation can be laid for collective (re)imagination and 
community-building. With that in place, educators can then confidently—and safely—articulate 
an inclusive and culturally relevant civic engagement vocabulary, one that interweaves social and 
political engagement, inquiry and change-making, communitarian and liberal worldviews—the fa-
miliar and the unfamiliar. 

Liberal Arts Education In A Less Liberal Context: Highest 
Hopes Or Worst Fears Realized? 
To make this conceptual discussion more concrete, we now introduce a case study of specific 
efforts to encourage civic engagement in a less liberal context. First, we introduce key features of 
the Singaporean regime. Next, we describe ways that Yale-NUS College in Singapore has created 
“free spaces” for civic education and engagement while being attentive to the Singaporean social-
political context.

An Illustrative Macroclimate: Singapore Political and Cultural Context
Within Singapore, the country is referred to as a democracy, and it does hold competitive elections. 
In Singapore, voting is compulsory, and turnout is very high. In fact, in the 2020 general election, 
the opposition Workers’ Party gained more seats than ever before, leading the country’s Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong to formally confer Workers’ Party leader Pritam Singh the title of 
“Leader of the Opposition.”62 As reported by the BBC, this was “the first time any opposition leader 
in Singapore has been considered relevant enough to hold the post.”63 

Even so, the governing party, People’s Action Party (PAP) has won a comfortable majority of 
seats (89% of the total) as well as a respectable popular vote share of 61%. Since the country’s first 
general election in 1959, the popular vote for PAP has never been below 60% and as such, the PAP 
has been in government for 62 years. It is therefore on track of matching the record of Mexico’s 
Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) as the world’s longest continuously ruling party in an 
electoral democracy by 2030—an extremely likely event. Clearly, although opposition parties have 
seized a toehold in the parliamentary system, the PAP still enjoys significant and heavily fortified 
incumbency advantages. Recent findings suggest that Singaporean voters actually “sincerely” sup-
port the PAP because the party has been widely perceived to be credible for ensuring economic 
growth, social stability, national security, and the efficient delivery of local services.64 Singapore 
has one of the world’s highest GDP per capita, and according to the Economist Intelligence Unit’s 
Safe Cities Index, it is the second-safest city in the world.65 More than 80% of the population lives 
in Singapore’s public housing units.

Political scientists, however, have drawn significant attention to the hegemonic control im-
posed by the government in Singapore, using terms such as “paternalistic,”66 “patriarchal,”67 “soft 
authoritarian,”68 “electoral autocracy,”69 and “consultative authoritarianism”70 to describe Singa-
pore’s regime. They have typically located Singapore in the middle of the regime type continuum, 
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neither a liberal democracy nor an archetypal authoritarian regime. For many political scientists 
and human rights NGOs, free, fair, and regular elections are a baseline for democracy, and “liberal 
democracy” is used to refer to regimes with relatively high constraints or checks on government 
actors and independent judiciaries and extensive press and media freedom. Additionally, liberal 
democracies are those where individual rights and freedoms are more fiercely protected in part 
to counter majority tyranny. In liberal regimes, there are low barriers to citizens’ speech, organiz-
ing, and activism.71 Hence, Freedom House has rated Singapore as “partly free,” noting that the 
political system has permitted “some political pluralism” despite limits on freedoms of expres-
sion, assembly and association.72 Large-scale data-sets like V-Dem, Polity-5, and The Economist’s 
Democracy Index also place Singapore roughly in the middle of regimes worldwide in terms of 
democratic institutions.73 

Both the media and civil society groups are subjected to close state scrutiny. Major media 
outlets are owned by companies linked to the government and sometimes headed by former gov-
ernment ministers.74 In addition, PAP ministers have at times filed defamation suits against oppo-
sition politicians and political commentators for slander and libel.75 Singapore thus ranks a low-
ly 160th on the 2021 World Press Freedom Index.76  There are significant limitations on political 
speech and assembly.77 Except in a demarcated space in a public park called Hong Lim Park (not 
unlike the Speaker’s Corner in Hyde Park), public acts of protest are illegal. Under the Public Order 
Act, a police permit is mandatory for any “cause-related” assembly that is held in a public place or 
in a private venue if members of the general public are invited.78 Non-citizens, non-Permanent Res-
idents, and non-local entities are barred from sponsoring and participating in public assemblies.79

Local activists have in the past been fined or sentenced to prison for organizing peaceful pro-
tests and candlelight vigils without proper permits.80 Most recently, in January 2021 three students 
were arrested for assembling without a proper permit when they held signs against transphobia on 
the sidewalk outside the Ministry of Education.81 In 2019 the government passed the Protection 
from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Act (POFMA), which regulates the digital dissemina-
tion of “fake news.” Advocates say the law will protect the country from adversaries’ attempts to 
erode Singaporean cohesion. Critics say the law was deployed to censor online voices from inde-
pendent media and opposition politicians ahead of the 2020 general election.82

In addition to formal rules which limit protest and political organizing, prevalent social dis-
course emphasizes the social and economic vulnerability of Singapore because it is a relatively 
young, very small, multi-racial, and multi-religious country.83 Domestic tranquility has historical-
ly been seen as an essential condition for the economic growth which keeps the relatively new, 
multi-ethnic and multi-religious nation whole. Additionally, part of the discourse of vulnerability 
stems from Singapore’s status as a “red dot”—a city state of less than six million majority ethni-
cally Chinese residents surrounded by extremely populous (and non-Chinese, majority Muslim) 
states.84 Calling attention to potentially divisive issues can be seen as not only counter-cultural 
but even potentially a threat to national security if it destabilizes the country from within. In other 
words, Singapore’s conservative culture may serve as a potent barrier to particular forms of civic 
engagement alongside formal restrictions on political organizing and assembly.

Singapore’s “civic society” thesis envisions the family, as opposed to individuals, as the ba-
sic unit of society, therefore entrenching a communitarian “common sense” that is antithetical to 
liberalism in the population.85 To shore up that worldview, families receive preferential treatment 
over single individuals in the government’s public housing allocations.86 The overarching discur-
sive theme is that a high priority is placed on social stability, the greater good of the collective, and 
the need to avoid anything that might destabilize the country. As a result, the bar of what consti-
tutes confrontational tactics is lower, and political rhetoric is often treated as uncivil, divisive, and 
un-Singaporean. Some who embrace overt social and legal change and who are described as activ-
ists have been painted as having been corrupted or co-opted by “foreign influence” and “foreign 
agendas.”87 Moreover, in the past, the government has used local cultural justification to silence 
criticisms. For example, government ministers had chastised critics with Confucianist idioms for 
not showing respect for authority and cited “religious sensitivity” as a reason for institutionalizing 
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continued LGBT inequality.88 This may serve to deter and stymie political opposition. 
On the other hand, there are increasing signs of political liberalization. Besides the rise in 

electoral competition noted above, mildly politically contentious issues that ranged from gender 
equity, LGBT rights, and migrant labor exploitation to biodiversity and heritage conservation have 
seen significant public attention and advocacy in recent years.89 There are a number of very active 
local non-profit groups advocating for social as well as political change on behalf of women (e.g., 
AWARE) and transgender/gender queer Singaporeans (e.g., T Project and Oogachaga), migrant 
workers (e.g., TWC2),  and the environment (e.g., SG Climate Rally). 

In the chapter thus far, we have identified certain forces that influence civic engagement ed-
ucation in Singapore: formal legal limitations on overtly political action and social norms that 
encourage deference to authority, consensus, and tradition. Every national, regional, and cultural 
context will have nuances and complications that need to be thought through in developing effec-
tive civic engagement education.  To operate productively in this particular political and cultural 
context, where activism can be painted as dangerous and anti-Singaporean, civic engagement of-
ten takes  a different set of tactics and distinct rhetoric. The norms we have described are not ubiq-
uitous in Singapore, but they are prevalent features of the local macroclimate and will influence 
the topics and tactics of civic education at the meso- and micro- level of Singapore universities and 
classrooms. In the next section of this chapter we move to the mesoclimate of a particular institu-
tion, Yale-NUS College.  

Yale-NUS College: Liberal Arts and Sciences in Singapore 
Having briefly described key features of the Singaporean political and social context, we now 
discuss how Yale-NUS College has approached civic engagement education in this environment. 

Founded in 2011, Yale-NUS College opened to students in 2013. It is a fully residential, under-
graduate-serving college with a four-year liberal arts and sciences curriculum. It is a semi-auton-
omous college within the National University of Singapore (NUS) system, forged in partnership 
and closely tied to both Yale University and NUS. It is the first college of its kind in Southeast Asia, 
a regional context where discipline-specific and pre-professional higher education is the norm and 
fully-residential tertiary education is rare. 

From the college’s earliest days, concerns emerged regarding two related issues: (1) whether 
faculty and students would enjoy full academic freedom and (2) whether the college could be a 
space for civic engagement and genuine social-political education. Upon Yale-NUS’ opening, the 
American Association of University Professors released “An Open Letter to the Yale Community” 
expressing “growing concern about the character and impact of the university’s collaboration with 
the Singaporean government in establishing Yale-National University of Singapore College,” espe-
cially its implications for academic freedom and educational standards.90 Several faculty members 
at Yale were opposed to and continue to oppose Yale lending its name due to concerns that the Col-
lege would not be able to protect student and faculty speech, academic freedom, and non-discrim-
ination.91 Some observers expressed skepticism as to how interrogatory, critical academic freedom 
could be practiced in the Singapore context.92

Yale-NUS might appear caught in a balancing act between fostering engagement among stu-
dents without encouraging law-breaking. However, for many on “the inside,” balance is an appro-
priate adaptation to the Singaporean context. Yale-NUS’ second president and former Singapore 
parliamentarian Tan Tai Yong reflected on these early criticisms: “we knew we cannot—if we had 
a liberal arts college here—you cannot have illegal assembly or marches. These are things that are 
just dictated by Singapore laws but that does not mean that students here cannot discuss topics 
which the Singapore government may not be comfortable about.”93

Operating within the law while engaging in free-ranging discussion on all social and political 
issues is explicitly articulated in college materials. For example, the college’s first Student Hand-
book in 2013 noted that students: “Are encouraged to debate political ideas and those ideas should 
filter into and out of the classroom. [Students] can and should debate everything from capitalism 
versus communism… to the benefits and costs of a democracy versus a republic...”94
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Consistent with local law, partisan political campaigning and fund-raising are not permitted 
on campus, and attacking or disparaging another race, religion, or ethnicity is illegal. However, 
the first Student Handbook was clear that students “are encouraged to discuss all aspects of iden-
tity—race, religion, sexual orientation, etc... Indeed, it would be disappointing if these were not 
regular discussion topics inside and outside the classroom.”95 This context is echoed in the Faculty 
Statement on Freedom of Expression: “We are firmly committed to the free expression of ideas in 
all forms—a central tenet of liberal arts education. There are no questions that cannot be asked, no 
answers that cannot be discussed and debated. This principle is a cornerstone of our institution.”96 

Champions of the Yale-NUS project argue that there is a certain xenophobia and narrowly 
“American” view of freedom of speech lurking behind those who doubt the possibilities of a rigor-
ous liberal arts college in Singapore. Some advocates of Yale-NUS take the view that it is engaged 
in the subtle task of building a new institution, inspired by an American educational model, with-
out cultural imperialism. There is nothing a priori wrong, in this view, with taking local context into 
account in designing curriculum or pedagogy. One scholar notes than the very existence of Yale-
NUS College highlights that learning goals like “critical thinking” may take on different meanings. 
“Instead of [exclusively inculcating] adversarial critical thinking, cooperative critical thinking...
allows ample space for diversity of opinions, conciliation and relationship-building” and may be 
better suited to a Singapore-based institution.97 

As former Yale-NUS faculty members describe, “In the drama of academic freedom at Yale-
NUS as staged in the global media, there has come to be something of a moral impasse between 
the two main protagonists, the Singapore government (as a spokesperson for postcolonial differ-
ence) and [critical faculty from] Yale (as an avatar of universal rights and freedoms).”98 For its most 
ardent critics, adaptation to local context makes Yale-NUS a sell-out. For its advocates, so long as 
core tenets of academic freedom within the College are preserved some adaptation is emblematic 
of what global education should be all about: learning to bridge diverse cultures and operate effec-
tively across varied contexts. In this complicated milieu, the ability of the institution to promote 
civic engagement education becomes a critical test of its success, especially because civic engage-
ment has been a core goal of Yale-NUS from its very beginning.  

Yale-NUS’ Mandate: Civic Engagement from the Start 

Years before Yale and NUS decided to partner, the Singapore Ministry of Education (MOE) 
identified a liberal arts college or pathway as a valuable addition to existing institutions of higher 
education in Singapore. The 2008 Committee on the Expansion of the University Sector in Singapore 
wrote of the link between liberal arts education and public service: “Liberal arts education serves to 
develop independent thinkers, effective communicators and potential leaders… independent and 
critical thinkers who can go on to become leaders in the economic, social and political fields.”99  The 
report also acknowledged that “some expressed the view that Singapore was not politically mature 
enough to accommodate the viewpoints of LAC [liberal arts college] faculty and students, which 
might sometimes be radical.”100 Nonetheless, the MOE ultimately moved forward, and Yale-NUS 
came into being.

 In terms of its academic vision, from its outset the institution sought to inculcate skills and 
habits of mind that are building blocks for civic engagement: creative and critical thinking, artic-
ulate communication, and collaborative problem solving.101 A defining feature of Yale-NUS is the 
Common Curriculum featuring interdisciplinary courses that all students take at the same time 
and in the same order in their first two years. The inaugural president, Pericles Lewis, described 
the Common Curriculum as our answer to the question, “‘What must a young person learn in order 
to live a responsible life in this century?’…A Yale-NUS education will create leaders who can adapt 
to diverse and challenging environments and who are well-placed to embrace the uncertainties of 
our future as active citizens of the world.”102  In a 2015 address to first-year students, Lewis said, “I 
hope that the education we provide at Yale-NUS will help you to develop both the intellectual and 
moral virtues to contribute actively to civic life within your immediate community and beyond... I 
trust that you will examine your own assumptions about the good life and the best way to live it. I 



Teaching Civic Engagement Globally84

know that you will work together to cultivate a broad ethos of service.”103 These statements reflect 
a central template underlying the design of the curriculum, with a focus on inculcating knowledge, 
values, and intellectual skills for civic engagement. 

Yale-NUS is hardly unique in its rhetoric about developing global citizens. That has become 
mainstay brochure-talk across higher education.104 Part of what sets Yale-NUS apart in addition to 
its Common Curriculum is its truly global community. Just over half of the student body is Singa-
porean, and our international students are from over 70 countries worldwide.105 

Having a heavily international student body and faculty is directly linked to the civic educa-
tional goals of the institution. A high percentage of international students promotes civic ties and 
engagement not just within but across countries.106 For example, Lewis responded to one vocal 
opponent of the College, writing in The New York Times: 

How does he expect those countries to become more open if their students 
are denied the benefits of a liberal education and the attendant discussion of 
political issues on campus? While Mr. Sleeper seems to want to keep a liberal 
education from any supposed contamination by contact with different political 
regimes, progress actually depends on encounters with the unfamiliar, which 
are at the heart of a liberal education.107 

In this view, the College was anticipated to be a change agent through a liberal arts education that 
fosters “discussion of political issues” and enables civic engagement and change. 

10 Years In: An Early Assessment

The establishment of a service-minded, politically engaged community has been a prime force 
behind the founding of Yale-NUS. Despite overt commitments to fostering civic engagement,  
questions have lingered as to whether these lofty aims can be achieved in a conservative, less liberal 
political context.108 Cheng Yi’En describes tensions between ideal and constrained action: 

The Yale-NUS brand of the adventurous, risk-taking, and socially engaged liberal 
arts educated citizen can be seen as a figure that embodies the contradictions 
between youth governance and autonomy in the city-state of Singapore. On 
the one hand, Yale-NUS students are encouraged to cultivate a deep sense of 
social awareness about everyday and global injustices as part of their training 
in critical thinking but on the other hand, the geographies of action (should 
students decide to act upon these injustices) are constantly curtailed by what is 
defined as permissible and what is not.109

This delineation suggests that there is a tension between the permissive mesoclimate of the 
College and the somewhat more restrictive macroclimate of the Singaporean state and cultural 
landscape for political action. 

The authors’ own experiences and research conducted  on the student experience of the col-
lege suggests that Yale-NUS has been a site for civic engagement education (for more detail see 
chapter 13 in section 3). A rich interaction between the curricular, extra-curricular, and residential 
learning environments promotes different forms of engagement. Students learn habits of mind 
and communicative and organizational skills for life-long engagement. Moreover, because of its 
diverse student population, the institution inculcates a facilitative culture for students to learn 
about and partake in civic engagement. 

At the same time, faculty-led and student-led civic engagement does indeed operate with-
in the contours of Singapore’s legal system. Much of the student-led civic engagement we have 
observed is either 1) community building and community service as opposed to overly political 
involvement, or 2) directed at changing college policies rather than national policies. 
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In response to students’ change-making and activism directed at the college, current College 
President Tan Tai Yong stated: 

If you want students to be inquisitive, we train our students that way, always 
question conventional wisdom, push the boundaries of knowledge, don’t take 
anything for granted, look at things from different perspectives and always 
be open to people who have different views from you...  So if we do that, and 
then we don’t allow [student criticism/ public discourse] to happen then we are 
being hypocritical.110 

In this vein, Yale-NUS students have orchestrated Take Back the Night events, Town Halls 
with senior administrators, and silent gatherings to demand  new sexual misconduct policies 
and administrative transparency.111 Students have used campus elevators to post provocative 
ideas and show support for sensitive political causes.112  This focus on on-campus activism has 
been an important way for students to develop their repertoire for civic engagement.113 There 
is a parallel experience here with the American University in Cairo (AUC). Though the AUC 
president at the time, Lisa Anderson, discouraged students from breaking the law to participate 
in nationwide protests, maintaining a facilitative climate on campus created a tradition of protest 
such that students “turned their attention from national politics to rallying against the university’s 
[policies].”114 

Importantly, on-campus action often prefigures future off-campus activism. For instance, 
Yale-NUS alumnus Tee Zhuo credited his involvement in formulating sexual misconduct policies 
for the college for showing him “the need for activism in seeking justice and holding people to ac-
count.”115 As a national newspaper reporter today, he has helped bring attention to youth activism 
over climate change and LGBT rights in Singapore through his writings.116 Yale-NUS students 
and alumni have pursued vocal and visible change-making beyond campus, writing open letters 
critical of government officials,117 organizing the first ever Singapore Climate Rally in response to 
the Fridays for Future protests,118 writing and speaking publicly about LGBTQ+ rights,119 engaging 
in art-ivism promoting children’s and women’s rights,120 openly criticizing entrenched racism, the 
death penalty, and other forms of inequality and injustice,121 and organizing events on pressing 
issues confronting Singapore.122  

Many of our students have pursued an approach that Dr. Lynette Chua, NUS legal scholar 
and Residential College Rector at Yale-NUS College describes as “pragmatic resistance,” in which 
“activists adjust their tactics according to changes in formal law and cultural norms and push the 
limits of those norms while simultaneously adhering to them.”123 For instance, the student group 
Fossil Free YNC, Singapore’s first student fossil fuel divestment movement, learned to adapt its 
strategy to suit the local context. The group recognized that “while protests, marches or sit-ins 
are okay in other countries, the available tactics [in Singapore] are more limited—like writing an 
opinion piece for [newspapers] or asking for meetings with university administrators.”124 Even so, 
they have been pushing the political envelope, creating notable milestones on the national activist 
stage. For instance, in the lead up to the 2020 general election, Yale-NUS students played a part in 
launching the country’s first “climate scorecard” that ranked political parties based on their plans 
on addressing climate change.125  

At the 2019 graduation, President Tan made clear that civic engagement continues to be a 
value which the institution proudly celebrates. He exhorted “You are, after all, not only critical but 
compassionate thinkers—eager to make a meaningful impact on the world around you, and to use 
what you have been given to change things for the better.”126 Indeed, the experiences and anecdotal 
reflections of both current and former Yale-NUS College students have often corroborated this 
achievement. They have attributed their ongoing involvement in various civic engagement proj-
ects to a curriculum that, as one student describes, cultivated “the cultural, aesthetic, and rhetorical 
awareness needed for students to become sensitive and compassionate readers of human experi-
ence.”127 These projects have ranged from educational initiatives to teach photography to migrant 
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SECTION I: GLOBAL CIVIC ENGAGEMENT EDUCATION

Challenge, Advocacy, and 
Renewal: The Development of 
Civic Engagement Education in 
the United Kingdom5

This chapter explores the development of a British model of civic engagement. 
While much has been written on the development of civic education in the United 
States, less has been written on other national traditions. The chapter identifies 
how both political science education and civic engagement developed in the late 
nineteenth century, influenced by philosophical Idealism and the context of an 
elitist educational system. This established a dualistic approach combining cur-
ricular and extra -curricular elements, which became the model for the expanding 
sector. However, while this idea remained influential in theory, it receded in prac-
tice. The chapter identifies how developments involving political scientists led to 
the developments in the school sector, which fed back into a renewed interest in 
civic engagement in universities in the last two decades. This is new approach has 
led to a range of innovative initiatives and is both more critical and inclusive than 
what preceded it.

John Craig
Leeds Beckett University

KEYWORDS: Civic Engagement; Leadership; Political Science; Schools; Universities.

Introduction

Politics does not stand still. In all societies, developments continually occur that 
challenge existing practices and require institutions, communities, and individuals 
to respond. This chapter explores how political science educators with a commitment 
to civic engagement education have demonstrated leadership through confronting 
challenges, advocating for change, and engaging in educational innovation to reinvent 

practice. The approach is historic, exploring the dynamics of change over a period of more than a 
hundred years, from the emergence of the discipline in the nineteenth century until the present 
day. In doing so, it provides a case-study of how approaches to civic engagement education in the 
United Kingdom (UK) have developed over time as political scientists and civic educators have 
responded to the challenges arising from the changing social and political contexts in which the 
university is situated. These have included the development of mass democracy, the rising threat 
of authoritarianism, and widening participation in the educational system. In this context, the 
leadership provided by educators as advocates for civic education and innovators, reinventing and 
renewing pedagogical models, has been significant. The chapter consists of five sections. It begins 
with a brief comparison between the UK and United States (US) to provide comparative points of 
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reference relating to political and educational contexts and the development of political science as a 
discipline. The second section analyzes developments at the Universities of Oxford and Cambridge 
in the late nineteenth century, where a dualistic model of civic engagement emerged. The model 
was marked by elitist attitudes to both education and wider society and shaped the development 
of civic engagement education in the university sector over the following century. The following 
section examines how this model developed across the wider university sector during the twentieth 
century. In the third section, attention turns to developments in the school sector which became the 
focus of innovations that were to influence the university sector. In section four, the focus returns 
to the universities, exploring how the model of civic engagement education has been renewed in 
the last two decades through a model that is more critical and inclusive. The final section identifies 
three lessons that arise from this case-study relating to: the ongoing need for civic engagement 
pedagogies to develop so that they can address the changing political challenges of the times; the 
importance of a values-based approach; and the key role of political science educators as advocates, 
innovators, and leaders of change.

The UK in Comparative Context 
The context in which civic engagement education has been developed in the UK can be contrasted 
to that in the US in three key areas.1 The first relates to changes in the social and political contexts; 
the second to the structure of the educational system; and the third to the role of actors within the 
discipline. 

In the two-and-a-half centuries since the Declaration of Independence, the UK and the US 
both developed into mature, if imperfect, liberal democracies through the extension of their elec-
toral franchise and civil and political rights. However, the path that each followed has been differ-
ent. The US was born a republic, and even if the development of greater democracy required signifi-
cant political struggles, there was a recognition that active citizens were essential to the governance 
of the new state.2 The UK, by contrast, remained a constitutional monarchy, and for much of the 
period, had a large overseas empire. While there was significant change, such as the development 
of universal adult suffrage and the emergence of new political forces challenging the social order, 
the dominant political tradition remained one of “a limited liberal view of representation rooted 
in the idea of free and fair elections, and a conservative view of responsibility, suggesting that the 
political elite are best suited to make decisions on behalf of the populace.”3 Thus, while educators 
in the US could tap into shared references to citizenship within the national popular political dis-
course to legitimize civic engagement education, this was more difficult in the UK, where citizen-
ship has sometimes been seen as “a foreign concept.”4 

There were also significant differences in the development of the university sector in the UK 
and the US. Before 1900, the UK had just 10 universities, the majority of which had been found-
ed before 1600.5 During the next century, the number of universities grew slowly, reaching 20 in 
1954 and only exceeding 100 in 2005. Not only were they few in number, they were socially elitist, 
reaching just one in 885 of the population in the 1930s, compared to one in 215 in the US.6 As Dor-
othy Ross has argued, the small, elite-focused university system of the UK was in sharp contrast to 
the rapidly expanding, decentralized, and diversified system that developed in the US.7 While the 
latter facilitated academic innovation aligned to local demands, in the former there were fewer op-
portunities for change and more deference to established practice. In addition, when expansion did 
occur in the UK, universities became increasingly reliant on state funding, which remained their 
major source of income from the mid-twentieth century onward.8 As the financial influence of the 
state grew, governments increasingly sought to exert greater influence over the priorities of univer-
sities through regulatory and funding regimes. In response, universities and other academic bodies 
in the UK increasingly aligned their actions to government funding streams and public policy pri-
orities. As a result, the university sector in the UK has been more state-centric than that of the US.

The different structure of each university system also influenced the academic development 
of politics and other social sciences.9 ‘Political science’, or ‘political studies’ as it is often called in 
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the UK, first appeared in university curriculum in the nineteenth century. While this timing was 
similar to that in the US, its subsequent development in the UK was slower.10 Although the teach-
ing of politics at universities grew in the early twentieth century, it was not until the late 1950s 
that single honors programs in politics were established in the sector.11 Mirroring this slow pace of 
development, there was relatively little sense of a shared academic endeavor amongst those who 
taught politics at different institutions until the second half of the twentieth century. In contrast 
to the US, academics in the discipline in the UK did not feel the same need for the national coordi-
nation and representation of their shared interests. As such, while in the US the American Political 
Science Association (APSA) was founded in 1903, the UK’s Political Studies Association (PSA) was 
not established until 1950. As a professional association, the PSA has acted to support the academ-
ic study of politics at universities through activities such as conferences and publications, but it 
has not tried to establish ‘aims’ for the discipline in the way that APSA has. There are no British 
equivalents to the major APSA publications and initiatives such as the Report of the Committee of 
Seven, Goals for Political Science, or the Task Force on Civic Engagement in the 21st Century.12 It was 
not until the year 2000 that there was a statement setting out what should be the scope and content 
of a politics degree in the UK, and this statement was not the result of an initiative within the dis-
cipline, but rather a regulatory requirement for the entire UK higher education sector.13

The Emergence of the Dualistic Model
Political science became part of the curriculum at the Universities of Oxford and Cambridge in 
the nineteenth century, and at both institutions it was infused with an ethos that it should equip 
those who studied it to be active in civic life. At Cambridge, political science was part of the 
undergraduate curriculum for degrees in Moral Sciences and Modern History, where Professor Sir 
John Seeley became its leading exponent.14 Seeley argued that university studies should “prepare 
the future citizen for his duties” and believed that history was “the school of statesmanship” which 
would allow students to develop the ideas and opinions required for engaging in political and 
public life.15 At Oxford, political science was included in the curriculum for Modern History and 
Jurisprudence, but its presence was most significant as part of a degree known as Greats.16 While 
Greats was primarily focused on the study of ancient Greek philosophy and Roman history, it also 
introduced students to elements of social and political theory and came to have “as its principal 
aim the fostering of a spirit, and preparation for the duties of public office and service.”17 As a result 
of these origins, political science in this period developed with a strong normative orientation. 
Students not only explored empirical and analytical questions, but also addressed philosophical 
and religious issues relating to how society should be ordered and the duties and responsibilities 
of citizens as ethical beings.

At Oxford, the philosophy of Idealism had a significant impact in shaping how academics and 
students thought about civic engagement and how it was practiced. Idealism had become prom-
inent at Oxford from the mid-nineteenth century, reflecting intellectual influences including the 
work of German philosophers such as Kant and Hegel and developments in Christian thought.18  
It was “an intensely moralistic and judgmental philosophy,” which developed a strong focus on 
applied ethics and called on its adherents to put these ideas into action, influencing both political 
and educational practice.19 To an extent, the development of Idealism was a reaction against the 
doctrines of Utilitarianism and laissez faire and a response to their perceived inadequacy in the face 
of social crises.20 While the UK had become the strongest political, economic, and military power 
on the globe, there were high levels of poverty and deprivation at home. The expansion of the fran-
chise had brought modern mass electoral politics, but critics asked if those who had now gained 
the right to vote were able to engage as political actors. While for some the answer lay in eugenics 
or a social Darwinian survival of the fittest, others argued that an improvement in social conditions 
could provide a context in which the wider population could play a greater civic role. 

It was in this context that Idealists such as T.H. Green worked to develop and advocate for a 
social ethic based upon a conceptualization of citizenship and educational practice that would en-
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courage students to become active citizens.21 For the Idealists, citizenship was more than just a le-
gal or political status. As humans are, by their nature, social animals, it was only through an active 
engagement in the life of the community that a person could develop their potential. There was an 
imperative, therefore, to remove any obstacles that prevented this, such as ignorance and class prej-
udice. One type of civic engagement that Idealism inspired was the university settlements, which 
involved students living for a period of time in poor urban areas with the aim of both undertaking 
work that benefited the community and learning from their experiences.22 Activities included edu-
cational work, such as courses on citizenship and political science, and political support, including 
assistance in organizing strikes. In the UK, some of the leading political reformers of the twentieth 
century were engaged in the settlements and “were duly motivated by its civic idealism and stress 
in social conscience and duty.”23 The settlement movement also spread overseas and by 1900 was 
larger in the US than in the UK.24

It must be acknowledged that the proportion of students whose education at Oxford or Cam-
bridge inspired civic activism and a commitment to the active pursuit of social justice was limited. 
The dominant ethos of both institutions encouraged competition and a sense of cultural superi-
ority among their predominantly wealthy, white, and male student body.25 As such, many of the 
activities through which students developed skills to engage in civic life were orientated towards 
their recruitment into elite political leadership. For example, the Oxford Union debating society 
had procedures modelled on the House of Commons which provided a training ground for those 
wishing to pursue a career in parliamentary politics.26 The elite ethos engendered among students 
also meant that where civic engagement was focused on issues such as poverty, there was a tenden-
cy towards paternalism.  

Thus, at the start of the twentieth century a dualistic model of civic engagement education 
had developed at Oxford that combined both curricular and extra-curricular elements to provide 
students with civic education. Students were introduced to ideas and perspectives that were in-
tended to prepare them for their roles in civic life through their formal studies. However, civic 
education was developed through engagement in wider university life. It was essentially an elit-
ist model and embodied a paternalistic approach, reflecting the social and educational context in 
which it had developed. Nevertheless, those who were able to attend as students of these universi-
ties were being prepared for active participation and leadership within civic life, and many put this 
education into action.

The Dualistic Model in Twentieth Century UK Universities
During the twentieth century, UK higher education expanded, and the place of political science 
grew within it. The growth of universities occurred in three stages, with the emergence of civic 
universities in the first part of the century, followed by a relatively intensive phase of new institutions 
in the 1950s and 1960s, and thirdly by the incorporation of polytechnics into the university sector 
in the 1990s. In each of these phases, many questioned the purpose of higher education and the 
responsibilities of these new universities to prepare their students for engagement in civic life. 

At the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries a new type of institution, the civic uni-
versity appeared on the UK higher education landscape. In many ways, these embodied a different 
view of the university from that represented by Oxford and Cambridge.27 Based in major cities that 
had prospered as a result of the UK’s commercial and industrial position, they reflected civic pride 
and local ambitions. They aimed to meet the growing demand for university education from an 
expanding urban middle class through the provision of courses that were both more affordable and 
better aligned to local demand for graduates in fields such as science, business, and public service. 
The London School of Economic and Political Science (LSE) was also established with a more 
explicitly progressive mission. The LSE’s founders, such as Sidney and Beatrice Webb, advocated 
a gradualist approach to social development led by a technocratic elite and envisaged that the LSE 
could prepare students to become part of this elite through the study of contemporary social, eco-
nomic, and political issues.28
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Although these new institutions offered distinctive models of education that aimed to be 
more engaged with the social, economic, and political issues of the day, there were also significant 
elements of continuity with the ideas and practices developed at older institutions. This continuity 
reflected the social power and prestige attached to these older institutions. However, it also re-
flected the fact that many of those who administered and taught at the new universities had been 
educated at Oxford or Cambridge and were “imbued with the Oxbridge ideal.”29

As such, the conceptualization of education for citizenship that developed in the university 
sector in the early and mid-twentieth century continued to reflect the dualistic Oxford model that 
relied on students having the opportunity to engage with moral, social, or political issues through 
the formal curriculum. The development of the more practical citizenship skills and application of 
their ideas occurred through extra-curricular activity and participation in the wider life of the uni-
versity. A typical expression of this formulation can be found in W.H. Hadow’s Citizenship, based 
on work undertaken as part of an endowed lectureship in citizenship at the University of Glasgow.30 
In his view, the challenges relating to citizenship education were primarily related to its place in 
schools. As he explained, in his view, there was no particular problem with what was currently 
offered in higher education.

At our universities there is abundant opportunities for historical, political and 
economic study, all relevant points can be raised in class-rooms and debating 
societies, and the more freely and exhaustively they are learned and discussed 
the better for the disputants on both sides.31

Similar views could be found in the emerging discipline of political science. Delivering a lec-
ture on citizenship in 1936, one of the UK’s leading political scientists, Ernest Barker, opened by 
declaring that he did not advocate teaching politics in schools and even had doubts about its place 
in universities.32 Nevertheless, he saw some scope to address civics, which he identified as “that 
part of political science which is concerned with the rights and duties of citizenship.”33 Even here he 
was somewhat cautious, highlighting the dual risks of educating for citizenship, which could take 
on a statist character and erode individual liberty, and not educating for citizenship, which could 
leave citizens ill-prepared for their roles in a democracy. What he advocated for was the education 
of citizens in the UK to “make, inspire, and control the government of our country.”34 This goal was 
not just confined to formal education, but required that citizens also learn through the experience 
of engaging in voluntary bodies including trade unions, churches, and community associations. 
Barker’s approach also represented, therefore, the dualistic model of curricular and extra-curricular 
activity to provide an education for citizenship.

Although the Second World War resulted in many political scientists gaining direct experi-
ence of working in government, this experience did not appear to have changed views within the 
discipline on civic engagement education. In the overview report for an international survey of 
political science teaching conducted by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO), W.A. Robson, Professor of Public Administration at the LSE, reject-
ed the view put forward in the APSA report, Goals for Political Science, that citizenship education 
should be an aim of the discipline. “In the British Universities,” Robson argued, “some of the most 
effective instruments for learning (not teaching) citizenship are the political activities that form 
part of the student social life,” through activities such as visiting speakers and debates, which allow 
students to “link up their studies with the world outside the classroom, and develop the sense of 
responsibility that makes men and women good citizens.”35 The same view was expressed by oth-
er political scientists such as A.H. Hanson, who stated that he did not believe that the discipline 
should be taught “with the object of producing ‘good citizens’ of one kind or another.”36

Yet, not everyone was as confident in the ability of the university sector to support students’ 
development as citizens, and some leading figures advocated for change. In a lecture delivered 
in 1917, Sir Henry Jones expressed concern that many students attending Oxford and Cambridge 
graduated with little preparation for engagement in civic life and called on the universities to im-
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plement additional training to prepare students to undertake their duties as citizens.37 This lack of 
civic education was particularly problematic, he argued, not only because it limited the students’ 
own development as members of society, but also because in the leadership roles that they would 
take, they would influence the life of the wider community. As he put it:

They become land-owners, manufacturers, traders; they come into intimate 
touch with the lives of men; they have tenants to deal with, workmen to employ 
and rule, the nation’s commerce to sustain and guide, and the civil institutions 
of the community to maintain in their use and strength.38

The conceptualization of a civic education designed for students from a social elite who govern a 
class-based society is explicit. Jones suggested a remedy to the gap in their civic education was the 
extension of general and liberal education by the provision of additional lecture series which would 
cover literature, history, science, economics, and ethics. Jones’ advocacy for improved citizenship 
education in universities was prompted by his reflections on the First World War, and further 
changes in the social and political context prompted others to advocate for re-inventions of the 
dualistic model.

Faced with the rising tide of authoritarian political regimes across Europe, the Association for 
Education in Citizenship (AEC) was founded in 1935 and advocated “training for citizenship in a 
democratic state.”39 AEC leaders such as Eva Hubback argued that the current practice in school 
and universities was inadequate. While some students engaged with social and political issues 
through the formal curriculum, many did not.40 In addition, she argued, many students did not 
engage with such questions through extra-curricular activities either and, even when they did, this 
could “produce a regrettably superficial attitude to serious subjects.”41 As such, practice in both 
aspects of the dualistic model was failing, and many students who were graduating from university 
were ill-prepared for their roles as citizens and future leaders in civic life. Hubback advocated that 
universities expand the teaching of social sciences, ensuring that all students had an opportunity 
to develop their understanding of social and political issues through either formal or informal ed-
ucation, to prepare them for lives as active citizens.

In the post-war period, concerns that arrangements for civic education were inadequate con-
tinued and were voiced by Sir Walter Moberly in his 1948 book The Crisis in the University.42 Mober-
ly was an influential figure as chair of the University Grants Committee, the government body 
responsible for funding the sector. However, his book was a personal statement, with his Christian 
beliefs and their relevance to the purpose of education placed center-stage. For Moberly, the mod-
ern university had lost a sense of shared moral purpose, leaving it ill-equipped to prepare students 
for a world in which “bestial cruelty, lust and lawlessness, not only as an occasional morbid aber-
ration, but rampant and in power” had been unleashed and where civilization was threatened by 
nuclear weapons.43 While the university’s “traditional role was to train students for leadership in a 
stratified society,” this view was no longer widely accepted with the development of a more dem-
ocratic social order.44 Although Moberly welcomed some aspects of these changes, he expressed 
concern that for some students, “that part of his education which look to his life as a responsible 
citizen has fallen behind.”45 The problem, he suggested, was most acute for students at the civic 
universities who had fewer opportunities to develop as citizens by taking part in university life. 

By the 1960s, the dualistic model of civic engagement education that had been developed for 
students in a small and elitist university sector was proving inadequate to address changing po-
litical and social challenges. It had been eroded from both ends. The increasing specialization of 
courses meant that many students did not have an opportunity to engage with wider questions of 
social purpose. Indeed, even in political science, the scope of teaching had narrowed, and the sec-
ond generation of professors to take chairs in the discipline were less committed to an ethos of pub-
lic engagement than the first.46 By this time, the impact of behavioralism was beginning to reach 
Britain, promoting the ideal of scientific objectivity and further eroding the normative element of 
the discipline. What had once been a key force in animating the dualistic model had dissipated. 
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Idealism had lost its influence within the university sector, as its emphasis on the realization of the 
individual within society became associated with authoritarianism.47 In its place, a more volunta-
ristic approach emerged, and while students as individuals might be encouraged to engage in civic 
life, it was without the previous moral imperative.

The second wave of university expansion did little to address this erosion of civic education. 
Although the expansion of institutions and student numbers was already taking place, the report 
of the Committee on Higher Education published in 1963 provided an authoritative statement of 
establishment views on universities at this time.48 While one of the four aims of higher education 
was “the transmission of a common culture and a common standard of citizenship,” the report did 
not develop this theme or make recommendations relating to civic engagement education.49 In 
addition, new universities of the 1960s were in some ways a step away from the earlier civic mod-
el.50 While they aimed to encourage university life through a stronger residential element, many 
were developed on greenfield sites and were relatively isolated from their local communities, which 
reduced the opportunities available for civic engagement. In addition, as the decade progressed, 
student discontent with university administration and wider political issues grew, resulting in 
growing activism and protest.51 In this context, universities were thought to be compromised by 
their association with industrial and commercial interests. They were seen as institutions to be 
challenged over their social responsibilities, rather than as capable of providing civic leadership.

The third wave of university expansion in the 1990s entailed the granting of university status 
to the polytechnic higher education institutions rather than the founding of entirely new institu-
tions. The polytechnics had been established with the aim of strengthening provision of technical 
and professional higher education. However, many had also developed teaching in the social sci-
ences, and their courses combined academic learning with skills development, often through place-
ment learning.52 In addition, they tended to serve students from less privileged backgrounds who 
were more likely to be from the local area. In part, their incorporation into the university sector 
reflected a shift in government priorities toward the contribution that university education could 
make to the economy through the development of highly skilled graduates and a de-emphasis on 
a wider conceptualization of student learning. However, the third wave institutions often had a 
greater civic orientation than the existing universities, and as argued later in this chapter, this her-
itage became a source of pedagogic innovation for subsequent developments in civic engagement 
education.

Civic Engagement in Schools
The place of civic engagement within school-age education had also been discussed during the 
twentieth century and gave rise to a range of reports, commissions, and working parties that 
considered how schools might prepare young people for their roles as citizens in adult life. While the 
particular emphasis of each of these differed, they all tended to share four characteristics identified 
by Harold Entwistle: macro-orientation, utopianism, quietism, and a theoretical bias.53 In terms 
of the first, macro-orientation, an emphasis was placed on the formal functioning of the national 
institutions of the state. In the British context, this meant a focus on parliament, constitution, and 
monarchy. These were typically presented in a favorable, utopian light, functioning well within 
themselves and in relation to one another and the citizen. In many ways, the third characteristic 
of quietism logically followed. If the institutional arrangements functioned effectively, then why 
would there be a need for change? As such, Entwistle suggested, the emphasis tended to be on 
the values of “authority” and “loyalty” in political life, rather than on “participation.”54 Lastly, 
Entwistle identified the tendency towards a theoretical bias in teaching, which was “largely a 
matter of teaching about the process of government” [emphasis in the original], in which students 
were only “invited to contemplate political activity as a spectator.”55

A hierarchical school system also shaped how these characteristics played out in the education 
experienced by different groups of students. At the private and selective grammar schools that ca-
tered to students from more socially privileged backgrounds and from which a higher proportion 
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of students went to university, greater emphasis was placed on developing students to play active 
leadership roles within social and political institutions. In contrast, at those schools which served 
the wider population, there was a greater emphasis on citizenship framed in terms of loyalty and 
duty.56 While organizations such as the AEC advocated for a greater emphasis on preparing all 
students for active citizenship, they were not able to overturn this dominant hierarchical approach.

The landscape changed at the end of the 1960s with the emergence of new conceptualizations 
of what education for citizenship could look like, supported by a sustained body of work and orga-
nizational resources to promote it. To explain why change occurred at this time, reference can be 
made to changes in the political and educational contexts, as well as actions by those in the disci-
pline advocating a different approach. As a state, Britain was transitioning away from its role as an 
imperial power, having withdrawn from most of its remaining colonies during the 1960s, and was 
actively exploring new relationships with its European allies. Domestically, the cultural revolution 
of the 1960s had raised questions about the activism of young people and dissatisfaction with the 
established political system and cultural norms. Reflecting these changes, the early 1970s saw both 
the rise in the minimum school leaving age from 14 to 16 and a reduction of the voting age from 21 
to 18, significantly narrowing the gap between the completion of compulsory schooling and entry 
into the formal political system.57 These changes made the question of how schools prepared young 
people for citizenship more pertinent and prompted renewed advocacy for civic engagement edu-
cation among educators. Perhaps the most active and influential individuals providing leadership 
were Bernard Crick, professor of politics at the University of Sheffield, and Derek Heater, the Head 
of History at Brighton College of Education.58 Both Crick and Heater played leading roles in estab-
lishing a new organization, the Politics Association, in 1969 which, in contrast to the PSA at that 
time, was open to politics teachers at all levels of education. For the next four decades, the Politics 
Association was the main organization championing teaching of politics and civic engagement 
education in schools.59

Writing in a collection of essays edited by Heater and published in 1969, Crick took up the 
issue of political education in schools, outlining his criticisms of both traditional approaches to 
civic education and attempts to promote good citizenship. For him, both were inadequate because 
they attempted to depoliticize politics by making it “dull, safe, and factual” through a focus on the 
formal roles of state institutions and avoiding the contested issues that drive political conflict and 
debate.60 As such, Crick voiced similar concerns to those put forward by Entwistle, that for most 
students civic education presented the UK political system in an idealized form and at least implic-
itly encouraged quietism or passivity. Crick was also critical of approaches to political education 
that focused on preparing students to study for degrees in politics at university, believing this to 
be unnecessary, and “American style ‘teaching of democracy’” which “fabricated democratic situa-
tions in the classroom” through “games, debates, mock parliaments and class elections.”61 Yet, he 
argued, effective political education that supports students to develop as active citizens was needed 
to address the fact that “our own younger generation is becoming actively alienated or sullenly 
indifferent to our political institutions.”62

The task of reforming education for civic engagement was undertaken by the Politics Associ-
ation which, working with the Hansard Society for Parliamentary Government, developed a Pro-
gram for Political Education (PPE).63 This report introduced a broader concept of politics in which 
traditional central institutions were less prominent and there was more focus on exploring social 
and political issues. In addition, procedural values, such as fairness, toleration, respect for truth, 
and reasoned argument were prominent, as was an emphasis on developing students’ skills as well 
as their knowledge. While the work gained some high-level political support, the push to develop 
political education generated countervailing pressures. Obstacles to implementation included en-
trenched conservatism, professional interests, and pedagogical barriers such as insufficient train-
ing.64 As a result, the PPE and political literacy failed to make headway. 

Changes in the political context in the following decades, however, gave the concept of citizen-
ship new prominence in public policy discourse at the end of the twentieth century and provided 
new opportunities for advocates of civic engagement education. During the 1980s, the Conserva-
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tive Government led by Margaret Thatcher pursued policies that aimed to liberalize the economy 
and extend pro-market and individualistic ideas. These resulted in significant economic and social 
changes and widespread concerns. Some moderate and traditional conservatives within the gov-
ernment believed that the social fabric of the UK was being damaged. In this context, citizenship 
was increasingly emphasized by politicians who wanted to chart an alternative course based on val-
ues such as social responsibility and cohesion.65 In an echo of the Idealist reaction to Utilitarianism 
more than a century before, citizenship was emphasized in political discourse as a potential glue 
to hold society together and counterbalance what was seen as excessive individualism that risked 
undermining social cohesion. In addition, citizenship was gaining greater political prominence 
through the UK’s membership in the European Union (EU) and the Council of Europe. For exam-
ple, the 1993 Maastricht Treaty created the concept of citizenship of the EU which was conferred on 
the nationals of all member states and included political rights, such as the right to stand and vote 
in European elections and petition the European Parliament, alongside rights relating to travel, 
residence, and consular protection.66

Citizenship also became a key element of the policies pursued by the Labour Government 
under Tony Blair which came to power in 1997. The government used the concept of citizenship 
to frame its attempts to balance rights with responsibilities and empower local communities as 
an alternative to more top-down approaches to reform.67 As part of this approach, the government 
made a commitment to “strengthen education for citizenship and the teaching of democracy in 
school,” appointing an Advisory Group on Citizenship with Crick as chair.68 The final report of 
the Advisory Group, Education for Citizenship and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools (commonly 
known as the Crick Report) was published in 1998 and set an ambitious aim for civic engagement 
education, which was to achieve “a change in the political culture of this country” so that people 
“think of themselves as active citizens, willing, able and equipped to have an influence in public 
life.”69 The model of civic engagement education proposed by the Crick Report consisted of three 
strands: social and moral responsibility; community involvement; and political literacy.70 To an 
extent, this approach combined aspects of each of the main approaches that had been championed 
over the course of the twentieth century, including the older civics curricula, the PPE emphasis 
on procedural values, and issues-based approaches. Some political scientists criticized the Crick 
Report for focusing too much on engagement in formal political mechanisms, such as voting in 
elections, and not addressing structural inequalities in society which created barriers to active cit-
izenship.71 However, others have identified it as a landmark report, setting out a model of civic 
engagement education that emphasized that active citizenship entailed the development of both 
knowledge and behaviors.72

The most important recommendation of the Crick report was that there should be a legal 
requirement for schools to provide citizenship education to their students.73 The Labour govern-
ment’s backing for this recommendation resulted in an increased emphasis on civic engagement 
education in schools, with changes to the curriculum that were similar to those occurring in Canada 
and Australia in the same period.74 Nevertheless, while the report was a landmark in civic engage-
ment education in the UK and had implications for developments in universities, the reliance on 
government support also made these advances vulnerable to a further change in political direction 
which has occurred since 2010.75 The implications of these developments will be further explored 
in the next section of this chapter and point to the limitations of models of civic engagement that 
depend on the support of the government of the time.

Revival within the Universities
A renewed impetus for civic engagement education in schools at the start of the twenty-first century 
also occurred within the UK university sector and the discipline of political science. It resulted in 
a significant number of civic education projects and initiatives, some examples of which are listed 
in table 1. These projects developed pedagogical models based on a more inclusive and critical 
approach to civic engagement education. Changes in the three areas of political, educational, and 
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disciplinary context were significant in these developments. The greater prominence of citizenship 
within political discourse at the end of the twentieth century, which was explored in the previous 
section of the chapter, provides part of the explanation for this change. In addition, both the EU and 
Council of Europe were active in promoting citizenship education across member states, through 
the creation of policy and practitioner networks and the publication of reports and competency 
frameworks.76 These developments at a European level raised the profile of civic engagement 
education in the UK and provided policy frameworks which political science educators could use 
to advocate for action. 

There were also changes in the educational and disciplinary contexts which were more specific 
to higher education. The educational context was influenced by the expansion of the university 
sector in the 1990s which gave rise to debates on the quality of higher education in the UK and how 
it might be improved.77 This debate resulted in a range of policy responses, including the introduc-
tion of new systems to regulate universities and national schemes to provide funding and support 
for educational development projects. Although these did not place civic engagement education as 
a high priority and instead had a greater focus on issues such as graduate employability, they nev-
ertheless created new opportunities for political science educators to access additional resources to 
undertake pedagogical development initiatives.78 Among the strategies used by political scientists 
were demonstrating how the knowledge and skills that students developed through civic engage-
ment education could contribute to achieving the objectives prioritized by policy makers. Through 
building on existing educational practices in areas such as work-based learning, educators could 
reinvent models of civic engagement that built upon the experience of innovation in these areas, 
adapting existing resources where appropriate. In addition, political science students also engaged 
in university-wide initiatives such as volunteering programs that were established in many uni-
versities, adapting these opportunities toward their ends.79 These strategies reduced the cost and 
barriers to innovation, facilitating the re-invention of civic engagement pedagogies.

In terms of the discipline, there was little evidence that civic education was a priority for po-
litical science in the UK at the end of the twentieth century. Political scientists developing educa-
tional resources to support citizens’ education highlighted at the time that no reference was made 
to this objective in the national curriculum benchmark for the discipline.80 Neither was there any 
reference to civic engagement in the report of a major survey of political science departments in UK 
universities in the 1990s.81 A number of factors explain this absence. In part, it reflected the contin-
ued adherence to the stance taken by Hanson and Robson in the 1950s that it was not the role of 
political scientists to explicitly teach citizenship. It may have also reflected continuing skepticism 
in the UK as to whether citizenship could be taught effectively.82 Other changes in the university 
sector at the time, including the adoption of information technology in teaching and learning and 
financial pressures that increased student-to-staff ratios, appeared to many academics to be the 
most pressing pedagogical concerns.83 There were political science educators who were committed 
to civic engagement education and placement learning, which was predominantly found in the 
former polytechnics, often served as a vehicle for this.84 However, for the discipline as a whole, it 
was not the highest priority.

The situation within the discipline began to change, prompted by the higher profile of citi-
zenship as a political issue and the publication of the Crick report in 1998. Although directed to 
schools, the Crick Report raised the profile of citizenship education as an issue, prompting reflec-
tion and discussion within the university sector. It also raised the question of students who had 
studied citizenship at school and what they might expect from university education and the new 
opportunities that this experience might present to broaden recruitment to politics courses. How-
ever, Crick was not the only source of inspiration for developments in civic engagement education, 
and political science educators in the UK drew on ideas and practices developed in the US. Influ-
ences included Ernest Boyer’s concept of different forms of scholarship, John Dewey’s work on 
experiential learning, and the service-learning programs of many universities.85 This connection 
reflected both the longer and better developed tradition of civic engagement education in the US 
and the developing scholarship of teaching and learning that was proving successful in disseminat-
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ing pedagogical ideas and practices. 

 Table 1. Examples of Civic Engagement Initiatives at UK Universities

• The Scholarship of Engagement for Politics (Warwick; Coventry; Oxford Brookes). 
The project developed practice around placement learning, including as a vehicle 
for civic engagement education.

• Teaching Citizenship in Higher Education (Southampton; Keele; Liverpool John 
Moores). The project created a range of teaching resources to explore citizenship 
in the curriculum.

• Case-Based Learning in Politics (Huddersfield). The project produced problem-
based learning resources focused on local political issues.

• Making Politics Matter (Canterbury Christ Church University). Students worked 
with a local television channel to produce a report on local housing problems.

• Policy Commission (De Montfort). Students engaged with the local community 
through surveys and a pop-up shop to develop policy ideas on how to develop the 
area for local people.

• Teaching Frameworks for Participation (Manchester Metropolitan). Students 
participated in community development work with a local not-for-profit football 
club.

• Teaching applied politics (Birkbeck, London). Aimed to teach students the 
knowledge and skills needed to take an active role in political activities.

Note: Names of lead universities in brackets. See: Curtis and Blair (2010); Smith et al. (2008); Craig and Hale (2008); Bates 
(2012); Blair et al. (2018); Kiernan (2012); and Bacon (2018).

The critical focus of current civic engagement education stands in contrast to what preceded it. As 
discussed earlier, much of the citizenship education that developed in the twentieth century was 
based on limited views of citizenship which associated it with terms such as “loyalty,” “service,” 
and “restraint.” To an extent, this conceptualization of citizenship was balanced by currents of 
thought that focused on the importance of participation in civic activities and the promotion of 
citizenship education as a defense against totalitarian threats. However, in most of these cases a 
commitment remained to protecting the established social order. This approach can be contrasted 
to the more recent work in developing civic engagement education in which there is generally 
a greater commitment to social change. For example, as Annabel Kiernan identified, her aim in 
teaching activism was “bringing forward democratic citizenship” and “countering the dominant 
neoliberal discourse inside and outside the university environment,” while Edwin Bacon identified 
how teaching a model of applied politics can challenge the rationales for higher education based 
around the enhancement of personal career prospects.86

In summary, the current generation of civic engagement work takes a significantly more criti-
cal approach than its forerunners. In addition, current initiatives can be distinguished from earlier 
models in their more inclusive focus. To an extent, the scope of this inclusion is relative. In the 
UK, although participation rates have risen, still only approximately half of the population have 
engaged in higher education, and significant inequalities relating to factors such as ethnicity and 
economic disadvantage remain. Nevertheless, not only is the reach of the sector wider than ever 
before, but the model of citizenship is also more inclusive. The implicit elitism of Seely’s ‘school 
for statesmanship’ or the more technocratic variant of the Webbs is far less likely to be found today 
and has largely been replaced by a conceptualization of citizenship as a relationship of equality, 
rather than a civic education designed for a world of leaders and followers. 
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First, models of civic engagement cannot be static and must change to respond to new social 
and political challenges. In many ways, this responsiveness should be second nature to educators 
in political science, as it is a distinguishing feature of our discipline that much of what we study 
changes as the political worlds which we inhabit change. Nevertheless, it bears reiteration, and civic 
engagement education needs to be in a process of on-going reinvention and renewal to ensure that 
it meets the needs of both our students and our communities. However effective current practice 
may be, it cannot stand still, and there will continue to be a need for political science educators who 
can lead the process of reinventing models of civic engagement education to meet new challenges. 

Second, civic engagement education needs to be rooted in ethical values which can sustain a 
commitment to practice. By contrast, when innovation is driven by incentives such as the pursuit of 
government funding, it can come to a halt when external priorities change. Such ethical values will 
change over time, reflecting the preferences of different students and educators. The philosophical 
Idealism that inspired civic engagement more than a century ago is different than the ideas and 
values of generation Z today. Nevertheless, whatever the ethical motivation, a normative commit-
ment to a view of how the world should be is essential to sustaining active civic engagement. 

Finally, civic engagement education needs advocates. In the UK, citizenship has not always 
been a priority for political science or for the university sector. At a time when issues of equality, 
diversity, and social justice have gained a higher profile in the discipline, there is every reason for 
political scientists to continue to renew our efforts and focus on how we can better support all of 
our students to engage with the wider world as active citizens who can make a positive impact on 
our communities.
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SECTION II: CIVIC ENGAGEMENT PEDAGOGY ACROSS THE GLOBE

The growing body of scholarship on teaching civic engagement underscores the 
important role higher education plays in preparing students to be participatory 
democratic citizens. The college campus can serve as a microcosm of democracy 
with lessons in citizenship coming from a variety of sources including residence life, 
centers and institutes of civic engagement, and student organizations.1 Indeed, civic 

engagement education can be woven into the culture of the campus itself.2 A key civic learning 
environment of course is the classroom. What has emerged out of the scholarship of teaching 
and learning in the United States is a set of evidence-based best practices in how to foster civic 
knowledge, skills, and dispositions.

In building our body of knowledge on teaching civic engagement, the underlying goal has 
been to construct a pedagogical “toolbox” of nonpartisan and effective instructional techniques 
for teaching democratic citizenship. Teaching Civic Engagement: From Student to Active Citizen was 
focused upon surveying and highlighting instructional interventions taking place across sub-fields 
of political science and on a diversity of campuses throughout the United States. With Teaching 
Civic Engagement Across the Disciplines, the aim was to expand the range of models across disci-
plines and highlight advances in the study and practice of teaching civic engagement. Efforts to 
teach democracy must not only extend across disciplines and campuses—they must also extend 
across the globe. As the study of teaching civic engagement progresses, the subsequent step logi-
cally is to turn our attention to the teaching of democratic citizenship taking place in classrooms 
around the globe.

In Section II, we offer a selection of examples of teaching civic engagement from different 
regions of the world. The mixture reminds us of the breadth and depth of the research and practice 
in democratic education globally. Democratic practices can be found in a variety of contexts, and 
good governance does not only take shape in one form. Studies in this section provide a major con-
tribution in identifying the manner in which teacher-scholars are educating students in democracy 
and the nature of the scholarship of teaching and learning taking place. These chapters also allow 
us to consider the diverse set of challenges and opportunities to teaching civic engagement with 
examples of inventive techniques and models as well as areas of potential growth. From qualitative 
research on using the arts to connect students with contrasting democratic experiences to exper-
imental research on the effectiveness of extending civic engagement education into high schools, 
these chapters broaden our lens of teaching civic engagement and expand the range of tools avail-
able to teacher-scholars of democracy.

Effective teaching of democratic citizenship and civic engagement involves scaffolding learn-
ing or successively building upon students’ civic knowledge, skills, and attitudes throughout their 
schooling.3 In much the same way, the chapters in this section also examine pedagogical interven-
tions at different stages of civic engagement learning. The section begins with a study by Sharon 
Feeney and John Hogan from the College of Business at the Technological University in Dublin 
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that evaluates students’ perceptions and empowers students to explore concepts of civic engage-
ment. Students enrolled in a similar business program at two different university settings, Ireland 
and Egypt, create freehand drawings to depict their representation of “civic engagement.” Sub-
sequent discussions of the drawings allow students to home in on how they conceptualize civic 
engagement and envision their role in society. Hogan and Feeney’s exercise and the qualitative 
analysis they employ builds upon research demonstrating the value of weaving civic engagement 
education into the arts and other disciplines.4 As Hogan and Feeney show, their freehand drawing 
exercise facilitates discussions among students whose experiences of democracy vary and offers a 
route for priming students from different contexts to explore the topic of civic engagement. 

In their work, Emily Beausoleil and Claire Timperley from Te Herenga Waka—Victoria Uni-
versity of Wellington focus their teaching on preparing students for civic engagement by fostering 
their civic agency. In this chapter, the authors share research related to their upper-level under-
graduate course in which they offer a unique approach to teaching democratic citizenship—one 
that places civic agency as the central learning objective. Rather than focus upon the mechanisms 
of formal politics, the authors focus on issues that are of most concern among their students, in-
cluding climate change and racism, as methods for enhancing civic agency. Beausoleil and Timper-
ley’s course seeks to reconfigure civic education using a structural approach that features systems 
understanding of key contemporary socio-political issues and extra-institutional forms of civic ac-
tion. Analysis of summative reflections by students suggests that a pedagogical emphasis on civic 
action in relation to formal political and civic institutions is a meaningful way to enhance students’ 
civic agency, thus preparing them for future civic and political engagement. This approach aligns 
with a growing body of scholarship and practice underscoring the need to embed talking about 
politics in campus life and connecting relevant political issues to civic learning.5 

Dmitry Lanko, of St. Petersburg State University’s School of International Relations, reminds 
scholars and practitioners that teaching civic engagement in authoritarian countries is possible 
and necessary and may even result in unexpected outcomes given the setting. By focusing on 
group-oriented foreign policy analysis, the course combines an introductory lecture with ques-
tions-and-answers, a think tank simulation allowing students to formulate recommendations to 
particular groups seeking influence on foreign policy, and a one-day role-play exercise which al-
lows students to assume different roles and achieve foreign policy goals guided by the lecture and 
simulation. Using content analysis of reflection and evaluation reports, Lanko demonstrates how 
simulations and role-play of group-oriented foreign policy analysis can positively impact students’ 
civic engagement. Unlike what political realism typically would suggest, he finds that students 
pay as much, if not more, attention to economic considerations, humanitarian considerations, soft 
security considerations, and environmental considerations as geopolitical considerations after par-
ticipating in group-oriented foreign policy analysis workshops. This research points to the impor-
tance of having diverse targeted clients for policy analysis and civic engagement. Instead of hav-
ing just the government and political leaders’ interests in mind, other groups, such as minorities 
previously excluded from existing discursive practices, could also be placed at the center of policy 
discussions. Lanko also builds upon work featured in Teaching Civic Engagement: From Student to 
Active Citizen demonstrating that experiential political learning need not just be included in cours-
es focused upon local, state, or national politics but can be integrated into international relations 
courses effectively.6 

Actors offering pedagogical interventions aren’t always situated within the university set-
ting or even the country itself. In his chapter, Gerardo Berthin from Freedom House shows how 
workshops offered by universities in partnership with outside agencies, the United Nations in this 
case, equip students with skills and knowledge for future civic engagement action. In his chap-
ter, Berthin presents how the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) partnering with 
the University of Belize and USAID-funded Urban Municipal Governance Project in Guatemala 
resulted in an effective collaboration between international development assistance groups with 
stakeholders within the targeted country for capacity-building. The “Workshop for Young Lead-
ers” in Belize was designed in the context of the Transparency and Accountability in Local Gov-
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ernments (TRAALOG) regional initiative, a regional technical assistance platform hosted at the 
UNDP Regional Service Center for Latin America and the Caribbean. The social audit workshops 
in Guatemala were managed by the USAID Guatemala Democracy and Governance Office, which 
provides municipal governments with technical assistance to achieve transparent and participato-
ry planning, to improve financial management, and to ensure effective service delivery implemen-
tation. 

By focusing on the “social audit,” a participatory tool and approach, Berthin finds that the 
pedagogical interventions had relatively positive effects on young participants with regards to im-
proving knowledge, motivation to act, and ideas for future civic engagement. The workshops not 
only provided opportunities for students to boost their understanding of concepts related to civic 
engagement, such as governance, public integrity, accountability, and corruption but also allowed 
students to practice the tools of collecting and accessing public policy evidence and using tech-
nology to access information. The result amplifies and broadens our thinking of teaching civic 
engagement in developing countries with different contexts. Although both Belize and Guatemala 
are situated in Latin America, Berthin points out that the “country history, context, culture, level of 
development, and governance systems” are quite different, and therefore, provide unique opportu-
nities to assess and isolate the effects of international development assistance on civic engagement 
capacity building. 

When teaching democracies and civic engagement, scholars and practitioners often immedi-
ately point to the United States and Western European countries as models. However, civic engage-
ment scholarship from Greece, the birthplace of democracy, provides a meaningful contribution 
to our understanding of teaching political participation. Using an experimental design, Theodore 
Chadjipadelis and Georgia Panagiotidou from Aristotle University Thessaloniki, Greece, demon-
strate how a university-based civic engagement course could effectively train students to teach civ-
ic education courses on their own to other students in high schools and universities. As the Roman 
philosopher Seneca said, “While we teach, we learn.” Chadjipadelis and Panagiotidou not only 
present evidence that students could effectively learn while teaching what they have learned, but 
the act of teaching civic engagement is a form of civic engagement itself. Through hierarchical clus-
ter analysis and multiple correspondence analysis, Chadjipadelis and Panagiotidou investigate the 
effect of civic engagement intervention on the nature and extent of students’ political mobilization 
and find that participation improved students’ scores on almost all political characteristics and 
enhanced their inclination to choose active modes of civic participation. Building upon the schol-
arship and practice of active, experiential political learning, the authors find that those students 
who are taught by their peers also have an opportunity to envision themselves actively engaged in 
civic education and practices, making the approach more scalable and sustainable.7

The chapters featured in Section II offer not only fresh and inventive examples of democratic 
education around the globe but also advance the scholarship of teaching and learning. From inte-
grating freehand drawings into civic engagement coursework to subjecting students’ reactions to 
content to systematic qualitative analysis to delivering effective experiential civic education on-
line, the authors in this section have expanded and enriched the set of pedagogical tools available 
to educators in diverse classrooms around the globe. 

The collection of work featured also offers opportunities for future research that builds upon 
previous scholarship of teaching and learning. In both Teaching Civic Engagement: From Student 
to Active Citizen and Teaching Civic Engagement Across the Disciplines, Elizabeth Bennion provides 
guidance on the use of assessment to move us toward a more rigorous scholarship of civic engage-
ment pedagogy. Much of this involves designing assessment plans for civic learning activities with 
Bennion recommending “backward design” to align desired outcomes with learning activities and 
assessment measures.8 Such an approach offers a path to both high quality scholarship and mean-
ingful learning experiences. 

Future iterations of the pedagogical interventions highlighted in this section would move the 
scholarship forward even more by incorporating assessment practices that result in generalizable 
knowledge about effective democratic instruction. For example, some of the civic learning experi-
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Freehand drawing is a visual representation technique sometimes employed to 
bypass cognitive verbal processing routes as part of a critical pedagogy. This al-
lows students to produce clear, more critical, and inclusive images of their under-
standing of a topic regardless of their vocabulary. This chapter presents an inter-
pretation of freehand drawings produced by final year degree students in response 
to the question: “What is Civic Engagement?” The students were pursuing the 
same degree, with some studying in an Irish and others in an Egyptian university. 
Having to explain civic engagement pictorially forced the students to distill the 
essence of civic engagement’s meaning to them and provided insights into how 
they perceived civic engagement and their roles in their societies. We offer this 
example as a model for other educators seeking alternative methods for teaching 
civic engagement and for creating a learning environment where students can de-
velop their own capacity for critical self-reflection.

Sharon Feeney and John Hogan
College of Business, Technological University Dublin

KEYWORDS: Civic Engagement, Drawing; Freehand; Critical Pedagogy; Learner-Centered.

Introduction 

In this chapter, we examine how a sample of Irish and Egyptian students conceived of civic 
engagement through their generation of freehand drawings. Civic engagement has been 
defined as a “catch-all term that refers to an individual’s activities, alone or as part of a 
group, that focus on developing knowledge about the community and its political system, 
identifying or seeking solutions to community problems, pursuing goals to benefit the 

community, and participating in constructive deliberation among community members about the 
community’s political system and community issues, problems, or solutions.”1

As educators, we want our students to reflect critically upon society and their place in it. Thus, 
our aim was to gain an understanding of undergraduates’ perceptions of civic engagement in Ire-
land and Egypt using freehand drawings. We used freehand drawing to create a learning environ-
ment in the classroom wherein students could seek to develop meaningful associations with civic 
engagement. Despite obvious political, cultural, and geographic differences between Ireland and 
Egypt, all of our participants possess one important factor in common: the same curriculum. Ac-
cordingly, we were able to use this exercise, which we will set out in detail in the methods section, 
to discern the differentiated impact in these two very different settings.

Freehand drawing, as a visual elicitation technique, permits students to grasp the multiple po-
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tential ways to understand, analyze, and challenge any issue.2 Consequently, the drawing exercise 
central to this research effort serves as a useful aid to facilitate students’ conceptualization of their 
understanding of civic engagement and permits us to examine their reflections. We hypothesize 
that the drawing exercise, and the subsequent discussion with students of themes and meanings, 
is a useful approach for enhancing students’ individual and collective understanding of civic en-
gagement.3

Student-generated drawings are a useful route for comprehending youth observations.4  This 
approach is not hindered by the lack of verbal reasoning, vocabulary, language, or inhibitions re-
garding individual differences of opinion or national identities.5 The intention in using this ap-
proach with students in two very different countries, with very different histories but all undertak-
ing a common curriculum, was to initiate a learner-centered experience that enabled them to utilize 
a more active, self-managed, and critically reflexive stance, the outputs of which could be discussed, 
compared and contrasted.6

We begin with a discussion on the embedding of civic engagement in the Irish and Egyptian 
higher education curricula. This is followed by sections on the utility of visual representation and 
the use of drawings in the context of critical pedagogy. We then describe the research design, en-
compassing participant selection and the creation and analysis of the drawings. Following this, we 
report on the themes contained in the drawings, examining four in detail, before finally discussing 
the pedagogical and policy implications of the approach, highlighting some of the national differ-
ences uncovered. 

Civic Engagement in Irish and Egyptian Higher Education
Civic engagement and active citizenship emerged as important issues in the European Union (EU) 
in the past two decades.7 The catalysts for this were a series of policy initiatives to create a single 
European Higher Education Area;8 a European Research Area;9 and a European Area of Lifelong 
Learning.10 This approach has been reinforced by higher education institutions (HEIs) recognizing 
that their role encompasses a wider responsibility for cultural, social, and civic development.11 In 
Ireland in 2007, a “Taskforce on Active Citizenship” was established with the goal of “advising the 
Government on the steps that [could] be taken to ensure that the wealth of civic spirit and active 
participation already present in Ireland continue[d] to grow and develop.”12 The National Strategy 
for Higher Education to 2030 refers to civic and community engagement as one of the “three core 
roles of higher education.”13 Consequently, in 2014, the leaders of all publicly funded HEIs across 
Ireland signed a “Campus Engage Charter for Civic and Community Engagement,” committing 
their institutions to further enhance the links between higher education and society. Since then, 
Irish HEIs continued to expand their provision of community-based modules to increase their 
links with social and cultural non-governmental organizations (NGOs), as well as state-funded 
initiatives in the voluntary and community sector.14

In Egypt, prior to the Arab Spring, political rights and civil liberties were constrained by 
the state.15 Civic engagement occurred outside the formal channels sanctioned by the state, with 
youth participation ranging from schools and family to the public arena.16 In 2009, only 5 percent 
of Egyptians reported volunteering; however, more sought to volunteer in mosques and church-
es, suggesting a growing influence of religion on volunteer practices.17 Following the 2011 revolu-
tion, the Ministry of Education devoted more attention to the content of citizenship education in 
schools and universities.18 2013 saw the first Egyptian national workshop to launch a community 
of practice around university community engagement.19

For the above reasons, these settings proved conducive to a study of contrasting conceptual-
izations of civic engagement.

 
The Utility of Visual Representation
Visual representation occupies a “central role in promoting and facilitating the formation, 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=celex%3A52000DC0006
http://www.ehea.info/media.ehea.info/file/2001_Prague/44/2/2001_Prague_Communique_English_553442.pdf
http://www.ehea.info/media.ehea.info/file/2001_Prague/44/2/2001_Prague_Communique_English_553442.pdf
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reflection and inflection of what we “take for granted” about the world.”20 However, despite its 
ubiquity, the visual is still largely missing from the university classroom.

Employing visual techniques encourages a more vibrant exploration of a phenomenon and 
challenges conventional wisdom.21 It functions as “a catalyst, helping them [students] to articulate 
feelings that had been implicit and were hard to define,”22 raises participants’ voices by allowing 
them to set the agenda and own the discussion,23 and creates a “third space” in the room.24 

Visual methods can help students access information, and sometimes even previously unrec-
ognized insights and embodied and tacit knowledge of their relational and situated experiences.25 
Drawings encourage active participation in the learning process, and the integration of visual with 
verbal data provides a useful form of data triangulation.26 Where a professor would prefer not to 
impose a cognitive framework on students, the use of visual instruments seems ideal.27

Gauntlett has used visual and creative methods, including video, drawings, and Lego, to 
explore identity creation among children and professionals,28 while others have used plasticine 
models to explore identities in secondary school and university settings.29 They serve as a spring-
board to detailed in-class discussions. More recently, Digital Storytelling (DST) has been used to 
facilitate critical thinking in youth civic engagement.30 While it has been customary to use visual 
data where subjects have lacked verbal or literacy skills, research subjects not lacking in such skills 
frequently possess more meaningful information than they can convey verbally.31

Using Drawings as Critical Pedagogy
Arts-based learning presents a more holistic way of understanding the world than “the traditional 
tools of logic and rationality.”32 Drawing has been of interest to psychologists for over a century. 
Most studies on the use of drawings focus on understanding the behavioral patterns of children, 
and as a way of providing for observations and questions.33 In recent years, drawings have been 
used as a method of data collection34 and as a pedagogic tool.35 Visual representation “offers a 
relatively new medium for critical inquiry that accesses modalities of knowing that are sensory, 
aesthetic, affective, embodied, and that cannot be reduced to the propositional.”36 However, despite 
its ubiquity, the nexus between politics and visual representation remains insufficiently explored.37 
In fact, Bocken points out that “many political scholars and philosophers remain suspicious of 
pictures,” instead favoring the “precision and depth of language.”38

Therefore, the visual, hand drawing, can constitute part of a critical pedagogy and in the pro-
cess, generate critical thinking. Critical pedagogy “formulates a scientific humanist conception 
that finds its expression in a dialogical praxis in which the teachers and learners together, in the 
act of analyzing a dehumanized reality, denounce it while announcing its transformation in the 
name of the liberation of man[kind].”39 Critical pedagogy is context-specific and descriptive; it 
critically analyzes the world.40 For critical pedagogy, the educational institution is where “hege-
monic constructions of individual, group, and national identities are buttressed.”41 According to 
Giroux, critical pedagogy is purposely transformational; it adopts the position that teaching and 
learning are dedicated to broadening the possibilities for students.42 Three themes in the critical 
pedagogy literature help in classroom implementation: displacing faculty as the “expert in know-
ing”; contesting disciplinary boundaries; and raising issues in a problematizing way.43 In seeking to 
gain an understanding of Irish and Egyptian undergraduates’ perceptions of civic engagement, we 
offer these students, through freehand drawing, an educational experience that challenges them 
to develop their own critical stances and to subsequently express their views in group discussions, 
which they are invited to lead.44

Freehand drawing can encourage a critical approach to a topic, in this case, civic engagement. 
Thus, for us, freehand drawing constitutes a means of introducing a critical pedagogy, thereby 
creating an environment for learning wherein critical self-reflection, a rather rare commodity, is 
actively encouraged among students. The aim, through encouraging critical reflection by means of 
freehand drawing, is to create a learning space oriented towards helping students construct a more 
sophisticated understanding of the world.45
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Research Design 
Our objective in this research was to gain an understanding of undergraduates’ perceptions of 
civic engagement in Ireland and Egypt using freehand drawings. Given the potential of freehand 
drawing as a route for enhancing our understanding of students’ conceptualization of civic 
engagement, we crafted an intervention for students in their final year of study. In this section, 
we discuss why we chose to use a comparative approach and how our participants in Ireland and 
Egypt were selected. We then discuss the process by which the participants created their drawings 
and provided explanations as to what they drew, along with details on how the in-class discussion 
was conducted. Finally, we explain how the drawings were assessed for both explicit and implicit 
themes. 

Participant selection
By conducting a comparative study, we are seeking to add to the extant literature on civic 
engagement which is largely made up of single country examinations.46 We also seek to  add to the 
literature on the use of freehand drawing as a teaching method that can stimulate a critical stance.47 
The students participating in this study were attending universities in Ireland and Egypt. Despite 
both countries being former colonies, Ireland and Egypt are very different countries economically, 
socially, politically, and geographically. The population of Ireland is 4.9 million48 while that of Egypt 
is just over 100 million.49 Ireland is a unitary parliamentary republic, whereas Egypt’s is a unitary 
semi-presidential republic. Ireland is a multiparty state and has been a free democratic society for 
a century, whereas Egypt is not; with Freedom House in 2020 scoring Ireland at 97 and Egypt 21 
out of 100 points.50 Additionally, their economies are very different. Ireland has a highly developed 
knowledge economy, whereas Egypt’s economy is categorized as developing/emerging. Based upon 
Gross National Income (GNI) per capita, the World Bank in 2021 rated Ireland as a high-income 
economy and Egypt as a lower-middle income economy.51 According to the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), Ireland’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) stood at $399bn in 2020, slightly larger than 
Egypt’s GDP of $361bn.52

The two countries constitute a most different case selection design, as each context is dif-
ferent, other than for the variable under scrutiny—the classroom and the students’ interpretation 
of civic engagement.53 The Irish university has a student body of almost 30,000 and can trace its 
origins to the 19th century, while the Egyptian university was established in 2006 and has 10,000 
students. The participants were selected for this study as they are directly comparable, being final 
year students all pursuing the same degree, provided by the same publicly funded Irish university. 
There has been a partnership agreement between these Irish and Egyptian institutions since 2011.

Creating the drawings
The specific module incorporated in the Business and Management degree, provided by both 
universities from which we collected the participants’ drawings, is entitled Corporate Strategy. 
Thus, our approach falls outside of the context in which civic engagement is usually taught in 
universities–namely in political science schools. The learning objectives of the module include 
developing the learner’s awareness and understanding of a range of current ethical and governance 
issues in relation to business. It is a core module in the final year of the degree, offered in the span 
of a semester. Whereas previous research using visual techniques examined the creative products 
of young children in a country,54 or across countries,55 we engage with two groups of adult learners 
from different countries, bound by the same university education. The Irish class consisted of 60 
students, and the Egyptian class consisted of 50. Where the Irish class had a slight majority of 
females, the Egyptian class was overwhelmingly male, giving an overall gender breakdown of 45 
females to 65 males. All participants were aged between 21–24, with one Irish exception.

We were curious to establish what each student considered “civic engagement” to mean and 
how this understanding might be applied in their own lives. We were conscious about the vocabu-

https://freedomhouse.org/countries/freedom-world/scores
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lary we used in order to avoid giving unintended cues to the students during their drawing exercise.
A two-hour guest class session, as a supplement to the course, was dedicated to the drawing 

exercise in November 2017 in Alexandria, and in January 2018 in Dublin. The guest lecturer for 
the exercise was independent of the core teaching team in both universities and had no input into 
the grading or examination of students for any module. Students were typically unsure of how to 
define civic engagement coherently at the beginning of the session. At the commencement of each 
class session, we provided the students with A4 (an international standard of paper size used glob-
ally measuring 210mm by 297mm) sheets of paper, with instructions on one side stating: “Through 
a drawing answer the following question: What is civic engagement?” and the other side said: 
“Now, in your own words, describe/explain what you have drawn.” At commencement, students 
were advised that participation was voluntary and anonymity guaranteed.

Students were given 10 minutes to create their drawings. We then asked them to turn the 
sheet over and address the instruction on the reverse for 10 minutes. Following this, the students 
returned their drawings and these formed the central element of the class discussion on civic en-
gagement for the remaining 100, or so, minutes of the class session. As Wittmann tells us, drawing 
has the advantage of fixing material; not only can that which is graphically preserved be referred to 
further, but it can also be expanded upon, altered, or reinterpreted by the creator and the observer.56

Each drawing was projected on a screen, and the class discussed their collective interpretation 
of what its creator was saying. We dedicated about one minute per drawing to keep the room en-
ergized and to remain within the time allocated for the class, and we affixed flipchart sheets with 
their insights to the classroom walls after discussing each drawing. The class concluded with a ses-
sion opening the floor to reflection/discussion, asking what the exercise told us about perspectives 
and assumptions relating to civic engagement. As interpretive researchers, we ensured that the 
students were positioned as ‘‘co-constructors of knowledge, identity, and culture.”57

At the end of each class, we discussed the possibility of using the drawings and outputs of the 
discussion for an academic paper. Participants were asked to indicate if they were happy with their 
drawings and a summary of the discussion being used. All agreed on the basis of anonymity.58     

Assessing the drawings 
As Barthes points out, in the examination of drawings, it is possible to identify denotation, 
a picture’s literal meaning, and connotation, a picture’s suggestive meaning in the mind of the 
observer. The images were assessed on three levels, as will be seen with the sampled images set out 
below.59 They were assessed by the participants themselves, as after they created their drawing they 
wrote about what they had created; they were assessed by the participants collectively during the 
in-class discussion; and finally, by the authors of the paper.

Unlike earlier research in this area, the participants here were all adults, and many wrote, on 
the reverse side of their sheet of paper, about the particular themes present in the images they 
created.60 These written explanations were to ensure that the intended message of their drawings 
could be understood by others as the images were analyzed. These written explanations are an 
important addition to the data (see below), as it is possible to misinterpret/over-interpret draw-
ings.61 Our interactions with images are never neutral. As viewers, we bring our own experiences, 
interests, and prejudices to any interpretation.62

The participants, as classes, brought a collective interpretation to each image as they were 
projected on the classroom screen before them for about one minute. This was the groups’ collec-
tive understanding of what they were seeing in those images. All of the themes that the classes 
mentioned as being present in the images are set out in table 1 below.

Finally, borrowing from Gernhardt et al., the images alone were examined by both authors.63 
As with the collective group, we did not seek to distinguish between major and minor themes in 
the drawings. If we perceived a theme as present, we recorded it. We often perceived more than one 
theme per drawing. As a result, each drawing possesses both the explicit theme(s) that their creator 
ascribed to it and the implicit theme(s) that the class collectively and the authors perceived in it.
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What the Drawings Tell Us About the Participants’ 
Understanding of Civic Engagement
We followed Barthes’s argument in our analysis of the drawings. In determining the themes of 
the students’ drawings (110 in all) we relied upon both denotation and connotation, with the 
themes emanating from the concrete written content that the creators ascribed to their drawings 
along with the implicit meanings that were ascribed to those same images by the class and by the 
authors. In essence, the themes were a result of combining data from all three understandings of the 
images (creators, class, authors). Using this approach, we identified a total of 14 themes (see table 
1). In some ways, the diversity of themes reflects the multifaceted definition of civic engagement 
offered earlier. Specifically, there are themes that relate to community engagement (such as 
“charity” or “making a difference”) as well as themes that reflect traditional political activities 
(such as “campaigning” or “voting”) and others associated with such skills of civic engagement as 
“discourse” and “cooperation.”

With these themes outlined, we documented the number of times they could be identified 
in the drawings, with some drawings containing more than one theme. Table 1 documents the 
frequency with which each of the 14 themes were present in the drawings, disaggregated according 
to the classroom setting (Ireland or Egypt). As the data in table 1 show, certain themes were more 
prevalent than others. “Community involvement,” “working together,” and “communication” were 
the most prevalent themes overall. Other themes, such as “voting” and “corporate social respon-
sibility,” were the least seen. The data also highlight notable differences between responses based 
on the classroom setting. For example, voting, campaigning, and discourse, themes that would be 
associated with democracy, appeared 13 times in the Irish drawings while only appearing twice in 
the Egyptian images. 

Table 1. Frequency of Themes Contained in Drawings, by Classroom Setting 
 Theme* Dublin (n=60) Alexandria (n=50) Total (n=110)

Campaigning 5 0 5

Charity 3 5 8

Making a difference 7 8 15

Community involvement 23 19 42

Providing employment 2 7 9

Voluntary work 2 3 9

Helping others 7 5 12

Role in society 5 3 8

Working together/
cooperation

12 14 26

Communication 12 9 21

Discourse 5 2 7

Voting 3 0 3

Corporate social 
responsibility

1 2 3

Social responsibility 10 12 22

* Note: some drawings contained more than one theme, N=110.

While we gathered and analyzed 110 drawings, we present below a sample for illustrative pur-
poses as per Wilson and Wilson,64 Gernhardt et al.65 and Hall.66 This sample, two drawings from 
each of the classes, is representative of the ideas emanating from the students in Dublin and Al-
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exandria. The drawings show the students’ attempts to answer “what is civic engagement?” with 
what we consider to be primarily a “storytelling approach.”67

Sampled Student Drawings 
Here we present a sample of the drawings by students from each setting. We recognize that using 
a sample of the participants’ drawings, and seeing them as emblematic of the wider pool, raises 
questions about the generalizability of findings, especially findings from different countries.68 We 
have done this in order to allow the reader to get a sense of the nature, variety, and quality of the 
drawings produced by participants, as well as the factors influencing the analysis of the drawing. 
Each of the drawings presented is followed by the written narrative provided by the participant on 
the reverse side of the sheet of paper from their drawing, as an explanation of their illustration; then 
the collective interpretation of the drawing by the class; and finally the authors’ interpretation of 
the drawing. We have used this approach, to present the students’ own stated intention along with 
the collective interpretation of each drawing, to facilitate a broader appreciation of the knowledge 
base of each group of students. This approach draws from Gernhardt et al.,69 Hall,70 and, Feeney 
and Hogan.71

Irish Student Drawings

Figure 1. Irish Student Drawing Sample 1    

Student’s narrative: 

“Civic engagement involves constant interaction between all stakeholders of a particular area.” 

Collective interpretation: 

The students debated whether all 6 of the areas are equally important to the business cycle. Many 
expressed the belief that “environment” and “society” should not be part of the cycle, where the 
business cycle would be shown to impact upon both.
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Our interpretation: 

Figure 1 shows a circle surrounded by six different words and arrows pointing in a clockwise 
direction. These arrows add a narrative component to the image—a direction of travel. The learner 
understands that each of these areas of activity (employees, shareholders, suppliers, environment, 
partners, society) are interlinked and that all provide a cycle of actions that represent civic 
engagement. In terms of themes, the learner sees corporate social responsibility (CSR) as integral 
to civic engagement. From table 1, this was the only Irish drawing to touch upon CSR. 

Figure 2. Irish Student Drawing Sample 2

Student’s narrative: 

“A group of people coming together to share a particular message.” 

Collective interpretation: 

Many students disagreed with the drawing of political protests representing civic engagement. 
They insisted that political issues did not form part of the civic engagement conversation.

Our interpretation: 

Figure 2 depicts two figures protesting water charges and the text above the protesters reads 
“protests => communicate.” The drawing, with its narrative component, possesses a storytelling 
element.72 It shows that the learner considers protests to be a kind of communication which 
constitutes a form of civic engagement. Communication was one of the more represented themes 
in table 1 (documented in 12 drawings from Irish students and 9 Egyptian students).  
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Egyptian Student Drawings

Figure 3. Egyptian Student Drawing Sample 1 

Student’s narrative: 

“1) the first drawing: is about engaging with the community by helping people, being helpful is 
a good factor in growing the community and become well civilized [sic]. 2) Engaging with the 
community by giving people advice about how to take care of the community and become the best. 
3) Engaging with the community can be by being caring and saving the planet by taking care of 
trees and streets to become better and live in a better community.”

 
Collective interpretation: 

This drawing stimulated lengthy discussion. Many students agreed that helping others is an 
important aspect of civic engagement. They felt it important that citizens help themselves through 
advice to affect societal change. Finally, there was consensus that all should take responsibility for 
the environment.

Our interpretation: 

Figure 3, falling within the storytelling approach, depicts three different contexts for the learner’s 
understanding of civic engagement.73 The drawing starts with two people sharing something. Next, 
we see a figure talking to others through a screen. Finally, we see a figure watering plants. The 
themes appear to be discourse, communication and social responsibility. In table 1 this was only 
one of two Egyptian drawings to touch on the topic of discourse.
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Figure 4. Egyptian Student Drawing Sample 2

Student’s narrative: 

“I tried to draw the community which is the whole world and I’m in that world or community I’m a 
part of this community involved in it [sic]. Another drawing, which is two hands are connected to 
each other. One is me and the other is the community which shows that we must be connected to 
each other in every single thing.” 

Collective interpretation: 

There was agreement that the community can be small or global. In this picture, by depicting 
themselves at the center of the world, many in the class felt that the student shows their role in 
ensuring engagement is focused on making the world better. Many students felt that the next part 
of the drawing, depicting joined hands, signifies our connectedness to each other.

Our interpretation: 

Figure 4 incorporates significant storytelling detail.74 The drawing depicts a figure at the center 
of the world and the word “community” above, with joined hands beneath the globe. It is about 
joint responsibility at a global level for civic engagement and our connectedness to each other. The 
themes relate to one’s role in society and one’s social responsibility, as set out in table 1.
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What the Frequency of Themes, Sampled Drawings and  
In-Class Discussions Tell Us
A variety of themes emerged from the 110 drawings we collected, the most prevalent of which 
were community involvement, working together/cooperation and social responsibility (see table 
1). Voting and campaigning, however, were among the least mentioned themes. It is noteworthy 
that none of the Egyptian participants mentioned voting and campaigning in their drawings or 
their written explanations. This finding is not necessarily surprising though, given that Egypt is 
not a democracy. Our approach, in encouraging students to set out their understanding of a topic 
visually and to also write about what they had drawn, allows for the unambiguous expression of 
their feelings; while the guided group discussion permits all viewpoints to be seen and heard. This 
exercise enhanced our ability to identify and differentiate the views on civic engagement between 
students’ from Ireland and Egypt, two very different countries, regarding democratic tendencies 
and practices.

In table 1 we see that the theme of community involvement appears in 42 drawings. It is in-
teresting that it appears in 23 of the 60 Irish drawings and 19 of the 50 Egyptian images, which 
is 38% of the drawings of the students from each country. Thus, despite the differences between 
the countries, both sets of students equally regarded community involvement as a form of civic 
engagement. 

Given that the research participants are business students, it is not surprising that CSR (figure 
1) was mentioned as a form of civic engagement. What was surprising was that it was mentioned so 
little in table 1, appearing only 3 times. During the in-class discussion CSR drew a lot of attention. 
Communication between citizens and their government (figure 2) and discourse between citizens 
(figure 3) were widely seen as forms of civic engagement with com munications appearing in 21 
drawings while discourse appeared in seven (table 1). The students in the in-class discussion also 
felt that communications and discourse were central to civic engagement. It is clear from table 1 
that while communication was almost equally present in percentage terms in the Irish and Egyp-
tian drawings, discourse was not. However, somewhat contradictorily, there was disagreement 
among the Irish students as to whether political protests constituted civic engagement. This may 
have something to do with the historic and deep-rooted conservatism of Irish society, a country 
created by conservative revolutionaries.75 Working together/cooperation and helping others (figure 
3) was regarded as important aspects of civic engagement and appeared 38 times in the drawings 
(table 1). As can be seen from table 1, the issue of social responsibility (figures 3 and 4) came up in 
22 drawings.    

We found that all of the drawings (n=110) were similar in using a narrative approach. Hall 
refers to drawings, where there is a narrative approach, as storytelling.76 But, this is to be expected 
given that we are storytelling animals that like familiar patterns/narratives that we can easily un-
derstand.77 As was mentioned earlier above, an element of national difference was evident under 
the headings of campaigning, discourse, and voting in table 1. This disparity is possibly due to what 
Freedom House describes as Egypt’s slide back into authoritarian governance since the military 
coup of 2013.78 The fruits of its 2011 revolution were short-lived, and it is also not that surprising 
given the very different democratic histories of both countries. Three of the four sampled drawings, 
examined in detail above, involved communication and/or a cyclical approach to understanding 
civic engagement. All of the students understood that civic engagement involves other people and 
the need to cooperate. 

Pedagogical and Policy Implications
There are numerous ways the higher education curriculum in Ireland has provided students 
with opportunities for their moral and civic development. Service-learning and learning in the 
community provide some of these opportunities. This is in contrast to Egypt where community 
links are still in the early stages of development for HEIs. Since 2011, Egypt has experienced a rapid 
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increase in university/community engagement projects.79

Freehand drawing encourages students to reflect critically upon what they already know about 
civic engagement, which is crucial in developing the kind of engaged citizenry vital for a flour-
ishing democracy. The approach also surmounts the long-term bias in instructional pedagogies 
toward oversimplification80 and the favoring of propositional knowledge,81 as it allows students to 
appreciate that there are many ways to comprehend, contest, and analyze issues. Thus, freehand 
drawing helps to empower and emancipate students whose unique insights might otherwise be 
silenced or hidden (see figure 4). Additionally, in allowing participants to also write about what 
they have drawn, an element of ambiguity present in children’s drawings can be avoided here, thus 
providing us with an additional source of data as to what the image creator was intending (see 
figure 3). Our approach of image production, followed by guided group discussion, can promote 
reflexive engagement to produce varied viewpoints (see collective interpretation of figure 2). When 
we pressed the students in their interpretation of their drawings during the in-class discussion, 
they began to recognize and query their own and others’ conjectures (see collective interpretation 
of figure 1). There is a narrative journey undertaken in discussing drawings where, according to 
Wright, drawings constitute a narrative springboard.82 Thus, the participants recognized that by 
cooperating in critically examining each other’s drawings, they were able to identify aspects of, and 
nuances in, their understanding.

The principles of best practice for a pedagogy of civic engagement include active learning, 
learning as a social process, contextual knowledge, reflexive practice, and the ability to represent 
an idea in a variety of contexts.83 The traditional approach is classroom-based lectures, and focused 
upon the development of personally responsible citizens, while the alternative is a service-learning 
model emphasizing a justice-oriented conception of citizenship.84 In this respect, the use of images 
possesses great value, as they have the potential to economically encode significant quantities of 
complex information.85 As was seen above in the case of the four sampled images, there was the 
explicit meaning that the participant assigned to what they had drawn when they wrote about their 
drawing. However, there was also the implicit meaning that the class as a whole, and the authors 
also, interpreted into each of the images. Sometimes this interpretation was similar to what the 
participant said their drawing represented, while at other times it was at variance. In seeking to 
create a space for nuance and ambiguity in the classroom using drawings, we complicate students’ 
understanding through moving away from certainty towards an acceptance of ambiguity and par-
adox, complexity rather than simplicity.86 The realization that the drawings demonstrate more 
than one definition, or meaning, of civic engagement gives real world examples for students to 
understand the complexity of ascribing a single, narrow meaning to socially constructed terminol-
ogy. Our aim in using this approach, with final year degree students from different countries, but 
pursuing the same degree, was to compare and contrast their understanding of civic engagement. 

Conclusion
Employing freehand drawing to promote a dialectical exchange with students about civic 
engagement—to cultivate their capacity for critical self-reflection—allows them to put into visuals 
a level of comprehension that is sometimes difficult to articulate verbally. The presentation 
of information visually can enable students to access unrecognized insights and make sense of 
complex issues by employing a whole brain approach. Students, employing the higher order 
thinking integral to visualization, can define their knowledge of a topic that is universally 
understandable and rich in content.

That the students discussed the drawings as a group, in which every voice was heard, encour-
ages interpretations from multiple perspectives and gives students and professors an opportunity 
to challenge theories, presumptions, and beliefs. This approach can raise questions about what is 
being viewed and aids reflection on the wider context. The objective of such critical pedagogies 
should be to produce citizens capable of self-reflection and willing to question widely held beliefs.

Describing civic engagement pictorially forced participants to think about what the essence 
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of civic engagement was for them. The drawings show that the students possessed a significant 
amount of knowledge and understanding of civic engagement. With Waltz defining theory as a 
picture that is mentally formed of a bounded realm, the students were, through their drawings, 
creating their own theories of civic engagement. The study shows that the students’ understanding 
of civic engagement in both jurisdictions is similar, despite the different political and cultural con-
texts of each country. By both producing and observing their own drawings, the students were po-
sitioned in a way they were unaccustomed to in the classroom—as creators of, and critically reflect-
ing on, knowledge. This study shows how a collaborative learning experience facilitates students 
readily in demonstrating their level of understanding of, and appreciation for, civic engagement.

For teachers, the use of freehand drawing permits the stimulation of a critical stance, as vi-
sual representation allows us to comprehend how we and others “see” the world.  Discussing the 
drawings as a group nurtures a variety of perspectives. Thus, all of the students in a class become 
involved in the process and not just those assertive students who usually tend to monopolize class 
discussions. Expression in this non-traditional manner is liberating for the participants. The ma-
terials required are minimal—paper and pencil. Thus, this technique could equally be employed 
with students undertaking any of a range of other types of courses, from the social sciences, to the 
hard sciences, as well as business courses, and need not be restricted to undergraduates. The value 
of freehand drawing is that it permits students to examine and reflect upon their understanding of 
a topic. This conforms to what the objective of universities should be in the 21st century—to devel-
op students not only capable of critical thinking in their future careers, but also as critical beings 
capable of self-reflection.
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SECTION II: CIVIC ENGAGEMENT PEDAGOGY ACROSS THE GLOBE

Conventionally, civic education has sought to enhance students’ sense of civic 
agency by fostering civic literacy and other relevant capacities, with a particular 
emphasis on civic action in relation to formal political and civic institutions. Yet 
students’ diminished sense of agency has as much to do with the complex, endem-
ic, and seemingly intractable issues that characterize current politics—climate 
change, settler-colonialism, socioeconomic inequality—as it does with disen-
chantment or difficulty engaging with formal institutions. This chapter discusses 
an upper-level undergraduate course from Aotearoa New Zealand that puts this 
question of agency at its center, and takes a uniquely structural approach to ad-
dressing it. We identify two key features of this structural approach to civic edu-
cation, showing via student testimonies that a strong majority of students observe 
this course has had significant impact on their sense of civic agency, and that the 
course’s structural approach was a primary contributor to this.

Emily Beausoleil and Claire Timperley
Te Herenga Waka—Victoria University of Wellington

KEYWORDS: Civic Agency, Structural Injustice, Non-Institutional, Civic Action, Efficacy.

1 

Introduction

Civic agency—the ability to act to influence the society in which one lives out of concern 
for it—is considered a “basic principle of an equitable, democratic society.”2 Yet it 
hinges on a number of contingencies, including civic literacy, effective channels for 
voice, structural and personal conditions that determine one’s resources, and a sense of 
agency. This last requirement—a sense of agency, or confidence in one’s ability to act—is 

as key to having agency as these other objective factors, and correlates closely with whether one acts 
at all.3 According to the Carnegie Foundation’s Political Engagement Project (PEP), the key aim of 
civic education is to increase students’ sense of efficacy, “the necessary attribute of civically engaged 
citizens.”4 Conventionally, civic education has sought to do this by fostering civic literacy and other 
relevant capacities, with a particular emphasis on civic action in relation to formal political and 
civic institutions.5 Indeed, the existing literature gives little if any attention to non-institutional 
factors that either impinge upon or contribute to a sense of civic agency. Yet many of the issues that 
most concern our students, from climate change to racism, are best described as structural issues 
that are sustained by far more than the mechanisms of formal politics; likewise, with global surges 
of climate strikes and social movements, our students are witnessing and experiencing a range of 
extra-institutional civic activities. How might we reconfigure civic education when such features 
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characterize the contexts within which our students as citizens seek to act? 
In this chapter, we offer an account of an upper-level undergraduate political science course 

that sought to foster a sense of agency among its students through a novel approach to civic educa-
tion: a structural approach. A structural lens on civic education, we argue, both enriches students’ 
analytic capacities regarding many of the sociopolitical issues that they as citizens seek to engage, 
and enhances their strategic capacities when discerning and designing appropriate forms of civic 
action to address such issues. Taking a structural approach can thus contribute to developing one 
of the key aims of civic education: a sense of efficacy. This is certainly what we heard from our 117 
students over 2019 and 2020, 90% of whom noted increased awareness of structural injustice in 
society and a different perception of their own sense of agency as a result of taking this course, 
and 37% of whom specified particular civic actions they were now taking as a response to what they 
learned. Moreover, surveyed 6 months and 18 months after the course had ended, 66% of students 
stated this course had been very relevant or useful to them as a citizen.6

In what follows, we first outline the context in which we are teaching this course in a political 
science department in Aotearoa New Zealand. We then describe what we mean by a structural 
approach’ to civic education, noting that this frame enables both a systems analysis of key contem-
porary sociopolitical issues and development of a novel repertoire of ten genres of civic action in 
relation to these systems. A structural approach, we contend, addresses one of the key issues in civ-
ic engagement education–how to improve students’ sense of their own efficacy. After establishing 
our theoretical contribution to the scholarship, we then provide a brief synopsis of the course itself 
before detailing the research design by which we evaluated the course’s impacts on students’ sense 
of agency. Our data consists of students’ summative reflections on their learning, a final piece of as-
sessment in which we ask them to reflect on their learning experiences across the trimester, as well 
as their responses to a follow-up survey six months and eighteen months after the course. Using 
this data, we investigate the extent to which this course: affected students’ perspectives on the so-
ciopolitical issues they seek to impact; increased their sense of their own agency; and led to greater 
or more varied civic action as a result. Without question, our 117 students over 2019 and 2020, both 
immediately following and after the course, have attested to these impacts. In light of these results, 
we argue that a structural approach to civic engagement enhances a sense of civic agency, both by 
developing a sense of the contexts in which they seek, as citizens, to intervene as complex, interde-
pendent, and open at multiple sites to contestation, and by broadening and nuancing their sense 
of the diverse forms of action available to them within such contexts. We conclude, therefore, that 
a structural approach to civic education effectively fosters one of the key aims of civic education, 
that of civic efficacy. We end the chapter with final considerations for such an approach in practice.

Civic Engagement Education in Aotearoa New Zealand
In Aotearoa New Zealand, formal civics education requirements have been conspicuously absent 
from primary and secondary school curricula.7 In recent years, movements to support civics 
education in schools have gained some momentum in the form of specifically designed civics 
modules, though their elective status means that most students come to post-secondary education 
with little formal education about their status as citizens, whether in relation to political institutions 
or as citizens in community.8 Te Herenga Waka—Victoria University of Wellington, where we 
teach, is one of eight universities in Aotearoa, all of which are publicly funded. With roughly 850 
students enrolled in a political science major or minor, our Political Science and International 
Relations program is one of the largest in the country. A three-year Bachelor of Arts degree with a 
political science major requires that students complete at least two introductory, three mid-level, 
and two upper-level courses in political science. Our course, POLS353: Contemporary Challenges 
and Directions for New Zealand Politics, is one of six 300-level courses offered by our program, and 
around 60 students take this course each year—some majoring in the subject, and others not.

Located in the nation’s capital, our political science program attracts students with a particu-
lar interest in studying political science, and after graduation many of our students seek out careers 

https://www.wgtn.ac.nz/
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in the civil service, NGOs, and parliament. As instructors in political theory and New Zealand pol-
itics, we observed that due to our program’s focus on formal politics and institutions, many of our 
students were graduating with little understanding of politics beyond such terms, or of themselves 
as civic actors. We designed POLS353 in order to address this perceived gap, to equip our students 
with a distinctly civic education before they are among the nation’s civic and political leaders. With 
surges of transnational protest in the name of climate action, #MeToo, and Black Lives Matter in 
mind, and inspired by contemporary political theory, we designed the course to give students an 
opportunity to explore some of our most pressing sociopolitical issues as well as a suite of non-in-
stitutional forms of civic action, each via a structural lens. As such, our key learning objectives for 
the course are for students to be able to:

1. Describe and analyze three defining challenges of the contemporary socio-
political landscape of Aotearoa NZ using a structural lens;

2. Critically compare and evaluate multiple forms of civic action in response to 
these challenges;

3. Apply this knowledge to critically reflect on the possibilities and challenges 
of active citizenship in Aotearoa NZ today.9

Over the first six weeks of this 12-week course, we introduce students to theories of structural 
injustice and then explore three major contemporary sociopolitical issues in Aotearoa New 
Zealand—climate change, socioeconomic inequality, and settler-colonialism—using this structural 
lens. We then provide an introduction to theories of civic agency and action in week seven, and in 
the remaining five weeks of the course explore ten genres of civic action in relation to the structural 
approach introduced at the outset of the course. The particular pedagogical and assessment 
techniques with which we run and assess learning in the course share much in common with those 
that civic education scholars find most conducive to fostering a sense of civic agency. Given the 
importance placed on cultivating an ongoing practice of structured reflection, in lieu of conventional 
essays, our students’ main assignment is an ongoing reflective journal in response to weekly 
prompts, culminating in a summative reflection asking students to connect course learning to 
their own sense of civic agency.10 To enable dialogue and collaboration across difference and provide 
research and action projects, students also work in small groups to design and facilitate weekly one-
hour workshops following lectures, where they present original research on specific case studies 
that exemplify the structural issue or forms of civic action studied that week, and facilitate civic 
dialogue about them.11 Within these two major assignments, we encourage perspective-taking by 
asking workshop groups to present their chosen case studies through consideration of multiple 
stakeholder vantages, while weekly journal prompts also give opportunities to identify privileged 
and excluded perspectives in recent Op-Eds regarding course issues, and to interview someone 
close to them regarding their experiences of civic action. We connect students to politically active 
communities via guest speakers whose civic activities exemplify the ten forms of action we study, 
and invite them via journal prompts to seek out and reflect upon field experiences of civic action 
over the term. We are also emphatically student-led at every opportunity: from journal prompts to 
student-run workshops to class activities, we continually invite students to explicitly identify, draw 
upon, and reflect on their own lived relationships to the issues and activities we study, and to have 
these perspectives and passions flesh out course content.12

And yet, because of the course’s distinctly structural approach to civic engagement education, 
what these pedagogical strategies have allowed us to reveal and develop with students is notably 
different. A structural approach has led us to engage contemporary issues like climate change and 
economic inequality as complex systems; likewise, it has led us to not only focus on non-institu-
tional forms of action, but to understand and analyze these relationally, as interacting via complex 
and dynamic relays in diverse ways within the “socio-structural processes” that characterize a giv-
en issue.13 We argue that it is these two distinct accents on what counts as the substance of civic 
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engagement, both made possible by a structural approach, that have been critical in revealing, 
engaging, and developing a highly distinct set of questions and capacities for our students related 
to civic engagement. Perhaps most importantly, as a consequence of this approach, students come 
away with a pronounced sense of both civic responsibility and civic agency, as our data presented 
below shows.

A Structural Approach to Civic Engagement Education
As noted earlier, most civic education focuses on competencies and literacy regarding institutional 
and formal politics in order to foster students’ sense of efficacy. A structural approach to civic 
education has led to two notable innovations in this course regarding the substance of civic 
education. The first is a systems understanding of key contemporary sociopolitical issues, which 
aims to give students a new evaluative lens through which to understand the key sociopolitical 
challenges with which they are already familiar. The second, revealed through a systems analysis, 
is an emphasis on largely extra-institutional forms of civic action. 

Structural injustice: A systems approach to civic context
We draw on the work of political theorists Iris Marion Young and Romand Coles to explore 
how various pressing sociopolitical issues can be understood as structural when they cannot be 
attributed solely to individual actions, policies, or sheer bad luck. For Young and others, ‘structural 
injustice’ exists when large-scale processes create predictable patterns of opportunity or constraint 
for social groups; what is unjust, in such circumstances, is this systemic distribution according 
to social position. Importantly, Young’s account shows that socio-structural injustices are largely 
the result of unintended consequences by the majority of citizens accepting these socio-structural 
processes as both legitimate and insignificant as they go about their personal projects.14

The commonsense notion of these structures being as monolithic and immutable as “natural 
laws” is, for Young, one of the key sources of inaction in addressing structural injustice, as it can 
feed a sense of powerlessness.15 To counter this sense, we introduce students to Coles’ work on 
complex systems theory, in which he shows that systems are far more open to intervention than we 
often believe. We explore with students how these systems, despite seeming stable, are constituted 
and sustained through continual relays and interaction effects, and thus are susceptible to influ-
ence throughout. These theories of sociopolitical processes serve as overarching heuristics for the 
course, examining each of the course’s three core issues—climate change, settler-colonialism, and 
socioeconomic inequality—using a structural lens.

Relational repertoires: A systems approach to civic action
The second substantive innovation involves connecting this structural analysis of key contemporary 
issues to questions of civic agency and action. Alongside more conventional definitions of civic 
agency, we explore how agency itself is a structural issue, given that structural conditions greatly 
impact both one’s own capacities and perceptions of agency (internal efficacy16), as well as how 
responsive the channels for democratic voice are (external efficacy17). Influenced by this structural 
approach, we emphasize that agency is also a collective property, enabled or diminished in continual 
relation to the ecosystem of relations to other actors, sites, and practices. Finally, just as structural 
injustice is sustained through the countless daily actions of citizens, to change it “requires,” as 
Young notes, “collective action, and that requires organization.”18 Socio-structural processes are at 
once the conditions and outcomes of civic agency.

We define civic action, with Adler and Goggin as well as McCartney, as any form of action 
that citizens take that is at once civic, transformational, and reflective.19 Understanding structural 
issues as sustained by the interaction between multiple sites, norms, and practices also highlights 
how these issues are challenged and changed through a similar diversity of civic actions. We spend 
the final five weeks of the course exploring ten genres of civic action, each seeking to affect the 
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same sociopolitical issues via a distinct “theory of change.” Each week we examine two of these 
genres, paired to draw out key differences and relationships: (i) Strategic and Prefigurative Action; 
(ii) Institutional and Direct Action; (iii) Public Spectacle and Everyday Organizing; (iv) Disruption 
and Education; and (v) Deliberative and Affective Action. These conceptual distinctions help stu-
dents extend a structural analysis to civic action, as these pairings highlight the distinct means, 
aims, and impacts of various actions all seeking to change the same sociopolitical issues, as well as 
how these forms of action interact and impact on one another. As Romand Coles describes, “each 
system is entangled with others in relationships of symbiosis, parasitism, and conflict, and these 
relationships are dynamic, phasing in and out of resonance and dissonance according to myriad 
factors.”20  Taking a structural approach to civic action as much as to injustice, we emphasize that 
no one form of action can solely make change, and it is through the interaction effects between 
such diverse forms that structural change occurs. Core questions we explore throughout the course, 
therefore, are:

1. What is the appropriate form of action for a particular context, with a 
particular group of people, with a particular aim?

2. How might different forms of action work in relationship to effect change 
regarding the same issue? 

For example, a juxtaposition between “strategic” and “prefigurative” action allows us to explore 
approaches to change that either strategically find the most expedient means to leverage resources 
to attain a goal21 or alternatively, those that align means and ends such that present relations and 
actions “prefigure” the future we wish for.22  This conceptual infrastructure allows us to explore 
how strategic and prefigurative approaches to social transformation can produce highly distinct 
forms of action that can, at times, be in tension and even conflict—for instance, regarding the use of 
violence, the value placed on consensus, or focus on cultural as well as material objectives—and yet 
can also enable, enhance, or shelter the other, as we see in the prefigurative forms of economy and 
community that the strategic protest actions of Occupy Wall Street made possible.

Research Design 
In order to assess the impact of this structural approach to civic education on our students’ sense of 
agency, we use two key sources of data. One of these is the final course assignment, the summative 
student reflection, in which students identify their key learning experiences from the term, 
including what impact, if any, these have had on how students think about or practice citizenship 
and civic action.23  In these reflections, we intentionally pose open-ended questions for the students 
to use as a guide, so that they are able to reflect on their own learning rather than feel constrained 
or guided by our objectives as instructors. Because we did not include specific questions eliciting 
responses focused on our course learning objectives pertaining to either the course’s structural 
approach or civic agency, these reflections serve as a particularly rich data source because they 
reflect what students independently identified as their key learning from the course. Moreover, 
this data set captures the responses of all students who completed the course, and thus reflects the 
full range of experiences.

To evaluate the extent to which students’ sense of agency had developed in light of this course, 
we looked for two indicators: whether they evidenced either (i) an improved sense of agency or (ii) 
greater civic engagement as a result of the course. We also analyzed these reflections for the extent 
to which students demonstrated (iii) a structural approach to contemporary issues and civic action. 
To determine the frequency of students relating these three core objectives, we used this coding 
scheme in our content analysis:

1. We looked for language that explicitly specified a different perception of 
students’ sense of agency as a result of taking the course. In 5 cases we inferred 
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this sense of agency based on the wider reflection, for example where students 
noted civic actions they had taken as a result of the course.

2. To identify increases in civic engagement, we only counted responses where 
students named a specific action they had taken, and where they explicitly 
claimed this was a result of this course. We also included instances where 
students who were already civically active tried new forms of engagement, and 
attributed this to the course. Though many students said they felt empowered 
to be more civically engaged after taking this course, or intended to be in 
the future, we determined that only counting named actions was a stronger 
measure of engagement, as some students may have indicated a willingness 
to be more civically engaged in the context of an assessment. Coding only for 
specific instances, however, means that this figure likely underrepresents those 
who may have been more civically engaged but did not refer to their specific 
actions in their reflection, or who had not yet taken action but did do so shortly 
after completing the course.

3. To identify the use of a structural analysis by students, we looked for language 
specifically referencing the course’s two guiding texts (Young and Coles) 
regarding structural injustice and complex systems theory, as well as broader 
analysis that evidenced the applications of such conceptual frameworks. 

The second source of data is a voluntary anonymous follow-up survey, conducted 18 months after 
the 2019 course, and 6 months after the 2020 course. This provides a longitudinal lens on the impacts 
of the course, gauging whether ideas from the course remained significant or useful, or continued 
to inform students’ actions. We attribute this survey’s 43% response rate across both cohorts in 
part to the challenges of conducting a survey during a pandemic, as well as the same factors that 
contribute to low response rates experienced across the university for online student evaluations. 
Despite the limitations in this data, responses indicate that the course’s impacts regarding its core 
objectives continued to be felt for a significant number of students even some time after the course 
ended. We find it particularly notable that the 2019 cohort response rate was higher (51%), when 
the course was offered in a fully in-person format, compared with the more recent 2020 cohort 
response (35%), where the course was moved online after 3 weeks due to the pandemic.

In this survey, we measured our objectives more directly, by asking multiple choice questions 
that focused on each of the three variables, with an additional question asking more broadly about 
the effect of the course on students’ sense of citizenship:

1. Has this course improved your sense of civic agency?

2. Has this course encouraged you to be more civically engaged?

3. Have you taken a structural approach to issues or actions more as a result of 
this course?

4. Please indicate how relevant or useful this course has been for you as a citizen, 
whether of Aotearoa or elsewhere.

Students were able to choose from three possible responses that indicated no effect (i.e. “not at 
all”), some effect (i.e., “somewhat”), or a significant effect (i.e., “a lot”/“very”). In addition to the 
multiple-choice questions, we also offered open-ended responses to elicit more information about 
what, in particular, stood out for students, the kinds of civic action they are now engaged in, and 
whether these ideas or actions are connected to the course.
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Findings
Across both data sets, there is clear and substantial evidence that students were influenced on all 
three measures, indicating across the board: (i) an increased sense of their own agency as citizens, 
(ii) more civic engagement as a result of the course (both during and after the course), and (iii) a 
clear understanding of the structural dimensions of sociopolitical issues. Below, we summarize our 
findings for each data set, showing the extent of these effects. What stands out to us is that, even 
some time after the course is completed, students continue to recognize and act on this structural 
account of civic action.

Table 1 summarizes our findings from the summative reflections (the last assessment com-
pleted for the course), showing support for the course learning objectives across all three measures, 
in particular, an improved sense of civic agency (90% overall) and a structural approach (90% overall). 
A smaller but sizable percentage of the class indicated that they were more civically engaged, with 
46% of the 2019 cohort and 27% of the 2020 cohort noting a specific action they had taken as a result 
of the class.

Table 1. Student Summative Reflections, Submitted as Final Assessment for the Course

As a result of the course 
students indicated:

2019
57 students

2020
60 students

Overall
117 students

Increased sense of civic 
agency

 55 (96%) 51 (85%) 90%

 More civically engaged 26 (46%) 16 (27%) 37%

 A structural approach 51 (89%) 55 (92%) 90%

As noted in many of the 2020 summative reflections, COVID-19 affected both students’ en-
gagement with the course overall (the course was moved online after 3 weeks), as well as oppor-
tunities for civic engagement, which is reflected in these lower levels of action. Yet the relatively 
high percentage of action in the 2019 cohort is cause for optimism, especially given the nature 
and scope of the activities they had performed in response to this course: some volunteering for 
the first time for various non-profit organizations or civic events; many making their first Select 
Committee submission or attending their first protest; several becoming involved in their first 
advocacy campaign; a number joining political parties or voting in their first local body election; 
many writing their MPs or particular Ministers, and also encouraging others to do so, which as 
one student notes, “I would not have done before”; some changing their consumer practices; many 
becoming increasingly active on social media “to disperse information that relates to the changes 
I wish to see for my community,” with one student starting their own NZ politics webpage; and 
many noting they now attend more marches and sign more petitions than they did prior to the 
course. From peace advocacy to revitalization of the Māori language, climate strikes to Black Lives 
Matter, protesting against plastic use to refugee integration, Indigenous sovereignty to arming the 
police, students noted that they felt motivated by this course to take actions that “a few months 
ago, I would have considered a pointless exercise with little impact.”

Table 2 summarizes our findings from the post-course survey, showing that all students who 
responded to the survey indicated that the course increased their awareness of structural injustice 
and improved their sense of civic agency either somewhat or significantly. Notably, a majority 
of students across both cohorts reported significant effects of the course on these two features, 
with 62% of students reporting increased awareness of structural injustice and 57% reporting an 
improved sense of civic agency. The great majority of students also indicated the course “some-
what” (63%) or “significantly” (32%) encouraged them to be more civically engaged. Moreover, the 
final response is particularly encouraging: two-thirds of students (67%) indicated that the course 
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was “very” relevant to them as a citizen of Aotearoa or elsewhere, with the remaining third (32%) 
reporting that it was “somewhat” relevant to them.

Table 2. Student Responses 18 months (For 2019 Cohort) and 6 Months (For 2020 Cohort) 
After Completion of Course 24

2019 cohort
29 students

2020 cohort
21 students

Overall
50 students

Have you taken a structural 
approach to issues or 

actions more as a result of 
this course?

 Not at all   0
Somewhat   13

A lot   16

Not at all   0
Somewhat   6

A lot   15

o%
38%
62%

 Has this course improved 
your sense of civic agency?

Not at all   0
Somewhat   15

A lot   13

Not at all   0
Somewhat   6

A lot   15

0%
43%
57%

 Has this course encouraged 
you to be more civically 

engaged?

Not at all   2
Somewhat   18

A lot   8

Not at all   0
Somewhat   13

A lot   8

4%
63%
33%

How relevant or useful has 
this course been to you as a 
citizen, whether of Aotearoa 

or elsewhere?

Not at all   0
Somewhat   11

A lot   17

Not at all   0
Somewhat   5

A lot   16

0%
33%
67%

Despite the passage of time, this course retains relevance and impact for a large number of stu-
dents. Students shared many ways in which they had “become much more involved in my commu-
nity as a result of this course” in the months since it finished: volunteering or taking up part-time 
employment with various community organizations and advocacy groups; becoming involved in 
climate, nurse, or teacher strikes; door knocking and phone banking during the 2020 general elec-
tion; changing their consumer choices; attending more protests, making more submissions to local 
government plans and Select Committees, and writing their local representatives; joining multiple 
political parties; and, when already politically active prior to taking the course, “using more forms 
of civic action after the course.”  

The Impact of a Structural Approach: Student Testimonies
The quantitative data analysis of students’ final summative reflections and their responses to 
open-ended questions on the post-course survey shows the clear effects of the course’s structural 
approach on students’ civic engagement. A thematic analysis of these testimonies enables us to 
identify some key aspects of the course that students link to their increased sense of agency and 
action. In this section, we highlight five key ways in which students note the structural approach 
impacted their thinking and action: (i) offering a vocabulary for understanding sociopolitical 
structures; (ii) revealing points of weakness or possibilities for intervention in these structures; 
(iii) expanded notions of what constitutes civic action; (iv) discernment regarding appropriate and 
effective action; (v) galvanizing action.

i. Vocabulary for understanding sociopolitical structures. 
Our students’ sense of agency was clearly developed via the study of structural injustice. This is 
not intuitive, perhaps—we might presume that a focus on such complex, diffuse, transnational, 
and entrenched issues would lead students to feel daunted regarding the potential impact of 
their actions. Certainly, some students did note that they remain daunted, to a great extent. And 
yet they noted repeatedly that the heuristic of structural injustice was eye-opening and agency-
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enhancing, as it gave language and analytic tools to make sense of what until now had remained 
both opaque and monolithic. We witnessed repeatedly how understanding issues like racism 
and climate change as complex, dynamic systems produced in students what Coles calls “the 
Toto effect”—like Dorothy’s dog discovering the real Wizard of Oz behind the curtain, it “unveils 
systems not as totalities but as assemblages of autocatalytic dynamics amid diverse ecologies of 
other autocatalytic assemblages.”25 The insight that seemingly incalcitrant structural issues are 
“the outcome of a multitude of actions by many individuals and groups…made [me] realize how 
much agency I have…to make change.” This vocabulary was especially valuable in the context of 
civic action as these students noted:

• I am genuinely grateful for two key learning experiences... The first is a 
vocabulary for describing this dilemma I’ve been struggling with: the idea of 
structural injustice. In my mind, having such a vocabulary–a shared language–
for discussing the issues we see in the world, is the first step in breaking them 
down, in challenging the idea that systems are “immutable totalities.” (Coles 
2016, 117)

• One of the significant changes in my thinking was around seeing systems as 
totalities and how this can prevent change from occurring.

• Despite being very passionate about this issue [climate change], I have often 
felt hopeless when examining it due to its sheer complexity and the lack 
of government action in response to it. However, the concept of structural 
injustice has been a revolutionary lens for me to look at climate change and 
all sorts of other social issues with...because I can now look at issues as a result 
of a huge number of norms and practices, rather than just as governmental or 
corporate failings.

ii. Reveals possibilities for intervention
A structural approach also enables students to identify various multiple sites, registers, actors, and 
forces related to a given issue, and then to trace specific interaction effects between these nodes 
in the system. Often, when these systems are what Coles calls “autocatalytic,” or self-reinforcing, 
students can feel overwhelmed—as dynamic as these systems might be, they nonetheless feel 
insurmountable.26 Yet, by tarrying with the specifics of these nodes and their interactions, we 
work to highlight how each is a site of potential intervention. As we begin to study forms of 
action addressing such issues, this understanding is complemented by a growing awareness of 
the countless, creative ways citizens like them are in fact intervening and creating various forms 
of change. Many students noted the value of this vocabulary to both identify the issues and act in 
relation to them:

• I now think of all change as possible, and no longer as some far-fetched reality… 
we can start to see this world the same as Toto, that the system is not what 
we think or this big overlying order. The systems are not fixed… With issues 
such as gender pay gaps, inequality, racism and settler-colonialism, it makes me 
realize that we can change the way things work, and it comes down to figuring 
out how these systems work and using that to voice our concerns and to have 
a say.

• I found Coles’ discussion of complex dynamic systems theory especially 
empowering and hopeful. Seeing systems as fixed and unchallengeable 
monoliths was part of why I found resolving my dilemma so difficult.

• A key lesson I have learnt that has given me optimism is that although injustices 
constrain so many lives, as Coles discusses, structures are dynamic and they are 
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malleable. 

• I… began to realise that people can leverage their power to create institutional 
change. Realising that all these structural injustices are not malevolent but 
rather the creation of small normative actions.

• By acquiring a deeper understanding of the contributors to New Zealand’s 
structural injustices, I began to appreciate that the system was constructed. I 
was able to learn about how that construction took place. And as a result, I 
began to see that it was similarly vulnerable to deconstruction.

iii. Expanded notions of civic action
Prior to our course, students often, as one student phrased it, “had in… mind that politics was 
essentially just megaphones in the street or suits in debating chambers.” It is no surprise, then, how 
often they reflect that this course expanded their sense of what counts as civic action—that theatre 
and sharing economies, community-building and museum exhibits are also ways citizens around 
the world are participating in their communities for the purposes of positive transformation. 
Students reported, for example: 

• Prior to this course, I was ambivalent about the extent to which I could 
participate in politics, beyond more conventional methods such as voting. 
However, I now have a better understanding of the various forms of civic action, 
and the fact that I am able to partake in those that I am either more interested 
in, or better equipped to do so.

• I have hugely developed my understanding of civic action which has transformed 
the way I view my role in society. Similar to the public, I had a preconceived idea 
of what civic action is that consists mainly of disruptive, spectacular actions 
such as mass protests. I have really enjoyed getting a deeper understanding and 
exposure to a variety of different forms of civic action that are different from 
what I previously believed.

• One of the biggest surprises for me in this class is that… things I would not have 
even viewed as political actions [are political, such as] going to plays, engaging 
with community, experiencing certain aspects of pop culture…

iv. Discernment regarding appropriate forms of action
 In delving into these genres of action via context-specific comparative analysis each week, thereby 
unpacking the particular strengths, conditions, and impacts of each, students develop capacities 
for discernment regarding appropriate and effective action. As one student noted, after drawing on 
this knowledge to determine which forms of action to use in designing a campaign for restarting 
governmental support for the Syria crisis, “I had more confidence to put this into action since I 
understood the theory behind it and had knowledge of the systems in place.” This was key for 
students’ sense of agency not only because it opens up and develops discernment regarding a wider 
suite of civic actions to them, but also because its focus on primarily non-institutional forms of 
action means that, as one student reflected: “While grand institutional change may seem broad 
and unachievable, small prefigurative environments can be implemented from the ground up with 
great success in communities… I was surprised to learn how complex civic action was but I also 
began to appreciate how my role in the community could [contribute as] civic action, especially 
when institutions remain resolute against the opinions of an individual.”
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v. Increased civic action
Students repeatedly linked an increase in civic activity to their “understandings of injustice… that 
I learnt in the course,” their “personal growth… in this class,” and “being more informed, asking 
the big questions, [and] questioning the system as opposed to just the actors.” They also attributed 
these activities to the course because it “introduced me to ways that I can take part.” Students 
noted they had been “inspired by this course” to act in these ways because of “the confidence this 
course gave me”–and this sense of efficacy was consistently attributed to the course’s structural 
approach to both civic action and issues.

We saw this structural approach galvanize students towards action in a number of ways. First, 
by giving them a language for collective responsibility. Whereas frames of personal liability can 
lead to either refusal or paralysis, a structural analysis both diffuses these possible reactions by 
collectivizing responsibility and motivates students for action by highlighting that these issues are 
largely the unintentional result of countless acts of everyday citizens, and maintained as long as we 
fail to act to change them.27, 28  Repeatedly, students note this course has given them a new sense of 
their own responsibility in relation to these issues, as well as a future-focused and agentic language 
of collective responsibility when a previous notion of personal guilt held them captive:  

• I came into this course feeling relatively disillusioned with the state of political 
affairs in New Zealand today… I felt paralysed with the immensity of it all 
and had found myself retreating… This course has taught me that I need to 
stop considering my reaction to social issues as an individual action… What 
was a new concept to me, was that because structural injustice is the outcome 
of collective action and inaction, a collective response would be required to 
effectively combat it. As a result, I began looking at my relationships with those 
around me and considered how as a collective, rather than individuals, we can 
begin to challenge these oppressive structures.

• The course has changed how I think about colonization. As a Pākehā [non-
Indigenous] citizen of New Zealand, I had previously felt either defensive or 
guilty about my role in decolonisation and fighting racism, however this course 
taught me how I could take responsibility for my actions and history. The 
course also made me feel like I had more agency and that I could really make a 
difference.

• This [course] opened my understanding of the role that I can play in society as 
an individual. Perhaps it is easy to blame the systems for the structural injustice, 
but I never realized that I was also part of the problem or to some extent, a 
contributor to the structural injustice by accepting the rules of the system.

Second, this structural approach to both issues and action provided a further source of per-
ceived agency by reinforcing that, just as no one action can cause the change we seek in its entirety, 
their own actions are working in—albeit unwitting or inadvertent—concert with countless acts of 
other citizens over time:

• Each action has its unique set of strengths and weaknesses. Structural injustice 
cannot be solved by one form of action alone… structural injustices [are] 
complex, interconnected, and dynamic. It is unsurprising then the solutions to 
them should be equally as intricate.

• Previously, thinking about injustice left me feeling at a loss… but Coles is 
right to critique this fixed and detached view of structures as something that 
entrenches a divide between reform and revolution, and undermines our ability 
to cultivate “radical democratic power and transformation”29
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• Learning that seemingly conflicting forms of action can function harmoniously 
through a vectorial relationship was a critical experience.

• In such a globalized world with many modes of civic action, we can mobilize 
ourselves, exercise our agency, and begin to transform these accepted norms 
and practices.

This means—and we take care to reinforce this using Coles’ own notion of “wormhole hope”—
that seemingly ineffective or minor acts can ultimately contribute to broader structural change. As 
noted above, many students acted on this invigorated sense of their own agency even as the course 
was unfolding, for the first time making a Select Committee submission, voting in local body elec-
tions, attending a protest, or becoming involved in an advocacy campaign, all because, they attest-
ed, the course affirmed their own agency. One student, reflecting on her first time volunteering for 
the Wiki o Te Reo Māori (Māori Language Week) parade in response to our course, invoked Coles’ 
notion of “wormhole hope” to consider the impact of this civic action: 

The direct causal consequences might never be known… the school children 
who I walked with and had conversations with might go on to do activism 
in relation to Te Reo as a result of our talk, but I will never know. There is 
something peaceful about that, because it makes me want to go out and be more 
active in case this plants a seed for another student… Overall, this course has 
challenged me to consider my own role within society and how I can harness 
my agency for the better.

In considering the various ways a structural approach shaped our students’ views of and en-
gagement with civic action, we see something exciting and altogether rare: in the face of the most 
vexing, intractable, and pervasive issues that define contemporary politics, at a time when we have 
record lows in voter turnout, party membership and other standard markers of political engage-
ment, students expressing themselves to be both equipped and motivated to act to meaningfully 
change the world around them. We see this course as a rare opportunity to affect what these future 
leaders consider civic action, and to develop the literacies, skills, and sense of agency required to 
act effectively beyond the terms that formal politics or the occasional protest provide, in their final 
year with us before they step into and significantly shape the world beyond the classroom:

• I found this course very life changing as it gave meaning to many of my 
wonderings as a child who grew up in a small town… [the course] enabled me 
to understand the role that I assume as a citizen of Aotearoa in the fact that I 
can partake in civic action as I deem fit. This course made me realise that small 
actions which at first felt futile can actually contribute to political discourse and 
even change.

• I have a deeper understanding… [of] the most pressing challenges that our 
society is currently facing. I can comprehend the factors that produce injustice, 
and I know what I can do as a citizen to address these issues. This course has 
surpassed my expectations and reflecting on the knowledge and wisdom I 
have gained throughout the semester, I feel empowered to utilize my social 
advantages to help rethink, reshape and rebuild the systems and structures that 
create structural injustice and allow it to endure.

Both immediately following and months after the course, the overwhelming majority (over 
90%) of students demonstrated pronounced increases in their sense of agency and the use of a 
structural approach to interpret contemporary issues and civic action to address them as results 
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of this course. They also made continual links between these two impacts, attributing the former 
to the latter in various ways. In light of these findings, we hold that this structural approach to 
both civic issues and civic action contributes to students’ civic literacy as well as sense of efficacy. 
It demystifies what can feel monolithic and immutable, revealing multifarious points of potential 
intervention as well as the contingency of structural conditions on ongoing interactions. At the 
same time, it provides a wider and more nuanced sense of forms of action available to them and 
capacities for discernment between them. Finally, it provides a sense of “wormhole hope” borne of 
a sense that our actions are connected to both countless others that come before us and changes 
that are to come:

Every revolutionary event (big or small) is itself made possible by an uncanny 
connection with a previous time that had a similar revolutionary charge or natal 
intensity… [This] instills in us a more resilient faith that our own exemplary 
struggles may themselves reemerge beyond vast stretches of defeat to engage in 
revitalizing improbable futures long after we are gone.30   

Challenges and Future Directions
There are, of course, limitations and continual learning ahead in taking this structural approach 
to civic education. Four in particular stand out to us, in reflecting on our and our students’ 
experiences: the need for better integration with the community, attentiveness to structural issues 
already present in the classroom, impacts of the global pandemic and online learning, and the need 
for broader coordination of civic engagement education within our program.

First, in future years we will be focusing our attention on how to be more integrated with polit-
ically active communities, so as to give students more opportunities to engage with and contribute 
to the world outside the classroom. Ideally, we aim for this to take a more structural approach, 
where student actions are more connected across context and time: in real-time relationship with 
and guided by local communities, and handed over to the next class for more informed, constellat-
ed, and effective actions than “one-off” interventions allow. 

Second, we are aware of how the structural issues we study are always-already present in the 
classroom, most notably in the different social positions of our students and the impacts this has 
on levels and dynamics of participation. We notice more contributions to class discussion from stu-
dents who come from more privileged backgrounds, which likely also impact workshop group dy-
namics. We see structural differences manifest in workshop collaborations, for example when the 
solitary Indigenous student in a group is looked on as the “representative” voice for Māori. We also 
contend with the fact that learning about issues like settler-colonialism affects students differently, 
with some approaching this learning having personally borne the weighty, negative experiences of 
this structural injustice, while others come to this subject with little recognition of the ways it has 
offered them protection or enabled their success. This can mean that some learning may come at 
the expense of others or even put them in harm’s way. How we hold the space for radically differ-
ent positions from which our students come to this joint inquiry is always delicate, complex, and 
fraught, and we have ongoing questions regarding conditions for safety and discomfort, challenge 
and advocacy as educators. These questions are, perhaps, more productive as ongoing questions 
that keep us alert to these ever-present risks–and a structural lens arguably helps to sensitize civic 
educators to and navigate such concerns and complexities. 

Third, it is also worth noting the impact of changing mid-semester to online learning in 2020 
due to COVID-19, given the course’s focus on collective dialogue, collaboration, and experiential 
learning. So many of the forms of action that we were studying required being able to physically 
gather in public, and some of our assessment relied on students seeking field experiences of such 
actions. We have no doubt this has been a shared challenge among civic educators over this time. 
Yet the move online also made students more aware of the structural constraints to organizing and 
preparing for action, and illuminated structural constraints in students’ own lives, evidenced in 
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unequal access to the internet, mental health support, and domestic safety. We certainly noticed 
less engagement with the course than the previous year as students negotiated multiple challenges 
introduced by this pandemic. Yet, this course was also uniquely positioned to respond to some 
of the challenges. Students reported feeling a sense of community that was otherwise lacking in 
their university experiences as a result of the group work and weekly class gathering for the online 
workshop. Students also reported feeling more urgency to act in the face of structure; though they 
were overwhelmed in some respects, the pandemic’s immense disruption to daily life and witness-
ing dramatic structural changes by responding governments had the “Toto effect” of exposing the 
“normal rules and accepted practices”  of our society, the exploitation and struggles they cause—for 
example, of underpaid and vulnerable “essential workers”—and the malleability of these rules, all 
of which had previously been naturalized and largely invisible.31 While the pandemic thus forced 
us to think creatively and perhaps find limits on civic action in the absence of capacities to gather 
in person, it also provided unexpected resources for sensing agency and possibility in response to 
structural injustice. As this student noted:

It seemed fateful that this course occurred at a time when the world is 
experiencing unprecedented circumstances, coupled with global protests and 
actions against injustice. During this time I have been able to put into practice 
some of the key learnings of the course, and I have already found myself engaging 
more actively in politics, and considering the modes of action available to me. 
In all, while elements of this class have left me feeling hopeless at times, I have 
found POLS353 extraordinarily helpful, using what I have learnt to go forth 
and educate myself and others, and express my own civic agency in the political 
world.

Finally, there are also limits placed on this course in the absence of complementarity and co-
ordination with the broader political science program and institution. Both the structural injustice 
and civic education scholarship emphasize the importance of multiple sites of experience so as 
to support learning and change. As McCartney, Rimmerman, McHugh and Mayer, and Coles all 
agree, “no one course or activity can create a democratically engaged citizen.”32  Students come to 
this sole course in their third and final year, and it remains the only one in our program that centers 
the student as a civic actor. Students note that they feel a sense of loss for not having had more 
opportunities for such thinking earlier in their degree, and we recognize the limited impact of this 
course given its institutional setting. We hope to leverage the demonstrable impacts of this course 
on students’ sense of agency and responsibility to develop through lines to other courses so that 
the benefits we see can be deepened and strengthened over the three years we have with these civic 
actors. This will also enable students’ grasp of these wholly new and complex suites of concepts 
and analytic tools to become more nuanced. Within the 12-week confines of the course, at present 
this remains more of a survey course, and by the time we finish the course we feel we have only just 
begun. We look forward to finding modifications that allow us to introduce further nuance in these 
regards, and developing capacities and sensibilities in further courses so that this course does not 
seek to carry so much.

By directing our collective attention to those challenges and directions that feel most con-
nected to this diminished sense of civic agency today we have, in this course, sought to respond to 
the despair, anxiety and uncertainty that feel chronic for our students at this time. We aimed to 
foster civic efficacy via the development of literacies, skills, and sensibilities necessary for citizens 
to constructively and reflectively participate in their communities. Yet, because we centered struc-
tural injustice and non-institutional forms of action, students developed literacies and skills that 
are distinct from other civic engagement courses. Their learning entailed, among other things, 
practical knowledge regarding a repertoire of non-institutional forms of civic action—not simply a 
vocabulary of genres, but a sense of their respective strengths, conditions, theories of change, and 
potential impacts—as well as a structural sense of how these different forms of action are interact-
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ing across a complex field to produce meaningful change. This picture of both issue and action is 
admittedly complex—and that, in itself, can prove daunting. Yet, we have seen what a structural, 
non-institutional approach to civic engagement education can do to grow this sense of agency 
among our students that is at once most scarce and vital.
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SECTION II: CIVIC ENGAGEMENT PEDAGOGY ACROSS THE GLOBE

This chapter introduces the concept of group-oriented foreign policy analysis and 
evaluates the impact that in-class exercises in this area have on students’ civic 
engagement. Group-oriented foreign policy analysis is client-oriented advice rel-
evant to a decision in the field of foreign policy, where the client is not necessarily 
a governmental institution but any group influenced by particular issues of in-
ternational affairs. The chapter demonstrates the relevance of in-class exercises 
in group-oriented foreign policy analysis in countries like Russia, where the au-
thoritarian government encourages the formation of two separate civil societies: 
those consisting of pro-government non-profits and of “foreign agent” non-prof-
its. It provides a detailed description of such exercises and assesses the impact that 
taking part in the exercise has on students’ civic engagement. Students’ feedback 
collected in multiple forms during the administration of the exercises from 2008–
2019 at a Russian university demonstrates that the exercise influences students’ 
civic engagement positively in multiple ways.

Dmitry A. Lanko
St. Petersburg State University

KEYWORDS: Civic Engagement, Pedagogy, Higher Education, Public Policy, Foreign Policy, Russia.

Introduction

This chapter focuses upon an in-class exercise in group-oriented foreign policy analysis 
for graduate-level students majoring in international relations. Research conducted in 
relation to this course suggests that the exercise positively impacts civic engagement. 
In this exercise, students participate in two simulations, each designed to promote 
understanding of foreign policymaking as it appears from the viewpoint of different 

groups within a nation, not from the national viewpoint. The first portion of the exercise brings 
the students from the national to the group level of analysis by inviting them to simulate the work 
of a foreign policy think tank that has to make suggestions to a client concerning its actions. The 
client can be any group (governmental and non-governmental, private and non-profit) within a 
nation influenced by international events and foreign policy choices made on the national level. 
The second portion returns students to the national level by inviting them to discuss the foreign 
policy choices facing the nation while keeping the interests of individual sub-national groups 
discussed previously in mind. Students meet this goal by a day-long role-play. During the role-play, 
the students promote certain favorable policy options from the viewpoint of particular groups, 
explaining why implementing the options would benefit the nation as a whole. 

Previous research demonstrates that such exercises involve either geopolitical and power pol-
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itics reasoning or economic and humanitarian reasoning. Research conducted in relation to this 
group-oriented foreign policy analysis exercise demonstrates that the students who have first con-
sidered the influence of foreign policy on individual sub-national groups, tend to apply economic 
and humanitarian reasoning significantly more often compared to geopolitical and power politics 
reasoning. Moreover, the research demonstrates that the students prefer economic and humani-
tarian reasoning to geopolitical and power politics reasoning regardless of their gender or country 
of previous education. The chapter concludes that the exercise discussed is an effective way to en-
courage students to look at foreign policy as not only the result of “properly understood” national 
interests, but also of the desire to make the world a more prosperous and better place.

Simulating Foreign Policy Analysis in the Classroom: From 
Nation-Oriented to Group-Oriented Approach
Most simulation exercises in foreign policy analysis or in foreign policymaking offered to students 
of public policy graduate programs center around nations and their interests. When assigning 
students to produce advice relevant to a foreign policy decision, instructors most often assign 
them to staff members of governmental institutions, for example, parliamentary committees or 
individual members of parliaments.1 When assigning students to prepare arguments in support 
or against a military invasion overseas, instructors most often assign them to find arguments 
highlighting the positive and negative impact of the intervention for a nation, not for a sub-
national or a trans-national group.2

National orientation of in-class exercises in foreign policy analysis remains relevant, but 
at least four tendencies in public policy research and education create the demand to intro-
duce group-oriented foreign policy analysis alongside nation-oriented foreign policy analysis. 
Group-oriented foreign policy analysis is client-oriented advice that refers to a decision in the field 
of foreign policy, where the client is not necessarily a governmental institution but any group in-
fluenced by particular issues of international affairs. The four tendencies creating the demand for 
teaching skills relevant to producing such advice are the development of foreign policy analysis as 
an academic discipline, post-modernization of policy analysis in fields other than foreign policy, 
globalization of public policy education, and privatization of public policy education.

Foreign policy analysis, the sub-discipline of international studies investigating domestic fac-
tors of foreign policy, inspired the introduction of the group-oriented approach. Moravcsik pro-
posed “commercial liberalism” to the scholarly approach that “focuses on incentives created by 
opportunities for transborder economic transactions”3 as factors influencing foreign policymaking. 
Zaller suggested perhaps the most popular approach to the analysis of the role of public opinion 
in international relations.4 Feaver and Gelpi investigated the influence of military veterans treated 
as a non-associated group on foreign policymaking, thus creating the approach used to understand 
the role of other non-associated groups in the policy area.5 By having recognized that many other 
groups, alongside governmental institutions, influence foreign policy, foreign policy analysis creat-
ed the theoretical background for the group-oriented approach discussed in this chapter.

Policy analysis is “client-oriented advice relevant to public decisions and informed by social 
values.”6 Thus, the notion of the client is key to understanding the activity. Recently, instructors in 
policy analysis classrooms attempted to widen the scope of clients by means of post-modernizing 
the field. They assigned the students to produce recommendations aimed at challenging existing 
discursive practices instead of producing policy recommendations within these practices. They 
began considering certain parts of the public previously excluded from public policy by existing 
discursive practices, such as minorities. Non-associated groups were recognized as potential clients 
for policy analysis, thus making the latter “more democratic.”7 Although even today “positivism re-
mains the dominant teaching method,” “post-positivist methods… did make inroads into the class-
room,” thus resulting in recognition that not only governmental institutions and political leaders, 
but any other group associated or not, can be a client.8 This acknowledgement paved the way for 
the emergence of group-oriented foreign policy analysis.
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Globalization of public policy education has multiple manifestations, from the increase of the 
share of international students in classrooms to the growing importance of external financial sup-
porters to the public policy graduate programs.9 On one occasion, that tendency produced the scan-
dal known as the London School of Economics–Gaddafi affair. According to Sim, the case indicates 
“the difficulties that can arise when universities find themselves pressurized into fund-raising in 
order to maintain their international profile.”10 That case is, of course, an exception. At the same 
time, one cannot help noticing that, as a rule, public policy graduate programs face the fact that 
neither foreign students nor foreign financial supporters are interested in foreign policy analysis 
being taught as advice oriented to only one client, which is the government of the nation in which 
the teaching takes place. Instead, they demand group-oriented foreign policy analysis.

Privatization of public policy education is the tendency among an ever-greater number of stu-
dents who are seeking graduate education in public affairs but are not aiming to join civil service 
afterwards. Robertson vs. Princeton11 is probably the best example of the tendency, which demon-
strated that “throughout much of its history, the [Woodrow Wilson School] put little emphasis on 
recruiting students who even demonstrated interest in federal service and international affairs.”12 
Today, many students of public policy graduate programs do not seek a career in public, foreign, 
or military service, but in private companies and nonprofits. Those companies and nonprofits are 
groups whose profits and results depend on public decisions made by the government, including 
on foreign policy decisions. Thus, they seek influence over public decision-making, including in 
the foreign policy field. Public policy graduate students seeking careers in such companies and 
nonprofits demand skills related to such influence, creating the demand for group-oriented foreign 
policy analysis.

All four of these tendencies are visible in Russia. Foreign policy analysis is gaining promi-
nence among Russian scholars. Policy analysis is taught in public policy graduate programs to 
make students capable of producing advice relevant to public decisions and informed by social 
values and interests of various groups. Sadly, many groups are not heard in the course of foreign 
policymaking in contemporary Russia. A radical approach to Russian politics views Russia as a 
“subaltern empire,” i.e., as an empire, in which all people are deprived of the possibility to make 
their voices heard.13 Although a radical approach, it is noteworthy that more Russian voices seek to 
be heard in the course of public decision-making in the country, including in foreign policymaking.

Globalization and privatization of public policy education also are taking place in Russia. The 
Russian government motivates universities to attract more foreign students and foreign funds in 
an effort to boost the country’s “educational diplomacy.”14 Professors of public policy in Russia to-
day teach multinational groups of students; foreign students in those groups do not aim to become 
Russian civil servants because foreigners are not admitted into civil service in Russia. In line with 
these students’ expectations, the professors do not attempt to train future civil servants for Russia 
in public policy programs. Instead, they formulate other learning outcomes, and teach accordingly. 
For example, a professor of diplomatic studies in a Russian university teaches students what it 
takes to be a diplomat of any country, not just a Russian diplomat. The emergence of public pol-
icy education in Russia in the 1990s coincided with the times when it was commonly agreed that 
business-state relations in Russia were one-sided in favor of business and only a handful of studies 
questioned that one-sidedness.15 Today, when the situation in business-state relations in Russia 
is opposite to what it was in the 1990s, many young Russians still enroll in public policy graduate 
programs with the goal to make careers on the business side of the relationship.

In line with these four tendencies, the exercise in group-oriented foreign policy analysis dis-
cussed in this chapter was introduced to students majoring in international relations in a Russian 
university in 2008 under the name of “analytical practice.” The twelve-year experience of super-
vising and observing students’ activities in the administration of the exercise has highlighted its 
unexpected impact on students’ views. Specifically, the exercise has helped many students to un-
derstand that foreign policy decisions create consequences not only for the nation as a whole, but 
for particular groups within a nation. It has helped them to understand that foreign policy is not 
a result of national interest alone, but also of the interests of those groups. For some of them, this 
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realization has paved the way to civic engagement in foreign policy.
Civic engagement in foreign policy understood in the broadest sense (regarding any individu-

al or group activity addressing issues of foreign policy), is of extreme importance in contemporary 
Russia. A vital pillar of the legitimacy of the Putin regime is its foreign policy successes, real or 
imagined. According to Levada Centre, a Russian independent polling company, Defense Minister 
Sergey Shoigu and Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov have been among top five trusted politicians in 
Russia throughout most of the 2010s, despite their popularity (and the popularity of Putin himself ) 
significantly declining since the peak in 2014.16 The three enjoy the reputation of “wise statesmen” 
who have “correctly understood” Russia’s interests predetermined by the country’s place in the 
international system and its geopolitical position, and who have crafted Russia’s foreign policy ac-
cordingly. The exercise in group-oriented foreign policy analysis discussed in this chapter provided 
the students who participated in it with a different perspective on foreign policy. That perspective 
views foreign policy as an outcome of systematically competing and changing interests of different 
groups within the nation, not as something constant and predetermined by outside factors.

Course Design
To address the tendencies described above, I proposed a course in group-oriented foreign policy 
analysis in 2008, and I have taught it since then. Through the decade, the course has changed its 
official title multiple times. In different versions of the curriculum, it appears as “Group-Oriented 
Foreign Policy Analysis,” as “Foreign Policy Analysis Colloquium” or simply as “Analytical Practice.” 
The name of the course changed thanks to multiple higher education reforms that have taken place 
in Russia throughout the past decade. At times, those reforms contradicted each other as a result 
of the “pull between authoritarian tendencies and liberal economic necessities” in Russia, which 
paralyzed its government’s “ability to definitively choose the most appropriate path…”17 On the 
level of a particular educational program, those reforms sometimes made no greater impact than 
just renaming courses without changing their substance.

The course consists of three core parts. The first part involves a one-day introduction includ-
ing a lecture and questions-and-answers session, which explains the aims and the means of the 
course, particular assignments that the students are required to complete during the course, and 
the learning outcomes that the students are expected to achieve as a result. The second and the 
third parts of the course include the simulation of a think tank, which allows student participants 
to formulate recommendations to particular groups seeking influence on foreign policy, and a one-
day role-play exercise, which allows the students to assume the roles of those groups and try to 
achieve influence on foreign policy guided by the recommendations created during the think tank 
simulation. The think tank simulation takes place throughout most of the semester; students meet 
with the instructor in person or online at least every other week or communicate electronically. The 
concluding decision-making role-play is organized as a one-day intensive session.

In this chapter, the words “simulation” and “role-play” are used to indicate two different parts 
of the exercise. In most cases, however, those two words are used as synonyms both in classrooms 
and in pedagogical literature. In 2005, Asal regretted that although usage of simulations “in the 
teaching of [international relations was] growing, the pedagogical literature that support[ed] such 
growth [was] still small.”18 Since then, pedagogical literature on simulations in teaching politics in 
general19 and in international relations in particular20 has significantly expanded. Some of the liter-
ature benefitted from analysis of in-class simulations organized in Russian universities.21 Some of 
the literature has especially pointed to in-class simulations and role games as inspiring civic action 
of participants in real life.22

When creating the exercise in group-oriented foreign policy analysis, I departed from the 
assumption that every university is a think tank. Despite Nye’s assertion that the gap between 
academic theorists and foreign policy practitioners is growing, most schools of major universities 
offering public policy programs are think tanks, and many of them work in the field of foreign 
policy.23 The exercise that I have created and administered since 2008 invites students to simulate 
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the activities of a foreign policy think tank working for a particular group as its client. The main 
educational objective of the exercise is to help students develop their analytical skills in general as 
well as particular skills useful for those pursuing a career in think tanks, policy planning bureaus 
of governmental institutions, strategic analysis sections of companies, or situation analysis groups 
in non-profits.  

Case Study Assignment
The course seeks to meet its objective by assigning a group of students with a case study that 
serves as the focal point of the simulation and role-play. Schodt has noted that “teaching cases are 
powerful vehicles for helping students…” developing their analytical skills.24 The exercise assigns 
students (usually a group of ten to forty students) with a case study in the field of international 
relations that has attracted public attention. For example, in 2020, students focused upon the 
series of political demonstrations and protests against the Belarusian Government and President 
Alexander Lukashenko. In previous years, the cases were around international events, from the 
Russo-Georgian War of 2008 to Brexit. To find the case that interests students most, I usually 
encourage a free-topic discussion among students. Students tend to demonstrate better motivation 
to complete the exercise if the case discussed during the exercise interests them.  

Policy Paper
Although students work in groups during the simulation and role-play, each student is expected 
to submit a policy paper at the conclusion of the exercise. Specifically, each student is assigned to 
write a policy paper for a different client. Clients are federal, regional and local authorities, political 
parties, companies and nonprofits, whose everyday operations are influenced by the particular case. 
It is assumed that the same case influences different groups within the same country in different 
ways, thus helping each student to write a unique policy paper.

Assigning students with policy paper writing helps achieve another education objective of 
the exercise—presenting foreign policymaking in a format alternative to traditional lecturing. The 
policy paper that the students produce by the end of the exercise is expected to contain conclu-
sions clearly explaining what impact the international event being considered could have on the 
operations of each student’s client. It is also expected to contain recommendations for the client 
concerning possible actions that could be taken in order to maximize the positive and minimize 
the negative impact of the event on the client’s operations. For example, a student writing a policy 
paper on the influence of the protests in Belarus on Gazprom natural gas company is expected 
to answer such questions as: How will the protests influence Gazprom’s operations? What is the 
possible harm? What are the possible benefits? How probable are the harm and the benefits? What 
can Gazprom do to change the situation? What should Gazprom do to minimize the potential 
harm? What can Gazprom do to utilize the potential benefits in the best possible way?

Stages of the Think Tank Simulation
To help the students adapt these general questions to their particular case and client, as well as 
to help them find the answers in the most convenient way, I have split the think tank simulation 
into four stages. Each stage takes approximately a month, during which the students meet with 
instructor at least twice. The four stages are as follows:

At the first stage, students are required to identify particular activities of their clients that 
are expected to be influenced most by the international event in question, as well as to assess if 
those activities are developing in a stable manner, are boosting, or are in crisis. It is important to 
inform the students at this stage that policy analysis is not exclusively about serving a particular 
client, that it “is more than simply ‘client-oriented advice’ but should be rather about democratic 
dialogue and critique.”25 For example, the students writing a policy paper on the influence of the 
protests in Belarus on the interests of Gazprom should not simply describe the benefits the compa-
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ny might enjoy from the protests, that is if violence against protesters leads neighboring Lithuania 
to sanction them, forcing Belarus to buy more natural gas from Gazprom. The student should also 
consider the deteriorating image of Gazprom among the population of Belarus itself and of other 
countries, where people sympathize with Belarusian protesters.

At the second stage, students are required to outline a few scenarios of their client’s activities 
most influenced by the case, and to distribute those scenarios on two scales: in terms of their prob-
ability and favorability to the client. It is important that students understand at this point that, 
contrary to conventional wisdom, scenarios are not a forecast of what will be, but “a background 
for assessing and choosing alternative strategies.”26 The most favorable scenario is the “outcome, 
which produce[s] a net increase in the [client’s] utility, where utility is simply a function of the 
[client’s] preferences over a set of outcomes.”27 Regarding probability, it is important to warn stu-
dents about the temptation to reify current trends, i.e., to assume that current trends will persist, 
and to evaluate probabilities of different scenarios accordingly. Rather, students can learn about 
different models helpful in evaluating scenarios at this stage, for example, the perspectivist scenar-
io building model.28

In the third stage, students are required to explore capabilities of their clients, and to produce 
recommendations to the clients. Different agencies have different capabilities to influence foreign 
policy decisions. Governmental agencies enjoy institutionalized roles in foreign policymaking. 
Political parties and associated interest groups can recruit public opinion in their favor. In the 
case of business associations, it is “the power of money” that makes the difference.29 Think tanks 
themselves, though unable to recruit significant resources or large groups of people, are influential 
to the extent that they are involved in multiple policy networks.30 When making policy recommen-
dations, students are expected to advise their clients to take responsible actions, which involve 
measures aimed at not only safeguarding the outcomes of their actions in accordance with their 
missions, but also safeguarding the security of humans in all countries.31 The best policy recom-
mendations presented in the students’ papers become elements of the foreign policymaking role-
play to be described below.

In the fourth stage, students are required to present their work in a coherent policy paper. The 
ability to write policy papers is a skill often demanded by potential employers of students in public 
policy programs.32 As the instructor of this course, I do not assign students with a single format for 
the policy paper. Students attending this course come from different countries and have different 
career expectations. Thus, I do my best to work out a special format for each student based on a 
particular student’s personal experience, standards adopted in their home country, in the country 
where they have studied previously, or even in the country which is the focus of study of a particu-
lar group of students. For example, a student majoring in American politics in a Russian university 
might be interested in applying policy paper standards adopted in the US Department of State.33 
Importantly, students are expected to learn that the correct presentation of the findings is as im-
portant as its content from the viewpoint of the effect a paper might have.  

One-day role-play
The role-play concluding the course requires students to cooperate. It intentionally organizes 
students’ interactions in several rounds in such a way that students interact with more and more 
students in subsequent rounds. Vast literature applies game models to international studies.34 
Some professors of international studies have organized role-play simulations based on various 
game models in classrooms.35 The role-play discussed in this chapter initially aimed at simply 
motivating students by means of having fun in the classroom, but the feedback participating 
students submitted in 2008–2019 provide evidence that the entire exercise in group-oriented 
foreign policy analysis helps students understand that foreign policy is not only about national 
interest and geopolitics, but also about human rights, the economy, public health, and protection 
of the environment, etc.

Making statements are at the core of the role-play, and students have an opportunity to prac-
tice this skill at the conclusion of the course by participating in a one-day intensive session. During 
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the role-play, students promote their agendas based on the recommendations they created while 
simulating think tanks. Groups do not make foreign policy decisions, but states do. At the same 
time, groups can promote certain options that can become foreign policy decisions. Thus, when 
simulating think tanks, students often recommend to the groups that are their clients to promote 
certain foreign policy options. During the role-play, students are given the chance to promote those 
options themselves. Participants of the role-play promote certain policy options by participating in 
meetings with each other organized in several rounds. First, they participate in one-on-one meet-
ings. Later, they participate in multilateral meetings.

Organization of students’ interactions in multiple rounds is expected to encourage them to 
cooperate; such expectations are based on Axelrod’s conclusion that repetition shifts equilibri-
um towards cooperation.36 Asal suggests that students, who struggle with understanding of the 
neo-liberal institutionalist concept of cooperation, could participate in the Prisoner’s Dilemma to 
the Nth Degree role-play, which is designed by pairing students off in the former rounds of the 
game, but inviting them into bigger groups during latter rounds of the game.37 In the beginning of 
this role-play, each student receives a template of a feedback form to be returned to the instructor 
after the end of the role-play. In the feedback form, the student writes which students they met 
and when, which foreign policy option they promoted during that particular meeting, and what 
arguments they used to convince other students at the meeting that this particular foreign policy 
option should be accepted.

These feedback forms are important for three reasons. First, they help the students organize 
their own behavior during the role-play. Second, they assist the instructor in assessing personal 
performance of each player after the role-play is over: students gain points for actively partici-
pating in meetings. Third, my research demonstrating that the exercise in group-oriented foreign 
policy analysis has an impact on students’ views (see results below) is based on the analysis of 
feedback forms students returned in 2008–2019. In particular, I analyzed the parts of the feedback 
forms in which the students reported on the arguments that they used to convince other students 
that a particular foreign policy option should be accepted (or rejected). Below I will refer to such 
students’ explanations as “statements of rationale” or simply “rationale.”

Assessment
Assessment of students’ performance during the think tank simulation comes at the completion 
of each stage. At the completion of the first stage, students produce a four-page paper describing 
the activities of their clients most affected by the case and evaluating those activities as they were 
before the event constituting the case. At the completion of the second stage, students produce 
another four-page paper describing possible scenarios, including probability of each scenario 
(from most probable to least probable) and favorability of each scenario to the client (from very 
favorable to very unfavorable). At the completion of the third stage, students produce a third four-
page paper, which describes the capabilities that their clients possess in order to make the more 
favorable scenario a more probable one, and a less favorable scenario a less probable one, as well 
as recommendations to the client. At the completion of the fourth stage, students compile the 
final policy paper, which presents the conclusions and the recommendations formulated in the 
preceding three stages in a concise form; the policy paper is usually no longer than 10 pages.

As presented in table 1, each student receives a maximum of 20 points per paper produced 
during each step of the think tank simulation. Of them, a maximum of seven points are given for 
accuracy in meeting the deadlines set for each stage at the beginning of the exercise. A maximum 
of thirteen points are given depending on the extent to which the content of a particular paper 
corresponds to the expectations described above. Students who have successfully compiled their 
policy papers are invited to earn additional points by participating in the foreign policymaking 
simulation role-play.
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Table 1. Scoring Students’ Performance During the Think Tank Simulation
Portion of the Exercise Content Maximum Scores

Introduction Explaining Course Design to 
the Students

No Points

Think tank 
simulation

Maximum number of points given for:
Accuracy 

in meeting 
deadline

Content Total

First Stage
Explain relationship between 

the case and the client
7 13 20

Second Stage
Outline and evaluate 

scenarios
7 13 20

Third Stage Provide recommendations 7 13 20

Fourth Stage
Compile the final policy 

paper
7 13 20

Role-play
Find compromise among 

different groups and make 
decision for the nation

Up to 20 more points

Total Up to 100 points

Methods
The aim of the course was to help students develop their analytical skills as well as allow them to 
explore the benefits and shortcomings of a group-oriented approach to foreign policy analysis as 
contrasted to the nation-oriented approach. Content analysis of the feedback forms completed by 
the students during the one-day role-plays organized in 2008–2019 offers a way to measure the 
impact of the course. In particular, these qualitative data offer a way to determine if the students 
tend to justify their support or opposition to particular foreign policy choices by referring to 
geopolitical and power politics reasons (which is typical for nation-oriented approach to foreign 
policy analysis) or for other reasons, primarily of economic, humanitarian and soft security 
nature (which is typical for group-oriented foreign policy analysis). As such, I analyzed students’ 
statements provided in feedback forms from the role-play in which they explain why they support 
or oppose particular foreign policy options.

A nation-oriented approach to foreign policy analysis dominates the teaching of international 
relations in Russia. Accordingly, geopolitics as a discipline is compulsory in many public policy 
programs taught in Russian universities.38 Ethnographic research at a Russian major university 
has shown that geopolitics classes foster discursive practices among students that “fashion the 
great power discourse with objectivity.”39 One might expect that Russian students invited to par-
ticipate in the role-play described above would actively employ geopolitical considerations in their 
statements of rationale. One might expect that Russian students perceive international relations as 
a game played by great powers driven by geopolitical considerations on the global level and having 
only minor if any impact on the local level.

The course in group-oriented foreign policy analysis is expected to help students understand 
that foreign policy is also about other considerations, not only those of the national interest, power 
or geopolitics. The course is expected to help students understand the “connection between global 
and local issues,” which is critical for civic engagement in international affairs.40 The course is ex-
pected to help students understand that international relations also influence local communities 
by means of having implications for the economy and soft security, human rights and the envi-
ronment, etc. Thus, the null hypothesis of this study is that students’ statements of rationale will 
contain few if any reports mentioning geopolitics or national interests as a common rationale for 
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supporting or opposing particular foreign policy options.

H0: students having participated in the course in group-oriented foreign policy analysis rarely justify 
their choices by geopolitics or national interest.

To test the hypothesis, I have analyzed the feedback forms from the role-play administered in 2008–
2019. Through those twelve years, 170 students participated in the role-play. All of them majored 
in international relations; this course is compulsory to all students majoring in international 
relations of the particular graduate program where the exercise in group-oriented foreign policy 
analysis is part of the curriculum. Thus, one cannot say that the only students who registered for 
the course were those who believed from the outset that foreign policy is more about economics 
and soft security, human rights and the environment, and less about geopolitics and national 
interest. Altogether, the 170 students participated in 670 one-to-one and multilateral meetings; 
feedback forms submitted by the students after completion of the role-play contained 532 unique 
statements of rationale.

I applied qualitative content analysis to those statements of rationale. Constructivist critique 
of geopolitics, the scholarship investigating how politicians and political scientists construct ideas 
about places, and how those ideas influence policy choices among the elite and notions of places 
and politics among ordinary people provided the method of identifying “geopolitical consider-
ations” among the statements of rationale.41 I coded as “geopolitical considerations” every state-
ment of rationale that mentioned the nation as whole and that did not mention particular national, 
subnational, or transnational groups as beneficiaries of acceptance or rejection of particular for-
eign policy options. To be coded as “geopolitical considerations”, a statement should include such 
words as “nation” or “national”, “country”, or the name of the country expected to make the foreign 
policy decision in question or to benefit from it.

In a similar manner, statements that included such words as “geopolitics” or “geopolitical,” 
“interests” (unless the statement employs the word “interests” in the meaning of interests of par-
ticular national, subnational or transnational group), or “power” were coded as “geopolitical con-
siderations”. Lastly, statements that included such combinations of words as “international arena,” 
“international system,” or “place in the world” were coded as “geopolitical considerations.” For ex-
ample, I coded the statement of rationale claiming that Russia should lift the ban to sell weapons of 
a certain type to Iran, because “Iran is Russia’s geopolitical ally in the Middle East,” as a statement 
containing “geopolitical considerations”.

Besides statements containing “geopolitical considerations,” I distinguished seven other 
types of statements of rationale. First, some statements were coded as “economic considerations.” 
Statements of this type contain such keywords as “profit” and “profitable,” “benefit” and “benefi-
cial,” “economic” and “economy,” “revenue” and “loss,” “market” and “sector,” “trade” and “invest-
ment,” “producer” and “consumer,”, “good” and “service,” “spending” and “expenditure,” “growth” 
and “crisis,” “demand” and “supply,” “price” and “commodity.” For example, I coded the statement 
of rationale claiming that Russia should lift the ban to sell weapons of certain types to Iran, because 
“it can increase the revenues of enterprises of Russian military industrial complex suffering of 
Western sanctions” as a statement containing “economic considerations.”

Second, some statements were coded as “humanitarian considerations.” Statements of this 
type contained such keywords as “human” and “people,” “citizens” and “society,” “crime” and “cor-
ruption,” “right” and “individual,” “minority” and “oppressed,” “kill” and “murder.” For example, I 
coded the statement of rationale claiming that Russia should not lift the ban to sell weapons of cer-
tain type to Iran, because “Iran might use those weapons against its own citizens,” as a statement 
containing “humanitarian considerations.”

Third, some statements were coded as “soft security considerations.” I included students’ con-
cerns about terrorism, trafficking, human trafficking, weapons transfer, and illegal migration into 
statements containing “soft security considerations,” because those are the main soft security con-
cerns facing Europe in the early 21st century.42 Statements of this type contained such keywords as 
“peace” and “peaceful,” “security” and “safety,” “terrorism” and “proliferation,” “trafficking” and 
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“migration,” “stability” and “cooperation,” “instability” and “destabilization,” “cooperative” and 
“trust,” “reliability” and “reliable,” “arms” and “weapons.” For example, I coded the statement of 
rationale claiming that Russia should not lift the ban to sell weapons of certain type to Iran, be-
cause “it might destabilize the situation in the Middle East” as a statement containing “soft secu-
rity considerations.”

Fourth, some statements were coded “environmental considerations.” I included students’ 
concerns about climate change into statements containing “environmental considerations.” State-
ments of this type contain such keywords as “climate” and “warming,” “environment” and “envi-
ronmental,” “water” and “air,” “endangered” and “extinction,” “nature” and “forests.” For example, 
I coded the statement of rationale claiming that Russia should resume cooperation with Iran in the 
field of nuclear energy, because “thus Iran will burn less coal, and it will be good to the environ-
ment” as a statement containing “environmental considerations.”

Fifth, some statements were coded “considerations of law and justice.” Statements of this type 
contained such keywords as “law” and “legal,” “illegal” and “lawless,” “justice” and “just,” “fair” 
and “fairness,” as well as mentions of any of the principles of international law recognized in the 
Charter of the United Nations. For example, I coded the statement of rationale claiming that Rus-
sia should not help Belarus President Alexander Lukashenko to remain in power, because “it will 
be considered interference in domestic affairs of Belarus” as a statement containing “consider-
ations of law and justice.”

Sixth, there were statements considering “timing of action considerations.” Statements of this 
type contained such keywords as “time” and “temporal,” “early” and “late,” For example, I coded 
the statement of rationale claiming that Russia should not help Belarus President Alexander Lu-
kashenko to remain in power, because “it is not the right time to do so” as a statement containing 
“timing of action considerations.”

Seventh, some statements were categorized as “low expectations considerations.” I included 
statements of rationale claiming that a particular foreign policy option should be rejected for the 
reason that it might not help in achieving the expected outcome. Statements of this type contain 
verbs in the future tense and such keywords as “results” and “outcomes,” “expectations” and “ex-
pected,” “achieve” and “achievement.” For example, I coded the statement of rationale claiming 
that Russia should not help Belarus President Alexander Lukashenko to remain in power, because 
“it will not help achieving expected results” (without indicating what the “expected results” were) 
as a statement containing “low expectations considerations.”

The data allowed me to measure differences between students by country of previous edu-
cation and by gender. Studies mentioned above identified the tendency to resort to geopolitical 
reasoning as a characteristic of Russian students in particular. In 2008 through 2019, 41 graduate 
students, who had graduated from a foreign university, completed the exercise in group-oriented 
foreign policy analysis alongside 129 students who earned their bachelor’s degree from a Russian 
university. One could expect that students from the latter group would resort to geopolitical rea-
soning more often than students from the former group, which is the first hypothesis of this study.

H1: students with Russian backgrounds resort to geopolitical reasoning more often than students 
with foreign backgrounds.

Thirty-three years ago, women were “hidden from international relations” , but since then gender 
has been considered more seriously in international studies.43 In the late 20th century, many people 
considered it “conventional wisdom” that “women [were] more peace-loving or more pacific than 
men.”44 Reviewing the volume edited by McKelvey, Carpenter noted that it was equally popular 
among “feminist peace activists and conservatives keen on keeping women out of the military” 
to believe that “women are naturally less aggressive than men.”45 One might extrapolate from 
this prejudice that stereotypical men are expected to turn to geopolitical reasoning in foreign 
policymaking more often in order to justify their natural aggressiveness, while stereotypical 
women are expected to more often turn to humanitarian reasoning.

The belief is purely anecdotal and needs to be subjected to more rigorous examination. To 
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do so, I hypothesized that male students tend to resort more often to geopolitical reasoning than 
female students. In 2008–2019, 107 female students participated in the role-play alongside 63 male 
students. The gender imbalance of participants of the role-play correlates with the general imbal-
ance among students majoring in international relations in Russian universities. At the moment, 
imbalance in favor of men is characteristic of Russian foreign service. Only one-third of the em-
ployees of the Russian Foreign Ministry are women, only two of 130 Russian ambassadors are 
women, and only two out of 42 heads of departments (sub-divisions of the Russian Foreign Min-
istry are called “departments”; the “departments” are similar to bureaus in the US Department of 
State) are women.46 However, that is expected to change in the long run, because two-thirds of stu-
dents in Russian universities majoring in international relations are women. This study identified 
students’ gender as it appears in university records; student records in Russian universities allow 
identifying students as male or female only, no other gender identification applies. Students were 
not asked to identify their gender at any time before, during, or after having completed the exercise.

H2: male students resort to geopolitical reasoning more often than female students.

Data on the students, who have participated in the role-plays in 2008–2019, is presented in table 
2 below.

Table 2. Student Participants in One-Day Role Play, 2008–2019
By Gender:

Male 63

Female 107

By country of previous degree:

Russia 129

Other 41

Total: 170

Data on the meetings that the students held during the role-plays analyzed as explained above, is 
presented in table 3 (see next page).

Results
Although previous research identified the tendency to resort to geopolitical reasoning as 
characteristic of Russian students at public policy graduate programs, results of the qualitative 
content analysis failed to falsify the null-hypothesis outlined above. Students who completed the 
course in group-oriented foreign policy analysis tended not to resort to geopolitical reasoning. As 
seen in table 3, only 34 out of 532 unique statements analyzed were coded as “geopolitical reasoning”. 
The majority of the statements of rationale (165 statements) contained “economic considerations.” 
There were almost equal numbers of statements containing “humanitarian considerations” (114 
cases) and those containing “soft security considerations” (113 cases). 

Sixty-one statements of rationale contained “environmental considerations.” The high num-
ber of such statements justifies distinguishing them into a separate category instead of including 
them in “soft security considerations.” Only a few statements of rationale fell into the categories 
of “law and justice considerations,” “timing of action considerations,” and “low expectations con-
siderations” (44 cases for all the three categories). Thus, one might conclude that participants in 
the group-oriented foreign policy analysis course tend to resort to geopolitical reasoning far less 
when discussing international relations than to reason in economic, humanitarian, soft security 
and environmental terms.

These results do not necessarily indicate that participation in the group-oriented foreign 
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Table 3. Meetings Held During Role-Plays, 2008–2019 
Statement 
of rationale 
contained…

Type of meeting

… 
economic 
consider-

ations

… human-
itarian 

consider-
ations

… soft 
security 

consider-
ations

… envi-
ronmental 
consider-

ations

… geo-po-
litical 

consider-
ations

… law and 
justice con-
siderations

… timing 
of action 
consider-

ations

… low 
expec-
tations 

consider-
ations

Total for 
each type of 

meeting

One-on-one 
meetings, total, of 

them*:

118 
(30.6%)

87 
(22.5%)

85 
(22%)

43 
(11.1%)

25 
(6.5%) 11 (2.8%) 10 (2.6%) 7 

(1.8%) 386

By 
gender

2 males 25 
(27.5%)

21 
(23.1%) 20 (22%) 9 (9.9%) 7 (7.7%) 4 (4.4%) 3 (3.3%) 2 

(2.2%) 91

2 
females

55 
(31.6%)

41 
(23.6%)

39 
(22.4%)

18 
(10.3%) 7 (4%) 6 (3.4%) 5 (2.9%) 3 (1.7%) 174

male 
and 

female

38 
(31.4%)

25 
(20.7%)

26 
(21.5%)

16 
(13.2%) 11 (9.1%) 1 (0.8%) 2 (1.7%) 2 (1.7%) 121

chi-squared=** .424 .253 .063 .845 2.746 1.200  .833  .000  

By 
country 
of previ-

ous 
degree

 2 
Russian 
degrees

 64 
(30.3%)

47 
(22.3%)

47 
(22.3%)

23 
(10.9%)

13 
(6.2%) 7 (3.3%) 6 (2.8)  4 

(1.9%) 211

2 foreign 
degrees

 24 
(30%)

18 
(22.5%)

 16 
(20%)

10 
(12.5%) 7 (8.8%)  3 (3.8%)  1 (1.3%)  1 

(1.3%) 80 

Russian 
and a 

foreign 
degree

 30 
(31.6%)

22 
(23.2%)

22 
(23.2%)

10 
(10.5%) 5 (5.3%) 1 (1.1%) 3 (3.2%) 2 

(2.1%) 95

chi-squared=** .050 .068 .069 .244 1.038 2.000 1.200 .000

Meetings in larger 
groups

47 
(32.2%) 

27 
(18.5%)

28 
(19.2%)

18 
(12.3%) 9 (6.2%) 6 (4.1%) 6 (4.1%) 5 (3.4% 146

Total 165 
(31%)

114 
(21.4%)

113 
(21.2%)

61 
(11.5%)

34 
(6.4%) 17 (3.2%) 16 (3%) 12 

(2.3%) 532

Total number of statements of rationale returned N=532

* * “2 males” refers to one-on-one meetings between 2 male students. “2 females” refers to one-on-one meetings between 
2 female students. “Male and female” refers to one-on-one meetings between 2 students, of whom one is male, and 
another is female. “2 Russian degrees” refers to one-on-one meetings between 2 students both having degrees from 
a Russian university in the background. “2 foreign degrees” refers to one-on-one meetings between 2 students both 
having degrees from a non-Russian university in the background. “Russian and a foreign degree” refers to one-on-one 
meetings between two students, of whom one has a degree from a Russian university, and another has a degree from a 
non-Russian university in the background.

** p<0.2 (statistical significance of 80%) when chi-squared>1.061; p<0.1 (statistical significance of 90%) when chi-
squared>1.886; p<0.05 (statistical significance of 95%) when chi-squared>2.920. 



Teaching Group-Oriented Foreign Policy Analysis for Civic Engagement 161

policy analysis exercise was the decisive factor that discouraged the students from resorting to 
geopolitical reasoning. The study did not involve a control group, so the generalizability of the 
results is limited. It is possible that other factors contributed to these results, such as the learning 
environment of the particular university in which the study was made. Still, it is noteworthy that a 
majority of students did not provide a geopolitical rationale. 

The results of the study did not fully support either hypotheses H1 nor hypothesis H2. None 
of the results were 95%-significant statistically. Contrary to what one might assume based on the 
findings discussed in previous literature, students with a degree from a Russian university made 
statements containing “geopolitical considerations” less often than students with a degree from a 
foreign university (6.2% to 8.8%). However, statistical significance of that result was less than 80%; 
thus, it would be wrong to claim that students with a previous degree from a Russian university 
tend to resort to geopolitical reasoning less often than their peers with a previous degree from a 
foreign university.

Background education influences students’ behavior to a statistically significant extent (over 
90% significance) only in relation to their tendency to make statements containing “law and justice 
considerations.” Such statements were made at seven one-one-one meetings between two students 
with previous degrees from Russian universities and at three one-on-one meetings between two 
students with previous degrees from foreign universities, which correlates with the overall distri-
bution of such types of one-on-one meetings in the population. However, two students, one of 
whom held a previous degree from a Russian university, and another that held a previous degree 
from a foreign university, made a statement containing “law and justice considerations” only once 
at their one-on-one meeting. Thus, one cannot conclude that these results demonstrate correlation 
between country of previous degree and propensity to make statements containing “law and jus-
tice considerations” due to the insufficient number of cases in this category.

At first glance, results in Table 3 point to correlations between gender and propensity to resort 
to geopolitical reasoning. Statistical significance of this correlation was the highest among all re-
sults, over 90% (although less than 95%). At first glance, male students talk more about geopolitics, 
while female students talk more about other matters. While 7.7% of one-on-one meetings of two 
male students produced a statement of rationale containing “geopolitical reasoning,” only 4.0% 
of one-on-one meetings of two female students ended in a similar manner. However, when a male 
student met with a female student, they made even more statements of rationale containing “geo-
political reasoning” (9.1.%) compared to meetings of two male students. Thus, one may regard this 
result as coincidence rather than proof that male students are more prone to resort to geopolitical 
reasoning when contrasted to female students. To conclude, although the students who have par-
ticipated in the exercise through the 12 years are a very diverse group, the group is coherent in its 
tendency to rarely resort to geopolitical reasoning.

Discussion
Civic engagement in international relations means caring about processes taking place far from 
one’s home. In its broadest meaning, civic engagement “refers to an individual’s activities… that 
focus on developing knowledge about the community and its political system, identifying or seeking 
solutions to community problems, pursuing goals to benefit the community, and participating in 
constructive deliberation among community members about the community’s political system 
and community issues, problems, or solutions.”47 In particular, civic engagement in international 
relations involves developing knowledge about places far away from one’s home, identifying 
problems arising there and seeking solutions to these problems, pursuing goals to benefit people 
beyond one’s self, one’s community and even one’s country, and participating in public and private 
debates on international relations. Thus, teaching civic engagement in international relations 
involves helping students develop the skill to think beyond oneself, one’s community and even 
one’s country. The course in group-oriented foreign policy analysis discussed in this chapter is yet 
another means to help students develop that skill.
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Instructors at public policy programs seeking to teach civic engagement in international rela-
tions face multiple challenges. First, it is challenging to encourage students “to learn that politics 
does not stop at the water’s edge.”48 Like many other people, students and alumni of public policy 
programs are more eager to engage in fixing the wrongs in their local community and in their 
country, and they are less eager to engage in fixing wrongs in faraway lands. Students attending 
the course in group-oriented foreign policy analysis are not exceptional in this respect; among their 
statements of rationale containing economic considerations one can find justifications of opposi-
tion to a particular foreign policy option by means of suggesting that the foreign policy option, if 
taken, would be a “waste of money” that could be “spent at home” instead. This course seeks to 
overcome such attitudes by assigning students to investigate the relevance of faraway events on 
local authorities, companies, and nonprofits. Having recognized the relevance of faraway events on 
their activities, these authorities, companies, and nonprofits transform into interest groups seek-
ing to influence foreign policy of their country.

Second, it is challenging to encourage students to put oneself in someone else’s shoes. For-
eign policy decisions made in faraway places make an impact on situations in one’s home, but 
decision-makers in faraway places do not necessarily cause the impact intentionally. In most cas-
es, they make those decisions under pressure from domestic groups in their lands. The course in 
group-oriented foreign policy analysis aims to help students understand that. Globalization of ed-
ucation makes the task easier, because it increases the share of international students in the group. 
When I assign international students to write policy papers for the purposes of (simulating) for-
eign policymaking in Russia, they learn to think beyond themselves, their communities and even 
their countries. By cooperating with international students, Russian students learn that too. The 
one-day role-play described above, which encourages students to cooperate among themselves and 
beyond the line between Russian and international students, helps both Russian and international 
students better understand that the latter are not “added as an isolated group,” but that they can 
achieve the desired outcome only if they work together.49

Third, it is power politics and geopolitical considerations that prevent students from actively 
engaging in foreign policymaking because of fear of harming the balance of power. For example, 
although historians have no proof that he used the phrase, conservative writers repeatedly have 
accused US President Franklin D. Roosevelt of having referred to President Anastacio Somoza 
Garcia of Nicaragua as “our” (i.e., pro-American) bad guy.50 They claim that the phrase was meant 
to justify American non-engagement with human rights in Nicaragua in times of Somoza’s reign 
because of power politics and geopolitical considerations. In a similar manner, contemporary Rus-
sian students of public policy programs prefer not to engage with human rights in Belarus, not 
because they have no compassion for the people of Belarus, but because they think that current Be-
larus President Alexander Lukashenko is “our (i.e., pro-Russian) bad guy.” The course in group-ori-
ented foreign policy analysis enhances students’ ability to think critically as citizens, including 
their ability to think critically about geopolitical and power politics considerations.

This chapter finds that although Russian students (and also international students in Russian 
universities) employ geopolitical considerations, those considerations are not dominant. Previous 
research has found that it is not only the content of courses, but also the disciplinary practices 
adopted in some Russian universities that “fashion the great power discourse with objectivity.”51 
Thus, if a public policy program wants to encourage its students to actively engage in foreign poli-
cymaking instead of justifying non-engagement by geopolitical considerations, the program is ex-
pected to change both the content of courses and the learning environment of teaching. The course 
in group-oriented foreign policy analysis provides an alternative to the traditional way of teaching 
international relations in Russia both in terms of content and of learning environment. Today, 
realism–the theory that focuses on the place of a country in the international system as the key 
factor in its foreign policymaking and that gives only minor considerations to a country’s domestic 
politics–dominates both research and teaching of international relations in Russia.52

The course in group-oriented foreign policy analysis invites students to explore other lev-
els of foreign policymaking than just the international level as advised by realism. Thus, it helps 



Teaching Group-Oriented Foreign Policy Analysis for Civic Engagement 163

students better understand “how examining international phenomena at the systemic, state, or 
international level of analysis can yield different understandings or perspectives.”53 By inviting the 
students to formulate recommendations for a particular sub-state group influenced by an inter-
national event during the think tank simulation, the exercise encourages them to move from the 
international to the sub-state level of analysis. By inviting the students to promote the interests of 
the sub-state group among other such groups during the role-play, the exercise encourages them to 
move from the sub-state to the state level of analysis. As a result, students develop their knowledge 
of how events in faraway lands can make an impact on a particular community and of how changes 
within a particular community can make an impact internationally.

The course helps the students to connect human security issues often regarded as soft security 
issues by realist scholars to hard security issues. Kaldor and Marcoux advise considering human 
security issues as concerns of “hard security policy, aimed at protecting individuals from politi-
cal violence.”54 Following their advice, I distinguished between students’ statements of rationale 
containing “humanitarian considerations” and those containing “soft security considerations” in 
the study presented above. The results of content-analysis demonstrated that students see the dif-
ference between soft security and human security clearly, and that they explain their decisions by 
humanitarian considerations almost as often as by soft security considerations.

The pedagogical elements of the course, the think tank simulation and one-day role-play in 
particular, also provide an alternative to traditional teaching of international relations. Shaw not-
ed that in-class simulations and role-plays allow educators to present course materials in an alter-
native way, to promote student interaction and input, to promote student curiosity and creativity 
and to simply have fun.55 At the same time, use of a role-play in the classroom as such does not 
automatically help students to think critically of geopolitical and power politics considerations. 
If students simulate bilateral negotiations during the role-play, and especially if Russian students 
sit across the table from international students, such role-play settings discourage the students 
from thinking of geopolitics and power politics critically. If, as described in the role-play presented 
in this chapter, each student regardless of country of previous education has to find the time for 
a meeting with each other student during a one-day role-play, it creates a learning environment 
in which geopolitical considerations leave space for economic, humanitarian and other types of 
considerations.

Conclusions 
Globalization and privatization of public policy graduate education have influenced teaching of 
international relations, including teaching civic engagement in foreign policymaking, in multiple 
and sometimes contradictory ways. These two tendencies influencing universities all over the world 
have resulted in the rise of the share of international students at public policy programs, as well 
as of the share of students, who enroll in such programs without the desire to join civil, foreign or 
military service upon graduation. As a result, the demand for courses teaching foreign policy from 
the national perspective declined, and the demand for courses teaching international relations 
from the perspective of companies, nonprofits and other interest groups increased. To respond to 
such demand, I introduced the course in group-oriented foreign policy analysis discussed in this 
chapter. The course introduces a group-oriented approach to foreign policymaking in contrast to 
a nation-oriented approach, thus developing the students’ analytical skills and abilities to think 
critically of great power relations, national interests and geopolitics.

Research outlined above demonstrates that students of the group-oriented foreign policy 
analysis course tend to apply power politics and geopolitical reasoning when discussing interna-
tional affairs significantly less often than previous literature suggested. They tend to perceive for-
eign policy not as an activity made by and influencing only a bounded circle of chosen ones, but as 
an activity influencing most people and thus requiring engagement of more people in its making. 
That fact encourages students themselves to engage in foreign policymaking. It is not the course 
in group-oriented foreign policy analysis alone that helps the students transcend boundaries pre-
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Youth Civic Engagement in 
Developing Countries: Lessons 
from Belize and Guatemala9

SECTION II: CIVIC ENGAGEMENT PEDAGOGY ACROSS THE GLOBE

How can youth in developing countries enhance knowledge and capacity for civic 
engagement? What role can international development assistance play in youth 
civic learning and capacity development? This chapter weighs in on youth civic 
engagement from the angle of “social audit,” a participatory tool and approach. 
It does so by examining two specific initiatives designed and implemented by the 
author in Belize and Guatemala with support from international development 
organizations and local universities. In addition to describing the social audit ap-
proach, including the strategy and methodology, this chapter also provides initial 
evidence showing that introducing university students in developing countries 
to civic engagement, even with short and focused workshops that combine a mix 
of pedagogical approaches, has a potential to lay down a foundation to increase 
civic engagement and facilitates the development of basic knowledge and skills. 
Although international development assistance can play a crucial role in sup-
porting youth civic engagement in developing countries, the effort will remain 
incomplete unless changes on youth attitude and behavior are systematically 
measured and effort is sustained through continuous civic engagement support 
by local stakeholders, including universities.  

Gerardo Berthin
Freedom House

KEYWORDS: Social Audit; Youth Civic Engagement; Accountability; Integrity; Developing Countries.

Introduction

Over the past three decades, many developing countries1 have transitioned from 
authoritarian to more democratic and decentralized forms of government. 
Multilateral and bilateral international development organizations, like the 
United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID), seized the opportunity with this transition 

and provided support to developing countries. The premise was that such support would help 
developing countries establish and consolidate more inclusive and accountable democracies. 
While this support for democratic governance targeted a variety of stakeholders in developing 
countries, including the governments and civil society organizations, one group received special 
attention: youth. 

Support for youth civic engagement by international development organizations has been a 
growing component of international cooperation in recent decades, with increasing attention to       



Teaching Civic Engagement Globally168

election participation, political parties’ membership and leadership, and skills development in ar-
eas such as public integrity and accountability. These efforts are well-guided in that building and 
strengthening a culture of democratic governance, and such key pillars as integrity and account-
ability, must start with young people. The theory of change framing this argument is that if young 
people acquire knowledge and capacity surrounding accountability and integrity, democratic gov-
ernance would benefit as would civic engagement. Accountability in democratic governance simply 
means being responsible for decisions made and actions taken on the use of public resources to 
provide services that meet the needs of constituents.2 Integrity in governance on the other hand, 
is associated with consistent and coherent behavior based on ethical principles and values.3 Both 
generate trust and strengthen democratic governance.  

This chapter seeks to inform our understanding of youth civic engagement in developing 
countries by exploring two specific initiatives designed and implemented by the author in Belize 
and Guatemala with support from international development organizations and local universities, 
and determining how these efforts contributed to the youths’ ability to embrace civic life. This 
chapter will approach civic engagement from the angle of social audit, asking whether youth in 
Belize and Guatemala enhanced their knowledge and capacity for civic engagement as a result of a 
social audit workshop, and drawing some initial lessons on the role of international development 
assistance in support of youth civic learning in emerging democracies.     

In addition to describing the social audit approach, including the strategy and methodology, 
this chapter provides initial evidence showing that introducing university students in developing 
countries to civic engagement, even with short and focused workshops that combine a mix of ped-
agogical approaches, has the potential to lay down a foundation to increase civic engagement and 
facilitate the development of basic knowledge and skills. International development assistance can 
play a crucial role in supporting youth civic engagement in developing countries, but the effort will 
remain incomplete unless changes on youth attitude and behavior are systematically measured, 
and the effort is sustained through broad and continuous civic engagement support by local stake-
holders, including universities.   

Theoretical Framework for Promoting Youth Civic 
Engagement through Social Audit
Youth civic engagement is a pivotal issue within global academic and policy debates on democratic 
governance. As argued elsewhere, elections are an important component of democratic governance, 
but are not the only measure of it.4 The existence of effective and accountable public institutions 
to meet citizen needs and civic engagement are also important components of democratic 
governance. Longstanding evidence shows the benefits of citizen and youth participation in 
governance with regards to greater policy effectiveness, accountability, and political legitimacy.5 
Civic engagement refers to the ways in which citizens participate in the life of a community in 
order to improve conditions for others or to help shape the community’s future.6 As such, civic 
engagement involves being active and participating in public affairs and focusing on collective 
interests. Civic engagement is a process that in practice requires knowledge, skills, and motivation. 
Therefore, civic education and capacity building can be a means to develop knowledge about 
political processes, governmental institutions, and power relationships, as well as skills for civic 
engagement.7 

Young people are an important stakeholder group in developing countries for achieving, 
strengthening, and sustaining civic engagement. Despite making up more than half of the popula-
tion in many developing countries, young people (ages 18–30)8 often find themselves marginalized 
from mainstream politics and policy decision-making. They struggle to gain the respect of pub-
lic officials combined with limited educational and economic opportunities. This can leave young 
people both idle and frustrated with the status quo. As a result, they may be drawn into conflict, 
crime, and violence, or simply opt to not vote or participate in elections and retreat from civic en-
gagement. This retreat is often reinforced by the lack of civic education.
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Multilateral and bilateral international organizations, like the UNDP and USAID, recognize 
in their respective international development strategies that young people are both individuals 
transitioning through life’s developmental stages and potential actors in the development of their 
countries and communities.9 Youth engagement is considered both an end in itself for democratic 
governance, but also a means to achieve other cross-cutting objectives, like the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs).10 While there is no blueprint or single approach to support youth civic 
engagement, multilateral and bilateral international development organizations focus on integrat-
ed approaches that encourage collaboration between government and citizens. General common 
features of youth civic engagement support and assistance include understanding citizen rights, 
finding collaborative solutions to problems, and knowing pertinent legislation related to public 
resources management, access to information and public procurement.  

Social audit is one approach to help promote and support civic engagement. A social audit is 
an accountability mechanism that enables citizens to organize and mobilize to evaluate or audit 
their government’s performance, policy decisions and integrity.11 There are three main reasons why 
social audit has the potential to be an important means of civic engagement.12 First, it can en-
hance accountability by highlighting integrity risks in democratic governance, including corrupt 
practices, abuse of power, and fraudulence.13 Second, social audit can help assess the quality and/
or effectiveness of key essential public services, resources management, and the extent to which 
citizens’ demands are being articulated in the public policy and budget cycle processes. Finally, 
social audit can increase civic participation and engagement by enhancing the ability of citizens 
to move beyond mere protest and/or apathy, toward an interactive process that helps to engage 
with bureaucrats and decision-makers in a more informed, organized, constructive, and systematic 
manner, thus increasing the chances of effective civic engagement.14

Social audit, however, is not a magic formula to promote and sustain civic engagement, as 
evidence shows that not all social audit efforts lead to successful and sustainable outcomes.15 None-
theless, conducting a social audit exercise can unlock new opportunities for elected and public 
officials and their constituencies to have a conversation on public issues of common policy inter-
ests. The key element in social audits is the policy dialogue that is established between citizens 
and decision-makers either by monitoring budget expenses, organizing hearings for participatory 
policy design, evaluating a policy initiative, and overseeing public works. The ability to engage in a 
social audit process requires some key prerequisites, such as: knowledge, skills, and motivation to 
engage policymakers; knowing how to operate within existing normative and policy frameworks; 
and capacity to develop and implement actions and strategies.16

The literature relevant to developing countries suggests that the capacity to conduct effective 
social audits is affected by three main enabling conditions. First, the political will and responsive-
ness of public administrations to build an interaction with citizens. Second, having an appropriate 
normative framework that guarantees the right to public information, citizen participation and 
accountability. And third, citizens and constituencies who possess the knowledge, skills, and tools 
to engage with decision-makers.17

Young people in developing countries have not been necessarily exposed on a large scale to 
the potential of social audit to support civic engagement and participation in public policy process-
es. The social audit workshop described below offers an opportunity to examine how the social au-
dit approach contributes to the promotion of civic engagement among youth university students. 
In this next section, the social audit approach is explained as well as the method for comparing the 
impact of their administration in two different settings.          

The Method: The Social Audit Approach and Workshops18

The social audit “Workshop for Young Leaders” was designed in September 2011 in the context 
of the Transparency and Accountability in Local Governments (TRAALOG)19 regional initiative 
supported by the UNDP and other donors.20 The TRAALOG was a regional technical assistance 
platform hosted at the UNDP Regional Service Center for Latin America and the Caribbean.21  
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The workshop was designed to engage youth and youth organizations in emerging democracies 
to enhance their management, leadership and practical skills for social audit in different 
areas, including civic education skill sets, and conceptual and technical skills for the design, 
implementation, communication, and evaluation of social audit processes. The next sections 
highlight the main goals, content, and components of the social audit workshop.

Goals of the Social Audit Workshop
The strategic goal of the social audit workshop was to influence youth towards civic engagement 
in their respective communities by exposing them to a method, new knowledge, and collaborative 
skills. The social audit workshop was conceived as an opportunity for participants to acquire new 
knowledge into their existing interests and frameworks of understanding.22 The premise was that 
as participants became more knowledgeable about social audit and civic issues, all other things 
being equal, they would more likely participate in civic engagement matters.23

For most participants, the workshop would provide the first opportunity to be exposed to is-
sues related to accountability, integrity, and civic engagement. As such, the workshop aimed at 
strengthening young participants with enhanced knowledge and capacities to understand the con-
text and purpose of civic engagement. Specifically, the workshops were meant to:     

• Promote deliberation, consensus building, and collective action;

• Encourage social audit action as a tool to empower youth, promote their 
participation in the policy-making process, and uphold public integrity; and 

• Utilize as a reference and resource A Practical Guide to Social Audit.24

Key Pedagogical Elements of the Workshop
To accomplish the goals, the social audit workshop:

• Blended theoretical and practical elements by employing an active participatory 
methodology involving traditional knowledge facilitation, exchange of 
concepts, tools, exercises, good practices, and experiences; 

• Combined and articulated different pedagogical sources, including brief 
presentations, discussions and debates, the case-study method, group and ludic 
dynamics, survey analysis and deliberation; and 

• Provided a practical opportunity for hands-on experience in identifying 
community issues that would merit a social audit after the workshop.

Workshop Strategy
The social audit workshop focused on youth not only because of their potential as sources of 
energy and innovation, but also to bring young people to realize how they could be part of a civic 
engagement effort and be changemakers. In addition, the workshop was grounded on the larger 
context of developing countries that were at a stage of consolidating their democratic governance 
amidst static or declining rates of civic participation among youth, the largest demographic cohort. 
Like in many other parts of the world, in Latin America and the Caribbean, young people are 
generally perceived as the source of many policy challenges, such as crime, violence, illegal drugs, 
high youth unemployment rates, immigration, and early pregnancy among girls. The workshop 
contextualized these challenges in each country and helped young participants identify how they 
could be productive, constructive, and contributing members of their communities and their 
emerging democracies.

Between 2011 and 2018, 17 workshops were conducted with over 350 participants from 20 
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countries; 15 were national-level workshops, and two were regional workshops.25 Only three of the 
15 national workshops involved local universities, and two are featured in this chapter. Workshop 
participants were youth between the ages of 18–30, who were selected to participate by the local 
partners working with UNDP and USAID in democratic governance initiatives. On average, work-
shops had 40 participants. In general, workshop participants were youth involved in some form of 
community voluntary activity, who belonged to a local civic organization and were part of advocacy 
groups or political party affiliates. To ensure the workshop had a diverse and representative group 
of participants, youth were selected from different communities and localities, racial backgrounds, 
genders, and academic sectors.  

The workshops were designed to be implemented in two to four full days, and according to 
the length, the agenda could be adjusted accordingly. Typically, the workshops’ learning format 
involved two experienced facilitators with political science background and experience in teaching 
and training. Facilitators deliver brief presentations to introduce the modules of the workshop, but 
most importantly, facilitators manage the discussions with and among participants, and promote 
constructive dialogue. Facilitators need to have the ability to foster workshop engagement, deal 
with complexity and complex issues, mediate and simplify discussions, and promote high-quality 
deliberation. The two facilitators are normally assisted by two local assistant facilitators, who help 
with the logistics and set-up of the various groups and ludic activities that occur throughout the 
workshop, as well as with providing input on the context where workshops were being held.26

Workshop Structure
Although there were some adaptations, nearly every workshop consisted of the following modules.

Module 1 

Participants are introduced to the principles of democratic governance which underpin social audit 
and civic engagement. The main questions addressed in Module 1 include: How is democratic 
governance defined in the context of your country? What are the main opportunities and challenges 
of democratic governance in your country? What is the role of government and citizens in your 
country? Through two exercises, one individual and one in pairs, participants are asked to reflect 
on “what is” and “what should be” democratic governance. Facilitators encourage and manage 
a plenary discussion with participants around these questions. By navigating the complexities 
and nuances of democratic governance systems, participants learn to recognize realities and 
opportunities in their country’s political issues, policies, and systems.

Module 2

Participants learn about the social audit approach and how it can promote civic engagement. 
The focus is placed on competencies and performance, as well as the roles, rights and obligations 
of governments and civil society in order to fully promote civic engagement, public integrity 
and accountability. The main questions addressed in Module 2 include: What is accountability 
and integrity? What are the consequences of weak accountable governance? What normative 
frameworks that promote accountability and citizen participation are in place in your country? 
Participants discuss the role of social audit and civic engagement in promoting accountable 
governance, the rationale for its application and analyze the types of stakeholders which should be 
involved in social audit and the requisite skills required by social auditors. Through an exercise in 
groups of three, participants debate what behaviors of public officials in their country are red flags 
in terms of accountability, and what role might there be for citizen oversight.   

Module 3 

Participants are introduced to concepts related to transparent and accountable government 
management and what is required from both elected authorities and public servants in terms 
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of accountable behavior. It emphasizes public integrity concepts, and tools available to detect, 
prevent and sanction, acts, practices, and behaviors outside expected accountability and integrity 
frameworks (e.g., corrupt practices). Participants are divided in groups of seven, and through 
an outdoor and timed exercise, they are given a map to find eight “treasures,” collect them and 
organize them according to the instructions. The “treasures” are four corrupt practices sanctioned 
in their country and their respective definitions. Whichever group finds the treasures and matches 
the corrupt practice and definition first gets a symbolic prize. This occurs typically at the end of a 
full day and the exercise provides an opportunity to reflect on the competitive nature of the activity, 
the impact on collaboration and integrity, and lessons for civic engagement.      

Module 4 

Participants address the issue of civic engagement tools to be applied through social audit. 
Participants are introduced to actual samples of social audit from their country and other countries 
across the world such as Kenya, India, and Vietnam, and obtain a better understanding that social 
audits can occur at any stage of the public policy cycle. The module also equips participants with 
practical tips about access, veracity, and analysis of public information. Participants are teamed up 
in groups of six and undertake two exercises; one that promotes discussion on the pros and cons of 
using social media in a social audit process and as a civic engagement tool; and a second one that 
exposes participants to the challenges they may face in obtaining access to public information. 

Module 5

Participants engage in a discussion of how the results of a social audit can be used and communicated 
to other community stakeholders as a means of contributing to policy dialogue and change. The 
module also provides participants with a practical framework for planning a social audit and with 
an opportunity to prepare a draft action plan for a social audit to be conducted after the workshop.

Measuring the Effectiveness of the Workshop
The workshop is defined by its sequential structure as well as its focus on interactivity among 
participants and between participants and facilitators. Moreover, the workshop is pedagogically 
designed in a way that exercises start from individual analysis and gradually evolve into a collective 
work of two, three, four, and more than five participants, respectively. This helps participants 
experience the challenges of translating individual into collective work, as well as negotiating and 
finding consensus in the analysis and debates. The workshop agenda is intensive and designed 
to be lively and interactive to achieve a careful balance between meeting the learning objectives 
on the one hand, and engaging the participants to build leadership, management, and teamwork 
skills through practical exercises, on the other hand. The blended methodology and approach of 
the workshop involves engaging the participants with short and theory-based presentations to 
enhance knowledge of key concepts and promote critical thinking, as well as plenary and group 
discussions and debates (see sample two-day workshop agenda).

The overarching social audit workshop learning goal is for participants to be able to develop 
and strengthen their knowledge and skills to influence youth towards civic engagement in their 
respective communities by exposing them to a method (social audit), acquire new knowledge, and 
collaborative skills. In some cases, the workshop agenda can be tailored to specific requests by the 
funding international development organization or the partners, such as to include participants as 
co-facilitators of the workshops, or by administering an anonymous pre-workshop Knowledge, At-
titude and Behavior (KAB) survey which requests participants’ views on a variety of topics related 
to civic engagement and democratic governance (see themes of KAB survey).27

To measure how well the workshops met their intended goals, we utilized an evaluation that 
is completed by participants at the end of the workshop. The evaluation is designed with seven 
structured questions, of which four are qualitative and open-ended in nature, and three require 

https://web.apsanet.org/teachingcivicengagement/wp-content/uploads/sites/9/2021/07/CHAPTER-9-BERTHIN-SAMPLE-WORKSHOP-AGENDA-1.pdf
https://web.apsanet.org/teachingcivicengagement/wp-content/uploads/sites/9/2021/07/CHAPTER-9-BERTHIN-EVALUATION-THEMES.pdf
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a Likert-type scale response (see sample evaluation). The four qualitative open-ended questions 
ask participants to: (1) highlight which specific aspects of the workshop best contributed to their 
understanding of democratic governance, social auditing, and civic engagement; (2) list if they had 
learned something new or saw something from a new angle, as a result of the workshop; (3) spec-
ify what other themes or topics did they think should be incorporated in future workshops; and 
(4) provide additional specific observations or comments about their experience in the workshop. 
The three closed-ended questions use a 1-5 scale to rate three areas: (1) whether several aspects 
of the workshop, such as the objectives were met, the content and themes covered were relevant, 
the workshop methodology was appropriate, the facilitators’ presentations were helpful, materials 
useful, and if the workshop met their overall expectations; (2) the outcomes, related to whether the 
workshop improved their knowledge of social audit and civic engagement, had motivated them to 
act as soon as possible, and had given them ideas of how to apply what they learned; and (3) the lo-
gistical aspects of the workshop in terms of the overall organization, facilitators, rooms, materials, 
and catering. Participants are given as much time as needed to complete the evaluations. All eval-
uations are anonymous and returned to facilitators through a random collection process managed 
by co-facilitators. Responses are recorded and coded in an excel datasheet.  

In addition to completing the evaluation, participants are encouraged to share their learn-
ing expectations about the workshop in plenary at the beginning of the workshop and as part of 
the introductory portion of the workshop. Moreover, at the end of the workshop, participants are 
asked to share in plenary their learning takeaways as part of the concluding module at the end of 
the workshop. If and when the KAB survey is applied as part of the workshop, the data collected 
can serve as an additional tool to help establish a participant’s baseline of knowledge and attitudes, 
and in the future monitor changes and further influence participants’ attitudes towards civic en-
gagement. For this chapter, we will use the qualitative and quantitative data from the evaluations 
as evidence to measure whether the learning objectives were met, as well as the comments from 
participants in the evaluations to show evidence of initial impact. 

Analysis and Findings from the Belize and Guatemala Social 
Audit Workshops
To further weigh in on how the social audit approach contributed to the promotion of civic 
engagement for integrity and accountability, this section will showcase and compare two youth 
social audit workshop experiences implemented in Belize and Guatemala. We used the most-
different method for case selection. Of the 15 national social audit workshops, these two cases were 
the most different in terms of independent variables, such as country history, context, culture, level 
of development, and governance systems. Also, the social audit experience in each country had 
different international development organizations as sponsors and responded to different overall 
strategies. However, the fidelity of the core social audit workshop methodology remained relatively 
standard in both cases. These two cases were selected to compare the social audit workshop 
experience, outcome, and results for participants.28 For each case, we will offer a brief description 
of what took place in these workshops, report the evidence of initial impact, and analyze the key 
findings.

Social Audit Workshop for Young Belizean Leaders
Under the sponsorship of the TRAALOG regional initiative mentioned above, the UNDP Belize 
Country Office partnered with the University of Belize (UB),29 a national and the largest higher 
education system in Belize, to offer a “Workshop on Social Audit for Young Belizean Leaders.” 
The two-day training workshop was held October 25–26, 2013, at the Central Farm Campus of UB 
in the Cayo District of Belize. Through a memorandum of agreement between UNDP Belize and 
UB, 34 students from five of the six districts of Belize participated.30 Participants of the workshops 
averaged 23.2 years of age, all were first-time university students, and the majority of participants 

https://web.apsanet.org/teachingcivicengagement/wp-content/uploads/sites/9/2021/07/CHAPTER-9-BERTHIN-SAMPLE-EVALUATION-1.pdf
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were women. They were selected by the UB under the following criteria: active student at UB; 
juniors and seniors in bachelors programs across disciplines (education and arts, management 
and social sciences, nursing and social work, science, environmental and technology); leadership 
roles in the university (student council) or in social organizations in their communities outside 
the university; and the same number of male and female participants to ensure parity. Outside 
their university life, most of the participants had an affiliation to civic and voluntary community 
organizations. The idea was to ensure participants were influential among their peers and thus had 
the potential to advance and promote civic engagement through social audit across the country.  

Against the background, the workshop sought to: (1) introduce young leaders to the social 
audit approach as a tool to promote civic engagement; and (2) strengthen knowledge to design and 
implement a social audit process. At the request of the UB, the KAB survey was not applied to par-
ticipants in this workshop. One unique feature of the workshop in Belize was the selection, at the 
request of UB, for nine students to play dual roles as participants and co-facilitators. Their main 
role was to assist the lead facilitators with the management of group discussions and exercises.  

Through participants’ interventions during the workshop and evaluations at the end of the 
workshop, it became clear that they had not been exposed on a large scale and in a systematic way 
to civic engagement approaches prior to these workshops. The workshop exposed young leaders 
for the first time to several features of social audit, which could help boost their civic engagement 
skills. For example: understanding concepts such as governance, public integrity, accountability, 
and corruption; and collecting and accessing public policy evidence, and the use of technology as 
a tool to access information.  

Although students did not complete the KAB, they did conduct an evaluation at the conclu-
sion. Based on the evaluations, the workshop appears to have acted as a potential catalyst for plan-
ning youth civic actions on important policy issues in Belize. The evidence from the evaluation 
shows that 100% of participants either “strongly agreed” (83%) or “agreed” (17%) that the workshop 
contributed to improving their knowledge and interest in civic engagement.  Moreover, 93% of 
participants “strongly agreed” (70%) and “agreed” (23%) that the workshop motivated them to act 
as soon as possible, while 96% of participants felt the workshops gave them new ideas.  

Qualitative feedback from the participants in their evaluations indicates that the co-facilita-
tion was valuable to the participants as it afforded the opportunity to strengthen communication 
and leadership skills, as well as it encouraged a more open, relaxed, and culturally relevant dia-
logue with the youth participants who responded well to the prompts from their peers. As figure 1 
below demonstrates, by the end of the workshop, the participants felt sufficiently empowered to 

Figure 1. Selected Comments Made By Participants in the Evaluation
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begin taking the first collective steps towards operationalizing youth social audit in Belize. This 
included the formation of the Belize Youth Social Audit Network (BYSAN) and the establishment 
of a sub-committee to draft Rules of Engagement for BYSAN; the establishment of a social media 
(Facebook) presence and a group email list to facilitate communication across the network and 
to engage other young people across the country. Initial proposals for some potential social audit 
initiatives included, social audit of university issues (budget), and a social audit of expenditures of 
community service clubs.31

Moreover, prior to the start of the workshop, participants were asked to discuss in plenary 
their expectations for the workshop. As one participant observed, “the workshop will be a space for 
skill-building and leadership for civic engagement.” Another participant remarked that she was ex-
pecting the workshop to “empower her to train others in social auditing.” After the workshop, the 
evaluations highlighted that the workshop was an enabler for future action.  One participant noted 
in the evaluation, “I have increased my knowledge on issues like integrity, accountability, transpar-
ency, civic engagement, and social audit planning.” Another participant added, the workshop was 
successful at “giving me a sense of empowerment to bring about change.”

Guatemala: University Youth Leadership Workshops for Social Audit
The international development community identified increased citizen participation as a critical 
element in improving democratic governance and human development in Guatemala.32 Under the 
sponsorship of the USAID funded Urban Municipal Governance (UMG) project, five social audit 
workshops were conducted in 2018, targeting university students. The UMG Project (2017–2022) 
is managed by the USAID Guatemala Democracy and Governance Office. The project provides 
municipal governments with technical assistance to achieve transparent and participatory 
planning, improve financial management, and effective service delivery implementation.

The UMG project also provides technical assistance and capacity building to local civil soci-
ety groups (youth clubs, citizen’s associations, community organizations, and university student 
organizations) to monitor public policies, service, and expenditure.33 In that context, five social 
audit workshops of two days each were conducted targeting students from San Carlos34 (public) 
and Rafael Landivar35 (private) universities. In addition to promoting the development of technical 
and practical skills for social audit processes, the workshops aimed at encouraging the design of 
civic engagement strategies through social auditing. Altogether one hundred and ninety-nine (199) 
mostly undergraduate students from social science careers (social workers, law, public adminis-
tration, sociology, political science) participated in the workshops, with an average of forty (40) 
participants per workshop (table 1 shows a summary of the dates and locations of the workshops). 
The participants were carefully selected by the respective universities and based on guidance and 
advice from the UMG project’s technical personnel.  Some workshop participants had previous 
academic and practical experience on social audit, but the majority were new to the topic of social 
audit and were selected by the university programs based on their potential to advance a social 
auditing process in Guatemala, their own individual interest in the subject, and their interest in 
being part of a civic movement in favor of more youth participation in local and national policy 
affairs. As can be seen in table 1, participants of the workshops averaged 24.3 years of age. Most of 
all workshop participants were women.

The workshop had four immediate goals for participants: (1) gain new knowledge, and (2) new 
skills, (3) develop a draft social audit strategy, and (4) respond anonymously to the KAB survey. Ac-
cording to the pre-workshop KAB survey results and the workshop evaluations at the conclusion, 
for most of the participants, “social audit” was a new concept and tool. Nonetheless, even for those 
participants who had previous training and practical experience on social audit, the workshop 
provided new and expanded knowledge. One key result from the KAB survey revealed that the 
participants of all five workshops were active in distinct types of community activities, including 
religious, sports, and university. For example, 25% of respondents indicated that they participated 
in university activities, another 24% that they were involved in religious activities, and nearly 16% 
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volunteered and/or participated in community organizations. An average of 47% of all workshop 
participants recognized more individualistic motives (e.g., career advancement, professional net-
working) for getting involved in community activity, while on average, 19% hoped to become activ-
ists in order to generate collective benefits for their communities.  

The analysis of the KAB survey results detected two dimensions of civic engagement among 
workshop participants: one linked specifically to the political and policy aspects of participation 
(political parties and demands for accountability and transparency) and the other linked to a 
broader platform of community and social activities. The overwhelming majority (82%) of all the 
workshop participants said they were involved or had been involved in helping their communities 
and universities collecting money for social causes, and advocating for environmental issues. Only 
13% of all workshop participants indicated they participated or had participated in political parties 
and were or had been involved in advocating for accountability and transparency in public policy 
processes.  

As it was important to identify the motives for civic engagement, it was also of great impor-
tance to probe the reasons for which workshop participants did not engage more actively in their 
respective communities. As shown in figure 2, the majority (40%) of the surveyed participants be-
lieved that “there were more opportunities elsewhere to influence change,” and 23% reinforced this 
perception in terms of not believing in civic engagement to attain genuine impact. In part, that 
response reflected the relatively low level of knowledge on critical issues related to social audit 
and civic engagement. As shown in figure 3, before the workshop participants were asked to assess 
themselves on a scale of 1-4 (low to high) with respect to their own level of knowledge in different 
topics related to civic engagement. The results of the KAB survey point to an overall relatively low 
(52%) and medium (40%) knowledge ratings. Only 8% of all workshop participants self-evaluated 
their knowledge as relatively high in all areas. The highest overall areas of knowledge according to 
the results of the self-evaluation were citizen engagement, public policies and democratic gover-

  Table 1. Profile of Social Audit Workshops Participants (by Gender and Average Age)
Location-University-Date & 

Participants Home City    
Men

Numbers & (%)
Women

Numbers & (%)
Total (numbers) Average Age 

(years)

1. Antigua – Rafael Landivar University 
(August 24–26, 2018)

Participants came from Antigua, 
Escuintla and Chimaltenango.

9 (19%) 39 (81%) 48 26.6

2. Chiquimula – CUNORI/San Carlos 
University (August 27–28, 2018)

Participants came from Chiquimula, 
Esquipulas, and Jocotán.

19 (54%) 16 (46%) 35 23.7

3. Zacapa – Rafael Landivar University 
(August 31–September 1, 2018)

Participants came from Colomba, 
Coatepeque, and Malacatán.

4 (8%) 45 (92%) 49 25.2

4. Quetzaltenango I – CUSAM/San 
Carlos University 

(September 4–5, 2018)
21 (54%) 18 (46%) 39 20.8

5. Quetzaltenango II – Rafael Landivar 
University (September 7–8, 2018)

Participants came from Colomba and 
Coatepeque

2 (7%) 26 (93%) 28 25.2

Grand Total 55 (28%) 144 (72%) 199 24.3

Source: Participants’ KAB Survey Results
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Figure 2. Why Do You Think That Young People of Your Age Don’t Participate in Civic Activities?

Figure 3. In a Scale from 1–4, Where 1 is Low and 4 High, How Would You Grade Your Level of 
Knowledge with Regard to the Following Topics? (In %) 

nance. Workshop participants self-evaluated their level of knowledge in social audit, accountabili-
ty, anti corruption conventions and budget as relatively low. 

The evidence from all the evaluations at the end of the workshops shows that the workshop 
appears to have had a positive impact on knowledge and motivation for civic engagement. The 
aggregated evaluation evidence from the five workshops in Guatemala shows that nearly 100% of 
participants either “strongly agreed” (88%) or “agreed” (11%) that the workshop contributed to im-
prove their knowledge and interest in civic engagement. Moreover, 97% of participants “strongly 
agreed” (67%) and “agreed” (30%) that the workshop motivated them to act as soon as possible, 
while 98% of participants felt the workshops gave them new ideas for civic engagement. In that 
regard, the workshops contributed to the acquisition of new knowledge, it strengthened and ex-
panded existing knowledge, and sought to make connections to broader concepts of democratic 
governance, public integrity, accountability, and participation.
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A recurring theme in the evaluations was that the workshop enabled participants to better un-
derstand civic engagement and that they felt empowered to promote change (table 2). The knowl-
edge and skills with which participants were equipped as a result of the workshops enabled them 
to prepare draft social audit strategies, which were considered initial ideas that needed to be refined 
before implementation with potential support of the UMG project and/or other similar projects 
in Guatemala. Altogether 20 draft social audit strategies were produced (4 per workshop).  As was 
the case of Belize, the Guatemala experience also suggests that, exposing youth to approaches, 
like social audit, and key concepts like accountability and integrity, can enhance knowledge and 
capacity for civic engagement and youth could be in a better position to positively affect future 
accountability and integrity efforts.

  Table 2. Feedback Provided by Workshop Participants in Their Evaluations
“This workshop has been of utmost importance for my development and to acquire new knowledge, which I was honestly 

completely unaware.” – Antigua Workshop Participant

“I now know what is, how it can be applied and what is the purpose of social audit.” – Chiquimula Workshop Participant 

“Now I understand better what social audit is, to better manage tools, to work in teams, and to be always observant.”  – 
Zacapa Workshop Participant

“I understand the importance of legal frameworks, which complemented my current knowledge, but most importantly I 
now know how to influence actions for change.” – Quetzaltenango Workshop Participant

Post Workshop Analysis and Lessons
A key drawback for both cases was not following up with complementary activities, such as a 
post-workshop survey in the case of Guatemala to better understand and measure the impact 
the workshop had in increasing participants’ knowledge and changed attitudes towards civic 
participation. Although international development organizations have promoted broad and 
targeted efforts in support of youth civic engagement in developing countries, comparative 
evidence of impact on behavior and civic engagement remains limited and mixed. Without data on 
behavior and attitude change, there is no strong evidence supporting a causal relationship between 
the workshops and civic engagement.  

As the Belize and Guatemala cases highlighted in this chapter suggest though, exposing youth 
to approaches, like social audit, can enhance knowledge and capacity for civic engagement and 
youth could be in a better position to positively affect much needed change efforts in emerging de-
mocracies. However, translating the knowledge and skills acquired in the workshops into sustain-
able assets for civic engagement requires additional elements, such as complementary training, 
mentorship and measuring behavioral change.  

Based on the result of the evaluations, the workshops in Belize and Guatemala had a relatively 
positive effect on young participants with regards to improving knowledge, motivation to act, and 
ideas for future civic engagement action. However, the efforts were incomplete.  Ideally, it would 
have helped to have additional funding, resources and partnerships from the international devel-
opment organizations and other local stakeholders, including universities, for a pre- and post KAB 
survey taken the first and last days of the workshop and to follow up with periodic annual surveys 
to be able to observe and analyze participants’ change in behaviors and attitudes about civic en-
gagement. Similarly, the funding and strategies from international development organizations for 
the workshops did not consider the need for universities to institutionalize similar workshops as 
cross-cutting and interdisciplinary initiatives, or the design of a mid to long-term strategy with 
local stakeholders, such as universities, government and the private sector. Despite the acknowl-
edged limitations, the two selected cases analyzed in this chapter provide initial evidence on the 
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potential impact of social audit workshops on youth civic engagement in developing countries.  
The social audit workshop experience in Belize and Guatemala have provided a basis for draw-

ing some initial conclusions and key lessons that speak to the larger discussion about the role of 
international development organizations and universities in promoting youth civic engagement 
in developing countries, particularly those that are emerging democracies. A few practical lessons 
from both experiences are worth careful consideration:

The Role of International Development Organizations in Promoting Civic Engagement

Donor-supported civic engagement initiatives in developing countries, like most other initiatives 
supported by donors, by their nature are “short-term enterprises” with limited resources and 
timelines (averaging 3-5year projects). Thus, there is a need to connect with larger and more 
localized initiatives, including supporting universities and engaging the private sector and 
the government to obtain commitment for scaling-up efforts and multiply the effects beyond a 
two-day training workshop for youth on civic engagement. Unintended consequences of donor-
supported activities like lack of follow-up strategies to monitor youth behavior change, lack of 
further accompaniment and monitoring, and not measuring civic attitudes before and after the 
workshop, can be major drawbacks for engaged and enthusiastic youth looking for an outlet or 
next step in which to apply their newly acquired civic engagement knowledge and skills.   

Partnerships

Short-term interventions (projects) can make important and positive differences, especially 
in reaching and engaging youth, but only if used strategically. Government, the private sector, 
foundations, and universities are also key stakeholders to promote youth civic engagement. 
While young people need to play a central role in addressing policy issues that affect them, they 
cannot tackle the multitude of challenges alone. Youth in developing countries face daunting 
challenges in an increasingly complex and ever-changing democratic context.  Demographic data 
for young people in developing countries like Belize and Guatemala, indicate a high probability 
for unemployment, low self-esteem, and risky social behavior, particularly among marginalized 
groups. Acquiring civic competencies and skills, while critical, is not sufficient to better their lives 
and build their communities. They also need to be provided with the opportunities to do so. Active 
partnerships are critical.  

Multiplying Effect

Learning civic engagement should have both a theoretical and practical basis. As an initial step, the 
social audit workshops focused on soft skills. It should be followed-up with complementary efforts 
to develop additional knowledge about emerging democratic systems. Moreover, universities 
can systematically incorporate social audit and other civic engagement tools into core academic 
program components. Expanding the circle of learning by targeting university faculty and staff, 
can strengthen the enabling environment and reinforce multi-stakeholder initiatives as essential 
for scaling up and sustaining efforts.

Measuring Change and Impact

Most impact evaluations of efforts to engage and support youth under democratic governance 
programs funded by international development organizations show mixed results. The focus is 
on the project or intervention (workshops), not so much on measuring the change of behavior 
and attitudes among the youth because of interventions. While the evaluations by participants 
amount to initial evidence that the workshop had an effect on knowledge, motivation and ideas, 
how youth changed their behavior on civic engagement as a result of the workshop remained 
unmeasured. A deeper cross-systemic research could provide more evidence of causality. This 
would be a component that international development organizations and universities should 
seriously consider in future efforts.
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Conclusion
The Belize and Guatemala experiences offer a certain level of optimism about youth civic 
engagement in emerging democracies. It is vital to acknowledge, however, that every developing 
country and context is unique and ever-changing. These experiences are not a blue-print or a 
recipe, but rather a reference to contribute to the ongoing understanding of the complex dynamics 
of youth civic engagement. Opportunities like the social audit workshops or other approaches that 
support and promote youth civic engagement cannot take place in a vacuum. Youth issues are 
cross-cutting and the most successful are often those that work across sectors and interact and are 
integrated with broader development policies.  

While the social audit workshops were an extracurricular initiative for university students, 
the two cases in this chapter demonstrated their potential effect on youth civic engagement. Young 
university students in emerging democracies need more spaces where their voice matters, where 
they have opportunities to have their consciousness raised, and where they can participate in col-
lective learning, engagement, and exchange of information and knowledge.  Institutionalizing civ-
ic learning and literacy in universities could be a cornerstone for emerging democracies to increase 
civic, democratic, and political knowledge and engagement among youth. In times of democrat-
ic governance backsliding around the world, it is vital for universities in developing countries to 
strengthen commitment to teaching civics and assume a more proactive, prominent and systemat-
ic role in supporting youth civic engagement efforts.
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SECTION II: CIVIC ENGAGEMENT PEDAGOGY ACROSS THE GLOBE

This chapter presents an experiment of teaching “democracy,” where political sci-
ence students at Aristotle University of Thessaloniki are trained and assigned to 
teach a civic education course to other students in high schools and universities. 
The research investigates the effect of this civic education intervention on the na-
ture and extent of students’ political mobilization. Analysis of survey data from 
participants indicates that the course in democracy enhances students’ political 
engagement. This chapter offers an example of a university-based civic engage-
ment course that strengthens democracy, allowing students to simulate their role 
as future citizens in the implemented interactive workshops.

Theodore Chadjipadelis and Georgia Panagiotidou     
Aristotle University Thessaloniki

KEYWORDS: Civic Education; Democracy; Political Behavior; Political Engagement; Analysis Methods.

Introduction

Democracy and representation are the foundations on which citizens are expected 
to become interested and participate in the public sphere. Engagement in public 
matters and participation in political acts such as elections are vital for a prosperous 
democratic society. Social scientists, through research, have highlighted the 
importance of education in cultivating an interest for the commons.1 In Greece, the 

educational system has been going through reforms since the 19th century, when it was established. 
The Greek educational system is based on democracy, participation, freedom, and equality. As 
mentioned in the constitution of the Hellenic Republic, education is a mission of the State and its 
purpose is to provide moral, intellectual, professional, and physical training to the Greeks who will 
develop national and religious consciousness and they will become free and responsible citizens.2

Secondary education in Greece is divided in two parts: 1) compulsory three-year gymnasium 
starting at the age of 12 and 2) non-compulsory three-year lyceum starting at the age of 15. Civic 
education in Greece has been taught mainly in the final class of compulsory education (Greek 
Gymnasium) with a course entitled “Social and Political Education.” Students come across civic ed-
ucation in high school (Greek Lyceum) with a course entitled “Citizenship Education.” It should be 
noted that weekly hours of civic education are less than other lessons. For example, the courses of 
religion, history, or ancient Greek are taught more frequently on a weekly basis and for up to nine 
consecutive years during primary and secondary education. It also is worth noting that since 2020, 
the number of hours of civic education taught were further decreased by the ministry of education 
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and religious affairs, and “Sociology,” a course which was compulsory for the entry exams to uni-
versities, was abolished. 

Civic education is present in compulsory education, even in a limited and inadequate propor-
tion in the current Greek educational system, its approach is limited to the theoretical teaching of 
basic political terms and institutions. Students are being taught the meaning of democracy, polit-
ical phenomena, and political institutions and procedures. However, the theoretical transmission 
of basic concepts is not enough to “understand democracy,” which is important in maintaining 
the social and political status quo with active participation of citizens with high political interest, 
knowledge, and political engagement.3 To cultivate a collective or social awareness, individuals 
must also be aware of their role as citizens, comprehend the democratic procedures, and be aware 
of the importance of being part of them. To achieve this, civic education must be present in the 
educational system and cover a greater space in the timetable of all educational levels.4          

On this basis, the department of political science of Aristotle University of Thessaloniki in 
Greece designed and introduced into the academic curriculum in 2017 the new module “Teaching 
Civic Education” to provide college students the opportunity to apply the didactic methods they 
learn in their classrooms in the university by actually teaching “democracy” to high school stu-
dents as well as a selection of other students in the university. This chapter presents the didactic 
methodology and the implementation of this innovative academic module and investigates its ef-
fects on the political behavior of the high school and university students who attended the civic 
education workshops taught by the students of the department who administered the “Teaching 
Civic Education” module. Previous research demonstrates causal links between civic education and 
political knowledge and interest in politics as well as likelihood of participating.5 Our research 
furthers this research and lends support to the importance of civic education and its effectiveness 
at stimulating future political engagement. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic crisis and extensive quarantine periods, the course most re-
cently was implemented by means of distance learning (e-learning). As a result, the analysis also 
includes data addressing the impact of the e-learning application of civic education that can be 
compared with results from the previous in-class courses.

Literature Review
Education is the process by which adult generations influence the formation of the younger ones, 
as they prepare to enter social life. The educational content is a product of each society and era, thus 
reflects the social reality. Consequently, education aims to achieve society’s continuation, through 
the successful implementation of the process of “socialization” of the individual.6 Similarly, in 
order for democracy to survive, the skills of citizenship must be cultivated through civic education, 
as a primary content of the educational system of a country.7                  

According to Parsons, “socialization” is the process during which the values of society are in-
tegrated in the personality of the individual.8 Therefore, individuals feel a high degree of commit-
ment towards society’s values and feel the need to serve their corresponding roles. Education serves 
as a catalyst which enhances the process of socialization to future citizens. Moreover, socialization 
is “political” when the values of society become one with the values of the individual, with the pur-
pose of achieving the stability and legitimacy of the current social and political status quo.9 As a 
result, political socialization leads to the construction of the “political self” of the individual.10 The 
main carriers or agents of political socialization are family, friends, school, the media, the army, 
and the working environment. Researchers have demonstrated the gravity of each carrier on the 
political socialization process. The two most prominent views focus on the importance of school11 
and of family,12 where school often can function as a corrective factor on the family’s influence.

Previous research has shown that a high level of civic education leads to higher levels of active 
participation in political matters13 and a higher awareness of the importance of participation.14 The 
role of the school in the political socialization process can be accomplished in two ways: teaching 
democracy directly as part of the curriculum, and indirectly through active participation in the 
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school society with its regulations and procedures,15 described by Campbell as an open classroom 
environment civic learning procedure.16 Therefore, it is vital that education provides sufficient edu-
cational opportunities, both direct and indirect, to these future citizens, teaching them citizenship 
skills such as critical thinking, representation, elections, deliberation, openness to different views, 
and other important elements which allow the continuance and sustainability of democracy.17          

Beginning in the 21st century, there has been a general withdrawal from public matters in 
Greece.18 Younger people’s indifference toward politics and suspicion toward governments and 
democratic constitutions19 has resulted in an increase of abstention20 during the elections.21 In 
Greece, the increasing abstention (at 43.4% in 2015) from democratic electoral procedures22 is ex-
plained by the decrease in political interest and political engagement, as well as political knowl-
edge.23 The important role of civic literacy has been documented in a growing body of literature.24 
When provided through didactic approaches focused on “teaching democracy” in schools and uni-
versities, civic instruction cultivates civic and political engagement in individuals, preparing them 
for their future role as active citizens.25 Additional research has shown that the inclusion of more 
participatory activities, which simulate the democratic procedures and the role of the citizen, can 
enhance the learning process of civic engagement.26 Similarly, interactive teaching methods27 with 
workshop practices like self or group-learning, shared decision-making and team-based project 
work, which familiarize the students with the democratic principles and the way the state func-
tions, also offer students the opportunity to apply what they learn by interacting with each other 
and practicing how to integrate into civic society.28 

Some principles that can be comprehended through team-based learning and workshops are 
“the electorate,” the idea of “representation,”29 “the Parliament,” the “electoral system”30 and the 
“party system,”31 “the government,” and “citizenship.”32 Workshops can be very productive for the 
comprehension of democratic principles, the representative system, and ideal citizenship behav-
ior.33 Project assignments can be combined with workshops and other possible simulations of rep-
resentative bodies, into the school communities, by interactive and experiential learning. Further-
more, these combined team-based learning methods have been demonstrated to be more efficient 
than conventional methods for familiarizing students with the electoral and party system, electoral 
laws, deliberation, and team coordination for a common purpose. The result of applying the above 
interactive methods in political science pedagogy is to cultivate self-confidence and teamwork 
skills in students, two important elements for active future citizens.34

The role of civic education remains important to the political socialization of future citizens, 
and research provides evidence that this can be achieved better through interactive learning.35 The 
“teaching democracy” experiment in Greece tries to examine whether the realization of such inter-
active workshops of civic education can provide significant improvement in the political behavior 
of young people, raising their interest and active participation in commons, resulting in the facili-
tation of democracy.

Didactic Approach And Research Design 
“Teaching Civic Education” is primarily an apprenticeship in democracy. Its purpose is to form a 
free, responsible, and active citizen, who in a timely and conscious manner will understand the 
importance and value of democracy, will respect state institutions, and will respect and fight for 
democracy and the state. The purpose of a successful didactic approach for civic education is to 
form a citizen with political conscience and critical thinking, in order to actively participate in 
the local, national, and global social, economic, and political development. Apart from lecturing 
about consciousness in democracy and civics, election procedures, and the sense of citizenship, 
the students are required to integrate several teaching methods that could lead to more interactive 
and well-educated citizens. An example of a proposed method is to utilize workshops to stimulate 
public discourse about representation issues, the role of representatives to integrate students 
to electoral procedures and deliberative dialogue, to increase civic knowledge, and to promote 
participation in commons.
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“Teaching Civic Education” is a module (an elective course) in our academic curriculum, which 
was proposed and implemented for the first time in 2017. Since then, it has been repeated for each 
academic semester in the Department of Political Sciences of Aristotle University of Thessaloni-
ki.36 This module is under full responsibility of the political sciences department and is taught by 
its academic staff and equates to four (4) “European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System” 
credits (ECTS).37 Its duration is one semester and is offered to students in each semester through 
the academic year and takes place over thirteen weeks (three hours per week). 

This chapter describes the implementation and measured effect of the module during 2019 
and 2020.

Twenty-four (24) students chose the course in 2019 and seven (7) students chose it in 2020. 
These students were familiarized with didactic methods, microteaching, prepared their material, 
and then went on to teach a civic education class to other students (in high schools and universi-
ties). Afterward, the students who attended the class, given by our module’s students, participated 
in a closed-end survey in order to assess the effect on their political behavior.

The module intends to familiarize students with teaching civic education and gives them the 
opportunity to practice what they have learned in real conditions. The learning objectives of the 
module are that the students are expected to a) understand the importance of teaching political 
education in schools, b) connect theory and practice by doing a practical implementation of the 
teaching process first in the form of “micro-teaching” or a simulation in front of colleagues to pre-
pare for the teaching session in the classrooms to other high school and university students and 
c) then become familiar with the teaching practice by teaching a civic education class in schools in 
the area of Thessaloniki.38

Course structure
The course is structured into three distinct sections:

1) In the first section, there is an introduction to issues of general and special didactic models 
and methods. At this stage, the students learn basic civic concepts which they will teach later and 
teaching methods for interactive learning. The duration of this part is four weeks.

2) The second section deals with micro-teaching, a teaching simulation session during which 
the students practice teaching lessons by teaching each other.39 After completing their basic teach-
ing civic education training, the students prepare their teaching material and simulate teaching 
civic education in front of their co-students and in the presence of their professor. At the end of the 
simulation, they discuss altogether how to improve the material and their teaching approach. The 
duration of this part is 4 weeks.

3) Finally, the students who chose the academic module are requested to teach in real condi-
tions to other students in high schools and universities of Thessaloniki (for the academic year 2020 
teaching was achieved by means of distance learning). In this last stage of the module, students 
who will be civic education tutors take part in preparing teaching material, including both lectur-
ing and interactive methods, in order to teach in a secondary education classroom (2nd class of 
Greek Lyceum) and in a university class (1st year or 2nd year in university). The teaching package 
they prepare should create conditions for the formation of an active citizen with a strong sense of 
individual responsibility, social solidarity, and collective action. This last part of the module lasts 
five weeks.     

This last section of the module, which requires the students to teach civic education in the 
classroom, is structured in two parts. Firstly, the students introduce their audience to basic con-
cepts of democracy and the role of the citizen. When this introductory portion is over, they proceed 
to the second section which includes the scheduled interactive activities in the form of workshops, 
which include moderating, deliberation, laboratories, project assignment, group learning, use of 
posters when necessary, and scenario research with use of questionnaires and evaluation of the 
results. The interactive activities in the classroom upgrade the educational process, making it more 
enjoyable for students. The purpose of the didactic approach is to make the students feel closer 
to what they are being taught through the correlation of the above issues with the school and the 
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student board.40 The students, after presenting to the class the workshops and with the assistance 
of the teacher in charge of the classroom, provide answers to the participants’ questions, and then 
they divide them into groups. Alternative didactic approaches have been used per class, sometimes 
grouping students per workshop or, in other cases, assigning one workshop to the whole class-
room. The workshop ends with the participants presenting what they have been assigned during 
the workshop, which is to discuss altogether and summarize pros and cons of political phenomena 
they have been taught during the lesson. 

Workshop structure
There are three available workshops, and each class of participating high school students is 
exposed to one of the following three workshops. The content of each workshop includes a set of 
basic democratic concepts and functions:

Representation and electoral system

Some of the most important concepts for the students to understand are participation and 
representation. Participation is the basis of modern democracies, as the representatives are elected 
by the citizens who participate in elections. Students are firstly introduced to the concept of 
democracy, the differences between direct and indirect democracy, the right to elect, and the right 
to be elected. Participants are also introduced to the effect of various electoral systems, to the role 
of parties, the role of candidates, and the procedure of elections. All aforementioned concepts are 
discussed in class and afterwards, the participants are required to simulate the process of defining 
the main issues of their school and raise questions about who will be the representative that will 
be responsible to face these issues, and how will this relationship between the representative and 
the represented be defined and secured. Participants also have to choose the most appropriate 
electoral system from their representative body and catalogue the effects of their choice in the 
possible outcome. The interactive part of the workshop includes a team-based learning project 
about all the above. The participants are required to coordinate their work within their team, 
using dialogue and promoting participation of all team members. Following this workshop, the 
students are expected to understand their role in their school’s elected boards and project this 
role to the future where they, as citizens, will participate in organizing society through the concept 
of representation. Moreover, they are trained to distinguish between various electoral systems 
by understanding their effect on their representation in the school board, projecting again the 
function of various electoral systems on representation in democracy.

Representative’s characteristics and electorates criteria

In this workshop, students are acquainted with the four types of representatives (personal, 
collective, delegates, trustee) and their characteristics.41 The question raised in this workshop is 
whose interests the representative does/should satisfy and what are the electorate’s various criteria 
when selecting a candidate or a party. The participants are asked to describe various types of 
representatives as well as define the ideal one. The workshop ends with a role-playing session during 
which the participants debate on issues of their school and provide possible solutions. This process 
raises critical thinking and the sense of common interest which should be the representative’s duty. 
The learning objective of this workshop is to train the students to characterize and identify the 
appropriate criteria of voting in order to serve the common good. 

Deliberation 

The last workshop develops a real-time deliberation process about current issues the students face 
in their school or university. By simulating the deliberation process, meaning the open dialogue 
with an equal participation share for all citizens, the participants are being familiarized with the 
concept of deliberative democracy.42 The learning objective of this workshop is that the students 
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comprehend the way we are led from participation towards deliberation.43 The outcome of the 
workshop is a regular think tank for school’s or university’s issues, which encourages participation 
of all students and is held on a weekly basis, including an agenda, suggestions, and a record of 
minutes for every deliberation session.

During the spring semester of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic changed the daily reality for 
many countries around the globe. In Greece, the quarantine for the “first wave” of the pandemic 
lasted three months, beginning in March 2020, leading to the cease of many social and economic 
functions, including the live-in-classroom education in schools and universities. Education took 
the form of distance-learning courses, and the “Teaching Civic Education” module was continued 
through means of e-learning. The university students who undertook the module prepared their 
teaching material for civic education and presented it electronically to other students via the Zoom 
platform. The participants, as in previous semesters, attended the theoretical part of the course and 
afterwards participated in the online workshops working in teams, concluding with the presenta-
tions of the workshop’s results. The spring semester of 2020 provided the opportunity to include 
in our research a new perspective, to compare results and the effectiveness of the course between 
the previous participants in live classrooms and the “COVID-19 semester” students in digital class-
rooms.

Methodology And Data Analysis
The design of the module “Teaching Civic Education,” as already described, is separated into two 
basic parts. The first part is the overall completion of the module “Teaching Civic Education” for the 
political sciences students who selected it (24 students in 2019, seven students in 2020): production 
of the course material by them, their micro-teaching sessions in front of colleagues, and finally their 
in-classroom and distance learning teaching sessions directly to other students in high schools and 
universities. In the second part, the impact of the project is assessed, through a closed-end survey 
to the high school and university students who attended the civic education classes and workshops 
given by the students who chose the aforementioned academic module.44 Analyzing the gathered 
data allows us to measure the effect of the civic education interactive lesson on the high school and 
university students’ political behavior and, more specifically, on their political engagement.  

The objective of the research is to investigate whether any significant difference exists be-
tween the control group of students and the participants of the civic education workshops in terms 
of political knowledge, interest, and their preferred way to mobilize on political issues. To achieve 
this, the survey was conducted on a random sample of students of Aristotle University of Thessa-
loniki. This sample is used as the “control group” for the research, as it reflects the average political 
behavior characteristics of the young student population in Thessaloniki. The university and high 
school students who participated in the civic education workshops, given by the political sciences 
students of “Teaching Civic Education,” complete the same survey right after the workshops are 
completed. 

The survey serves as an assessment, where the basic hypothesis is investigated by comparing 
the participants of the workshops (treatment groups) to the general population (control group), of 
similar characteristics. More specifically, we explore whether a significant difference is observed 
between the profiles (as described in table 1) of: a) those who participated in the civic education 
workshops (groups 2, 3 and 4) and those who did not (group 1) b) in-classroom (group 2 and 4) and 
distance learning workshop’s participants (group 3) and c) high school students (group 4) and the 
university students who attended the workshops (groups 2 and 3):

Group 1: random sample of university students of Thessaloniki (control group)
Group 2: the university students who attended the course in spring semester 2019 (in-class-

room). This group includes the respondents who participated in the workshop implemented in the 
compulsory course of “Quantitative methods” in the political sciences department in the Aristotle 
University. In this group of university students, all had to participate in the lesson and the work-
shops.
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Group 3: the university students who attended the course during spring semester 2020 (dis-
tance-learning). These are the respondents of three compulsory courses of social sciences studies, 
one from each university (Aristotle university of Thessaloniki. University of Macedonia and Inter-
national Hellenic university), which was achieved through means of distance learning. All students 
had to attend the lesson and the workshops.

Group 4: the high-school students who attended the course in spring semester 2019 (in-class-
room). The high schools, where “Teaching Civic Education” workshop was implemented, were ran-
domly chosen among all high schools of Thessaloniki. In the selected high schools, all the students 
of the class where the workshops took place had to participate and attend the lesson and the work-
shops.

It is important to specify that groups 2, 3, and 4 are the subjects of our survey and consist of 
the high school and university students who were taught civic education by our students who took 
the course “teaching civic education.” Therefore, the subjects of the survey have no option to select 
or not select to participate. These are randomly chosen classes where our students teach a civic 
education class. It is these classes who participate in the assessment survey and we compare their 
results to those of the control group. The students who took the academic course and then taught 
the civic education classes to groups 2, 3, and 4, do not participate in the survey.

The sample consists of 1618 participants, as shown in table 1. All participating students were 
aged 17 to 25 years old, 40% were men and 60% women. 

Table 1. Demographics of Respondents
Group Count Male Female

1 879 37.83% 62.17%

2 100  38% 62%

3 145 28.47% 71.53%

4 494 52.36% 47.64%

 Total 1,618 41.46% 58.54%

The survey instrument is an anonymous questionnaire, including closed ended questions that 
measure students’ political attitudes, mobilization, interest, knowledge, and structure of the polit-
ical and moral self.45

In the questionnaire, the respondents provided answers regarding their level of political in-
terest and how they mobilize when facing an issue. A composite variable for respondents’ level 
of political knowledge was structured based on the synthesis of a set of exploratory questions on 
knowledge of basic civic facts. The respondents were also asked to position themselves on the left-
right ideological axis (0–10) which was later recoded to a five-point scale (1-5). The selection of 
the questions, during the construction of the questionnaire, was based on similar questions used 
to measure political characteristics and political behavior, which are used in research projects of 
the international collaborative research program, Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES), 
such as the True European Voter (TEV)46 and the Comparative Candidates Study (CCS) question-
naire.47 Additionally, the questionnaire included a question about the two most important sources 
of information about politics. Another section of the questionnaire consisted of 12 pictures pre-
senting various concepts of “democracy” and 12 pictures which represent “constitutive goods”- 
“personal values”. The respondents were asked to choose exactly three of them which represent 
how they perceive democracy and three pictures which represent their personal values. We base our 
approach on the theory for the construction of the political and moral self, which is the phenome-
nological process by which individuals, by analogy and homology, construct symbolic representa-
tions of democratic institutions and of their personal moral compass.48
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Table 2. Variables
Question Variable Type Values

Gender: gender binary 1: male, 2: female

In politics we refer to 
Left and Right usually 

using a scale from 0 to 10. 
Regardless of the content 
you give to these terms, 
where would you place 

yourself on the scale below?

left-right ordinal 
1: left, 2: centre-left, 3: 

centre, 4: centre-right, 5: 
right

For a problem that concerns 
your daily life, which of the 
following attitudes do you 

choose (single choice)?

political mobilization categorical 

1: I personally address 
the authorities, 2: I 

participate with others in 
collective mobilizations, 
3: I take action through 
Social Media, 4: I let the 

authorities do their job, 5: 
I do not know / I do not 

answer

How interested are you in 
politics? political interest ordinal

1: very much, 2: quite, 3: a 
little, 4: not at all

Set of questions to explore 
level of knowledge on 

political matters.
political knowledge ordinal 1: low, 2: moderate, 3: high

How do you mainly acquire 
information about political 

issues?
political info source categorical 

1: TV-Radio, 2: Online 
newspapers-Internet, 3: 
Social media, 4: Family-
relatives, 5: Friends, 6: 

Newspapers

What does “Democracy” 
mean to you? Choose three 

(3) of the following pictures.
perception of democracy categorical 

12 pictures which visualize 
concepts for how they 

perceive democracy

Choose three (3) of the 
following pictures which 

best represent you
personal values categorical 

12 pictures which visualize 
concepts of moral values 

The first step of analyzing our data is to present descriptive statistics results for the above 
variables for all four groups. Proceeding further with the analysis, we compare all groups by pairs 
in order to detect whether there is any difference between the groups regarding the variables of 
political mobilization, interest, and knowledge. 

Data analysis is based on Hierarchical Cluster Analysis (HCA) and Multiple Correspondence 
Analysis (MCA) in two steps.49  In the first step, HCA assigns subjects into distinct groups ac-
cording to their response patterns. The main output of HCA is a group or cluster membership 
variable, which reflects the partitioning of the subjects into groups. Furthermore, for each group, 
the contribution of each question (variable) to the group formation is investigated, in order to 
reveal a typology of behavioral patterns. To determine the number of clusters, we use the empirical 
criterion of the change in the ratio of between-cluster inertia to total inertia, when moving from a 
partition with r clusters to a partition with r-1 clusters.50 Analysis was conducted with the software 
M.A.D. (Méthodes de l’ Analyse des Données).51 In the second step, the group membership vari-
able, obtained from the first step, is jointly analyzed with the existing variables via Multiple Cor-
respondence Analysis on the so-called Burt table.52 Bringing the two analyses together, behavioral 
patterns and abstract discourses are used to construct a map visualizing the behavioral structure of 
the variables and the subjects.              
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Results  
In this section, we present the results of the analysis—descriptive statistics for each of the variables 
of the survey and the relationships among them. Specifically, we analyze the relationship between 
the civic education intervention and ideological positioning, political interest, knowledge, 
mobilization, using the appropriate statistical tests to compare the students who attended the 
intervention and the control group. Finally, we present the results of the multivariate analysis, 
using HCA and MCA, followed by analysis and interpretation of the findings. 

Left-Right Self-Positioning
As indicated, we asked respondents to position themselves on the left-right scale. We found that 
all groups scored, on average, close to the center. As shown in table 3, a slightly higher score of 
3.08 was detected for the high-school in-classroom group (group 4), while groups 2 and 3 for 
university students in-class and distance learning both scored a value which is closer to center-left 
(2.79 and 2.74). Respondents from the control group had a slightly higher value, 2.91, closer again 
to the center. Using one-way ANOVA to test the statistical importance of the differences of the 
means, we found that there are statistically significant differences.53 In the post-hoc analysis for 
each set of pairs, significant difference is found only between the group pairs 1 and 4. We observe 
small differences in the overall left-right profile of the four groups, with the group of the high-
school students positioning themselves slightly more to the right side of the left-right axis. This 
finding can be attributed to the evolution of ideological identification depending on the changing 
environments as students mature.54 These varying relationships within our close environment 
affect one’s ideological affiliation beginning with a tendency in younger children to appear more 
conservative as they adopt the same political positioning with their families, which later in early 
adulthood is followed by young adults gravitating towards more liberal or expressivist attitudes.55

Table 3.  Comparing Groups on Left-Right Scale

Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error
95% Confidence Interval for Mean

Lower Bound Upper Bound

Group 1 2.91 1.090 .037 2.84 2.98

Group 2 2.79 1.209 .121 2.55 3.03

Group 3 2.74 1.266 .108 2.53 2.96

Group 4 3.08 1.124 .051 2.98 3.18

Political Interest, Knowledge and Mobilization
Next, we present descriptive statistics for the variables of political knowledge, interest, and 
mobilization per group of respondents. We found that 43.6% of group 1 had “a little” political 
interest, while groups 2 and 3 scored “very much” or “quite” interested in politics. High school 
students (group 4) scored mostly “a little” interested in politics with 33.2% indicating they are 
“quite” interested in politics (see table 4). Groups 1 and 4 have a similar distribution of their 
answers for political interest, while for groups 2 and 3 political interest is generally higher. 

We performed a chi-square test for the group’s variable and each one of the political behavior 
variables. Performing a chi-square test, the Pearson chi-square coefficient proved to be significant 
(p=0.001), showing that there is a correlation between group category and political interest.56 We 
found that groups 2 and 3 exhibit the same level of political interest, while groups 1 and 4 tend to 
be less interested in politics. We observe that the university students of social sciences departments 
(groups 2 and 3) appear to respond better in terms of political interest which could derive as an 
effect of their discipline. Therefore, they are expected to be keener on politics compared to the 
other groups. 
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Table 4. Political Interest Frequency Distribution
Political Interest Very much Quite A little Not at all

Group 1 10.9% 29% 43.6% 16%

Group 2 33% 45% 22% 0%

Group 3 36.6% 45.5% 16.6% 1.4%

Group 4 7.9% 33.2% 45.3% 12.6%

Regarding political knowledge, we found that more than 50% of the respondents of the con-
trol group demonstrated low levels of political knowledge. On the other hand, almost eight out of 
ten students who participated in the civic education workshops demonstrate an adequate to high 
level of political knowledge (see table 5).  The higher political knowledge measures for group 2 
could be explained by their studies in social sciences. Similarly, the high scores for group 4 of high 
school students could be attributed to the compulsory civic education course which is included in 
their curriculum at the first and second class of lyceum. The chi-square test indicates a significant 
relationship between political knowledge and the group categories. More specifically, we see that 
group 1 demonstrated a significantly lower score in political knowledge, compared to the students 
of groups 2 and 4 who attended the civic education course. As a result, the civic education interven-
tion seems to have a positive effect on the political knowledge of the young students. 

Table 5. Political Knowledge Frequency Distribution
Political Knowledge Low Little Adequate High

Group 1 23.2% 35.6% 29% 12.2%

Group 2 4% 13% 45% 38%

Group 4 3% 16.4% 37.5% 43.1%

Political mobilization (table 6) is measured as the action the respondents choose in order to 
deal with civic issues. In our model, mobilization is summarized in two main forms: active and 
passive. These two categories are further analyzed into other sub-categories: active on an individ-
ual level (address concerns personally to the authorities), active on a collective level (participate 
in collective mobilizations), active via indirect means (social media) and passive (let others do 
their job, no answer). From the chi-square test, the Pearson chi-square coefficient proved again 
to be significant, indicating a strong relationship between the group category and political mo-
bilization. Responses in group 1 reflect that they are in favor of personal mobilization, or appear 
disengaged choosing “let others do their job” or preferring not to answer. Groups 2 and 3 appear 
to have a different pattern of answers between them, where group 2 prefers personal and collective 
mobilization, having a more active profile compared to group 3, whose respondents have higher 
scores in passive stances such as  “let others do their jobs.” This can be attributed to the effects of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, since group 3 participated in the civic education course through distance 
learning during the lockdown period of spring 2020. Group 4, the high school students, are distrib-
uted evenly among the answering options, scoring the highest score among all groups for “social 
media.”
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Table 6. Political Mobilization Frequency Distribution 

Political Mobilization
Address 

Personally 
Collective 

mobilizations
Social Media

Let others to do 
their job

N/A

Group 1 30.9% 15.0% 13.3% 23.5% 17.2%

Group 2 37.0% 27.0% 14.0% 16.0% 6.0%

Group 3 25.5% 22.8% 13.8% 24.8% 13.1%

Group 4 20.9% 19.8% 19.4% 23.7% 13.6%

To understand the response patterns here, we ran a correspondence analysis test. The first two 
dimensions explain 96.3% of the phenomenon. Along the first dimension, the main antithesis is be-
tween the control group which is linked to a more disengaged stance or active individual mobiliza-
tion and group 4 which is closer to social media. Along the second dimension, the antithesis is ex-
pressed by group 2 which is closer to collective mobilizations which is opposed to passive behavior.  

To interpret the results with reference to our research hypothesis, the results suggest that civic 
education courses impact political mobilization, as the analysis highlights a strong differentiation 
of group 1 compared to the other groups. Group 1 is connected to a passive stance or individual way 
of acting, whereas groups 2, 3, and 4 share the opposite behavior (according to the correspondence 
analysis results) in terms of mobilization, and prefer active, collective, or indirect ways of mobili-
zation and reject the passive stance. The second axis of the analysis is defined by the high level of 
political mobilization for group 2 and their strong connection to collective mobilizations. These 
are the university students who attended the civic education in the classroom and are more active. 
The analysis shows two important effects of the course on the political mobilization of the par-
ticipants. On the one hand, high school and university students who attended the civic education 
course appear significantly closer to active forms of participation and more negative to the passive 
option, compared to the control group who exhibits a tendency not to be mobilized. On the other 
hand, those who participated in the course are closer to collective forms of participation while the 
control group is closer to individual mobilization.

Summarizing the above, analysis highlights a strong relationship between political education 
and active political behavior, since students who participated in the civic education workshops 
exhibit higher political interest, knowledge, and tend to be mobilized in more active ways when 
they face an issue. The effect of the course on the political behavior of the participants becomes 
more prominent when compared to the corresponding results of the control group, formed by a 
random sample of students in Thessaloniki who resemble the general population’s behavior on 
these political characteristics for young students in Thessaloniki. Analysis of the control group 
revealed a much lower score on the political knowledge scale and characteristics linked to low 
political interest, as well as a tendency to be politically inactive and disengaged. In addition to 
the above findings, chi-square testing shows that a significant difference exists between the four 
different groups in terms of the aforementioned measured political characteristics. As a result, we 
conclude that there is a significant difference between those who received civic education through 
the workshops and those who did not regarding their political activity and positive political atti-
tude towards participation and democracy. Among all participants of the course, the highest effect 
to political engagement was detected in university students, who actually have a higher degree of 
freedom as adults. High school students also experienced a positive effect, especially compared to 
the control group, but to a more limited extent on political knowledge. Overall, the course had a 
positive effect on the political attitude of the participants whether they were university students 
or high school students. All three groups who participated in the civic education workshops, in 
frames of “Teaching Civic Education” course, performed better in the assessment survey and exhib-
ited a higher degree of political activity and interest, compared to the random sample of the control 
group.
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Information Source, Perception of Democracy and Moral Values
Proceeding with HCA for the last three variables (information source, perceptions on democracy, 
and personal values), the respondents are assigned, through hierarchical cluster analysis, in 
groups of similar behavior. For the variable of information source, HCA revealed eight groups of 
respondents. Each group is characterized by the respondents’ selection of the marked values as 
shown in table 7. For example, cluster 1 is characterized by those selecting TV-Radio and Family to 
get informed about politics.

Table 7. Eight (8) Clusters of Respondents Based on the Source 
They Choose to Get Informed About Politics

Cluster Informed preferably from:  Frequency

1 TV-Radio. Family 11.0%

2 Not informed at all 4.0%

3 Social media and internet 12.3%

4 TV-Radio. Internet 15.1%

5 TV-Radio. Social media 14.6%

6 Newspapers 13.0%

7 Friends 15.9%

8 Family. Social media 13.5%

Following the same procedure with HCA, we observe eight distinct clusters of respondents 
which are formed according to the way the respondents perceive democracy.57 In order to under-
stand how they perceive democracy, the survey requested that one chose only three among twelve 
pictures of different democracy concepts (figure 1).  In table 8, we see the eight clusters and their 
profile regarding the pictures that are chosen by its respondents. For example, cluster 4 compre-
hends democracy as its electronic form, while cluster 1 identifies democracy as a religious concept.

Table 8. Eight (8) Clusters of Respondents Regarding the Way They Perceive Democracy

Cluster  Group of respondents who define democracy as:  Frequency

1 Religion 11.9%

2 e-Democracy. Representative. Corruption. Religion 7.4%

3 Ancient Greece. Representative. Deliberation 14.0%

4 e-Democracy 13.6%

5 Riot. Corruption. Rebellion. Protest 6.0%

6 Movement. Direct. Rebellion. Protest 15.0%

7 Movement. Ancient Greece. Representative. Volunteerism 14.2%

8 Ancient Greece. Direct. Volunteerism. Rebellion 18.1%
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       Figure 1. Pictures for Democracy Perception                           Figure 2. Pictures for Personal Values                      

Similarly, examining the construction of basic moral rules on a personal level (figure 2), anal-
ysis reveals nine groups of respondents. The various combinations of the pictures describe three 
basic moral attitudes: the expressivist, the naturalist, and the spirituality.58 In table 9, we can see the 
nine clusters and their corresponding moral values according to the chosen pictures. For example, 
the profile of cluster 2 is defined by choosing “anonymous” and “protest” pictures, therefore exhib-
iting expressivist moral attitudes.

Table 9. Nine (9) Clusters of Respondents Regarding Their Concept of Personal Values
Cluster Things that express their personal values:  Moral concept  Frequency

1 Riot. Anonymous. Army. Protest Expressivist 4.2%

2 Anonymous. Protest Expressivist 7.2%

3 Moon exploration. Mountain exploration. Concerts Naturalist/Spirituality 9.8%

4 Anonymous. Christ. Army. Money Expressivist/Naturalist 8.6%

5 Protest Expressivist 13.4%

6 Mountain exploration. Meditation Spirituality 15.4%

7 Money. Intimacy Naturalist 12.4%

8 Christ. Family. Intimacy Naturalist 13.5%

9 Mountain exploration. Family. Intimacy. Concerts Naturalist 15.6%

In the last step of our analysis, the three cluster membership variables were jointly analyzed 
with MCA and HCA with the rest of the variables. The output of the analysis is a Cartesian field 
(x,y), where all objects (variables values) are projected according to their scores in the two first 
dimensions of MCA.  Each axis (dimension) represents the polarization between the objects (vari-
able categories) which are positioned at its ends. The greater the distance between the categories at 
its ends, the greater the opposition is between these characteristics. 
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This can also be described as a map visualizing all dynamics of the phenomenon (figure 3). 
The most important point of the analysis is that all four groups (i.e. three groups of participants of 
the civic education course and the control group) are also positioned on the same axis system and 
appear distinctly in correlation to the rest of the variables and their values. The examination of the 
map confirms our basic hypothesis that the four groups demonstrate distinct political behavior 
characteristics, as the group variable categories and the characteristics are clearly positioned on 
the (x,y) diagram in figure 3.

Figure 3. Map Visualization of the Positions of Variables

By analyzing their positions on each axis separately, we can detect further differentiation be-
tween sets of groups as required by our hypothesis questions. The first axis (horizontal) is created 
by the differentiation between groups 1–4 (control group and high school students who partici-
pated in the intervention) and groups 2–3 (university students participating in-classroom and stu-
dents participating online). The vertical component of MCA is created by the difference between 
group 3 (online students) and the rest of the groups altogether. Group 3 is generally positioned a 
great distance from the others on this axis due to the absence of data for political knowledge, as 
this group was not measured in the survey for its political knowledge due to the distance learning 
limitations. In the diagram, we observe that group 3 (online students) is closer to group 2 (univer-
sity students participating in-classroom), showing similar behavior in the horizontal axis. This 
result suggests that the distance learning civic education course had no significant difference in its 
effect on the political behavior of the students.

The analysis proceeds with clustering the coordinates of the axes which were produced in the 
MCA in the previous step. This time, all four groups are clustered together (HCA) with the vari-
able categories. Table 10 summarizes the profile of each group according to the cluster in which it 
belongs. In this way, we can see the correspondence between the initial four groups of our respon-
dents (with reference to the intervention) and their behavior regarding all other variables.
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Table 10. Groups And Variables Clustered Jointly. Behavioral Patterns Of Each Group Are 
Distinct

6 clusters 6a 6b 6c 6d 6e 6f

4 clusters 4a 4a 4b 4b 4c 4d

3 clusters  3a  3a 3b 3b 3b 3c

group group 3  group 2 group 1  group4  

Left-Right  far left
center-left/
center-right

center-left far right  

Political Interest  Very Not very Somewhat  Not at all

Political 
Knowledge No Data  

[None/Little] 
[Adequate]

 High  

Political 
Mobilization  Collective 

Let others to 
do their job

Personal 
Social Media

 N/A

Gender   Female Male   

Information 
Source  

 Social media. 
Internet/ 

Newspapers

TV-Radio. 
Social media/ 

Friends

[TV-Radio. 
Internet] 
[Family. 

Social 
media]

TV-Radio. 
Family

No 
information

Democracy  

Movement. 
Direct. 

Rebellion. 
Protest

[Movement. 
Ancient 
Greece. 

Representative. 
Volunteerism] 

[Ancient Greece. 

Representative. 

Deliberation] 

[Ancient 

Greece. Direct. 

Volunteerism. 

Rebellion]

[Religion] 

[Representative. 

Corruption 

e-Democracy]

Riot. Corruption. 

Rebellion. Protest

Values  Protest

[Spirituality. 
Meditation/ 
Mountain. 

Family. 
Intimacy. 
Concert] 

[Anonymous. 
Protest]

Astronaut. 
Mountain. 

Concert

[Christ. 
Family. 

Intimacy] 
[Anonymous. 

Christ. 
Money. 
Army/ 
Money 

Intimacy]

Riot. 
Anonymous. 

Army. Protest

Groups 2 and 3 (university students of e-learning or in-class courses) exhibit similar behav-
ior: high political interest, collective ways of mobilization, they get informed about politics from 
newspapers, social media, and the internet. They have a more activist and rebellious perception of 
democracy, and they have expressivist personal values. This is a highly politically mobilized group 
which ideologically tends to the left and far-left side of the axis. Regarding the initial hypothesis, a 
comparison between participants in online and in-class groups shows no significant difference on 
the effect of the course. We conclude that both groups exhibited similar behavior and characteris-
tics, therefore online class had the same effect on students as in-class courses. 

Regarding the hypothesis about the difference between participants of the civic education 
workshops and the control group, we detect that group 1 is distinct and has different characteristics 



Teaching Civic Engagement Globally200

which extend also to the way the respondents perceive democracy and how they construct their 
moral self. Group 1 (control group) is placed in the center-left or center-right scale. Their level of 
political knowledge is very low as is their levels of political interest. This group is more likely not to 
be politically mobilized, and they personally address issues to the authorities. The most prominent 
characteristic of their perception on democracy is “participation,” “ancient Greece,” and “e-democ-
racy,” and they get informed mostly from TV, family, friends, and social media. Their personal val-
ues are mostly naturalistic. The difference between participants of the civic education workshops 
and respondents of the control group extends to the way the respondents perceive democracy and 
how they construct their moral self. We observe that while groups 2 and 3 (university students 
in-class and online) have a more collective and active view on democracy and are characterized 
as expressivists, respondents of the control group seem to adopt naturalistic values and perceive 
democracy as “institutional” and “participatory.”

The fourth group (high-school students) is positioned to the right side of the axis, having a 
high level of political knowledge, and they get informed by television and family. They perceive 
democracy as “representation,” “e-democracy” and “corruption,” as well as “religion.”. In their 
personal values, we find Christianity in a prominent position, together with naturalistic values of 
family. Group 4, which consists of the high-school students in secondary education, choose to be 
closer to the religious, ethnocentric conceptualizations of democracy and adopt mostly natural-
istic concepts. This can be attributed to the basic core of the content taught in Greek secondary 
education, which aims to cultivate the idea of “ethnos” (in terms of ethnicity/ethnic identity) and 
orthodox Christianity to students, as the core values of Greek society. This group, as expected, is 
mostly informed about politics by their family, which is the most important political influence on 
children under 18 years old. As a result, the differentiation of this group is justified by the special 
characteristics of under aged children and their close connection to family.

Discussion
The teaching experiment in the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki and the overall research 
derived from it strengthen the general conclusion that the teaching of civic education improves 
participation in the commons and the perception of young people about democracy and their 
role as citizens. Comparing the general population, which in Greece has a limited amount of civic 
education according to the school curriculum, to the students who attended the civic education 
course given by the political sciences students, uncovered an improved score on almost all political 
characteristics. Students who participated in these courses also showed an inclination to choose 
more active modes of participation than the control population. This research highlights the 
importance of civic education in democratic countries on understanding the role of the citizen 
and inclination to be actively engaged. Furthermore, the use of interactive methods, such as these 
workshops, can assist the students in better comprehending  the roles and the institutions within 
democracy. By simulating these roles, they achieve a deeper understanding and adopt a more active 
stance towards citizenship. The research also shows that civic education can have the same benefits 
both in classroom courses and distance learning, and it could produce even greater results when 
applied in younger students—high school students for example, who are influenced to a greater 
degree by the context of their studies and their environment which formulates their ideas, their 
democratic and moral self.

There are ways to further enhance this research and examine in greater detail the effects of 
these interactive civic education workshops on the participants. Additionally, we recognize that 
the inclusion of social sciences students in the survey may explain some of the higher scores and 
thereby limit the power of these results. The comparison of the groups is based on their similar 
backgrounds, but in some cases this is not sufficiently supported. Group 1 (control group) includes 
university students who are compared with groups 2 and 3 which consist of university students. 
Even if groups 2 and 3 are students of social sciences and therefore appear more politically moti-
vated, we must note that the Greek educational system provides the same content of education to 
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all university entrant students. As a result, the social sciences students have the same educational 
background as the rest of the students until the concluding class of Greek Lyceum. On the oth-
er hand, group 4 again shares the same civic educational background with university students of 
group 1, but the difference between these two groups is the age. The same applies for the compar-
ison between groups 2 and 4 where the civic education intervention was applied in the classroom. 
These differences between the backgrounds of the groups limits the ability to generalize our results 
in all situations. Future research might examine the differences between sets of groups with almost 
identical backgrounds by investigating the effects of such an intervention on the same sample 
comparing its pre-treatment and post-treatment scores. However, this case study supports and 
extends existing theory regarding political socialization, emphasizing the role of education and, 
more specifically, civic education in the political socialization process of future citizens.

The research presented in this chapter highlights the important role of civic education and 
its positive effect in the political behavior and engagement of the students. Analysis from the data 
shows that the students who were taught in a civic education course by the political science de-
partment students who had opted for the “Teaching Civic Education” academic module managed 
to score higher in political behavior characteristics (political interest, knowledge, and mobiliza-
tion) in comparison to the control group (general student population). In addition to the above, 
the study shows that the distance learning course (spring semester 2020) had the same effect on 
the students for political engagement as the in-classroom courses before the COVID-19 pandem-
ic (spring semester 2019). The intervention in the Aristotle University of the Thessaloniki, with 
students teaching civic education to other students in high schools and universities, shows the 
importance of teaching democracy, especially when this takes the form of interactive workshops 
where students can simulate their future role as citizens and be trained on special topics such as 
representation, deliberation, elections, and understanding the basic democratic institutions and 
functions. The Aristotle University experiment can serve as an example for other institutions and 
researchers. Applying the methodology, they can prepare their students to develop and deliver 
interactive civic education courses to other students, and they can also examine the effect on the 
political behavior of the young participants. Such intervention could enhance the content of civic 
education and promote the importance of the inclusion of civic education in the school curriculum, 
as well as in the university’s curriculum, with the aim of strengthening the role of the citizen in 
contemporary and strong democratic societies.
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SECTION III: CREATING INSTITUTIONS FOR CIVIC ENGAGEMENT EDUCATION

This section provides diverse examples of interdisciplinary institutional programs that 
strengthen civic engagement inside and outside of the classroom. The institutions 
represented are both democratic institutions, which includes the perspective of 
institutions as constraints and incentives, and higher education institutions, which 
include programs offered through the organizations at different levels.  The examples 

come in the form of a common curriculum, intentional civic learning for all, education abroad with 
civic goals, and innovative pedagogies involving theater. The programs promote civic engagement 
through structures that are not limited to the field of political science, but can be adapted in the 
political science context. 

Two chapters are models of civic engagement that engaged all students. In the American con-
text, Suzanne M. Chod and William Muck, North Central College, and Abraham Goldberg, Dena 
Pastor, and Carah Ong Whaley, James Madison University, offer a comparative look at how two 
institutions, a small private liberal arts college in a major metropolitan area and a large compre-
hensive university in a rural area, embed civic engagement for all students through curricular and 
co-curricular programs. One institution has integrated civic engagement into general education 
while the other has developed campus-wide, year-round voter education and engagement initia-
tives. In the US context, they argue for a sense of urgency in preparing students to participate in 
a healthy, functional, and inclusive society due to concerns about threats to democracy and wide-
spread inequality in the United States. Catherine Shea Sanger, Yale-NUS College in Singapore, 
and Wei Lit Yew, Hong Kong Baptist University, offer a model of civic engagement in the less 
liberal political context of Singapore. Civic engagement is threaded throughout a common curricu-
lum with opportunities for civic learning both inside and outside the classroom. Students confirm 
that both the institutional culture, common curriculum, active approaches to learning, and resi-
dential nature of their globally diverse campus contribute to their preparation for civic and polit-
ical engagement, despite numerous barriers to engagement for both domestic and international 
students. Mark Charlton and Alasdair Blair, of De Montfort University in the United Kingdom, 
explore volunteering to build social capital and create civic engagement opportunities for students 
of all majors.

Collectively, the authors featured in this section of the book make it clear that innovative and 
diverse pedagogies should be employed to foster active citizenship that is impactful for students 
and community partners. Xaman Korai Minillo and Mariana Pimenta Oliveira Baccarini, both of 
the Federal University of Paraíba in Brazil, offer insight into the power of political theater as a 
pedagogical approach for a community outreach project in Brazil where state leadership challenges 
democratic institutions. Students are empowered to practice education as emancipation, a frame-
work inspired by Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed. They are actively engaged with the commu-
nity through conversation circles and lectures presented by community members. Students also 
participate in the theater of the oppressed, identifying topics democratically through communal 
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conversations and suggestions.  In the South African context, Laurence Piper, Sondré Bailey, and 
Robyn Pasensie, all of the University of the Western Cape, explore the connections between Work 
Integrated Learning (WIL) and the promotion of active citizenship. This pedagogy is most often 
framed as the integration of theoretical classroom knowledge and practical workplace knowledge. 
However, the authors of this chapter explain how programs can reimagine and redesign WIL as a 
form of community-based learning that promotes civic skills and democratic engagement. 

Study abroad programs are another space where institutional programs strengthen civic en-
gagement inside and outside the classroom. Two chapters in this section examine programs with 
US-based students studying abroad in West Africa; each offers a useful model and perspective on 
civic engagement. Nicole Webster, of Pennsylvania State University, approaches global civic en-
gagement with a critical lens. Her institution’s commitment to strategic partnerships facilitated 
the development of a center with connections to existing partners in Burkina Faso with an empha-
sis on global challenges. Her work seeks transformation both for students and for communities. 
There is a clear emphasis on the community’s perspectives, histories, and narratives as students 
seek to learn and engage in their host country. Webster’s argument that civic engagement is an 
ideal pedagogy to develop an informed citizenry comes with the caveat that civic engagement must 
be inclusive with equitable engagement of the community, guided by a vision of global citizenship 
that centers social justice and equity. This approach to global civic education requires a decentering 
of the US or European view. 

Amina Sillah and Donn Worgs, of Towson University, also tackle the concept of global citizen-
ship as they lead an experiential learning program for US-based students in The Gambia and Sene-
gal. The program facilitates cross-national interactions between the global North and global South 
in the context of global citizenship where inequities and issues of justice persist. This chapter offers 
a model for course design rooted in theories of community development that students test and 
refine through cultural immersion and critical reflection. The authors examine students’ enhanced 
understandings of global citizenship in light of participation in the program, which includes empa-
thy with community residents, challenges to globalization, and a recognition of the effect of gender 
roles and religion in shaping individual and community opportunities and outcomes. 

The citizenship status of students could impact the way they engage in civic opportunities, 
and some institutions are careful in crafting student experiences to meet these diverse students. 
Charlton and Blair explore an institution’s efforts to increase political engagement among young 
people in the UK to combat their low participation. Volunteering is explored as an option to build 
social capital and create civic engagement. The challenge of engaging in civic activity in a country 
that is not one’s own is explored by Webster and by Sanger and Yew. Webster’s emphasis is on the 
lens that students use when seeking to understand the local community and how to create a better 
and more equitable understanding of the narratives and lived experiences of community members. 
Her pedagogical tools encourage students to use an asset framework to facilitate positive inter-
actions and understandings of the host community. Sanger and Yew examine the challenges of 
navigating political and cultural contexts in a less liberal country where some students are citizens 
and others are not.  While laws constrain political engagement for all students, rules, opportuni-
ties, and consequences differ between citizens and non-citizens, requiring instructors and students 
alike to adapt to the realities of civic engagement in this complex context. 

In sum, these chapters offer diverse approaches to institutional civic engagement programs. 
By offering examples from a variety of countries, disciplines, and institutional types, we seek to 
spark a conversation about institutional approaches to civic engagement worldwide—approaches 
that prepare students for diverse and meaningful engagement with their own communities for 
years to come.   
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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 
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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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SECTION III: CREATING INSTITUTIONS FOR CIVIC ENGAGEMENT EDUCATION

In higher education, global civic engagement (GCE) is often discussed as an ed-
ucational activity designed to enhance students’ educational experiences. Many 
programs, despite the benefit for students, are developed with minimal inclusion 
of the perspectives, context, and voices of communities, creating an incomplete 
context of and limited perspective of the community.  In response to the limita-
tions this type of GCE environment creates, the author provides approaches to-
wards developing global civic engagement experiences for college students that 
are more transformative in nature. Through a university partnership center based 
in Western Africa, this chapter explores a more inclusive model for GCE focusing 
on the community’s unique perspectives, histories, and narratives to enhance crit-
ical teaching and learning. The author constructs a narrative that explains how 
intentionality in program design builds a framework for teaching and learning 
that cultivates global civic engagement within the African context and concludes 
with resources to support teaching from this framework.

Nicole Webster
Pennsylvania State University

KEYWORDS: Global Civic Engagement; West Africa; Burkina Faso; Community-Based Learning; 
Performative Engagement; Critical Learning; Historical Acknowledgment; Decolonization; Community 

Voice.

Introduction

Global civic engagement (GCE) in higher education subscribes, for the most part, to 
a script that follows a Western narrative, one in which the initial development of 
ideas, the inclusion of students and faculty, and program logistics are developed and 
framed through a US lens. This is not to say that overseas counterparts have no role 
in establishing civic engagement programs or that global community partners never 

co-design such programs. But it can be argued that global civic engagement programs, by and 
large, are designed to meet students’ educational portfolios with little regard to the communities 
that provide the central landscape for students’ learning. Moreover, far too often, these programs 
operate from a lens of performative engagement. Civic actions, conversations, and behaviors 
are situated in surface layer interactions and feel-good moments, which do little to discomfort 
students, administrators, and educators to elicit a shift in thinking toward more in-depth learning 
and living. 

This chapter aims to examine approaches towards developing global civic engagement experi-
ences for college students that are more transformative and less situational. Taking an approach of 
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retheorizing civic engagement theory, the author forms a central argument that civic engagement 
is an ideal teaching instrument to develop a more informed citizenry. Critical theory scholars, and 
global engagement scholars, and others concerned with the field’s limitations, realize that GCE 
not positioned from a place of inclusivity, respect, and historical acknowledgment leaves a gap 
in the civic engagement ecosystem. Universities often position civic engagement as a beneficial 
experience with inadequate consideration of communities’ equitable inclusion in the development 
of these global occurrences. Questions raised by academics critical of GCE tend to focus on the im-
pact on communities whose resources, time, and knowledge are not valued nor incorporated in de-
signing the GCE experience. They explore how this myopic attitude impacts the civic engagement 
ecosystem. What message does it send to students when community voices are absent from the 
onset or when the community is portrayed as a passive ‘place’ with no knowledge or expertise to 
contribute? Global civic engagement, which includes representation, is critical to creating a more 
diverse democracy and opportunities for civic participation.

The chapter begins with a discussion of the context of GCE experiences within higher edu-
cation institutions, and the framework of how these experiences are often developed—the central 
focus being on the narrow preparation of participants for global service-learning experiences. In 
particular, the framing of global concepts excludes these international communities’ voices, knowl-
edge, and experiences. The author grounds this argument in universities’ role in setting the initial 
tone for civic ideology and the crucial groundwork that is necessary to help students translate a 
singular experience to civic actions and attitudes that go beyond the global occurrence. To move 
this narrative forward, the author details a more inclusive civic engagement model that can bet-
ter capture the community’s voices, histories, and narratives through a university partnership in 
West Africa. She illustrates this through a collaboration between Penn State University and the 
2iE Water and Engineering University in Burkina Faso, West Africa. The 2iE-PSU Collaborative 
Engagement Center, located on the campus of 2iE in Ouagadougou, West Africa, was designed 
for the ‘institution’ to move beyond these performative actions and behaviors too often found 
within the academy. A GCE paradigm centered on community needs and voice was the driver for 
this engaged scholarship. The Center is designed to exemplify what engagement should look like 
in order to facilitate change and civic stewardship. Central to this partnership is the university’s 
role in preparing and supporting students to become active and engaged citizens. The paper will 
highlight the successes, challenges, and overall benefits of this type of community-university part-
nership between Penn State and 2iE and the impact it has had in developing a more inclusive 
and engaged approach to civic engagement. Penn State’s mission to enhance students’ learning 
experiences by providing them with field experiences with and for the community serves as the 
impetus for exploring these outcomes. As a note, civic engagement within the University is broadly 
defined as the actions, behaviors, and attitudes of an individual that enhance or improve a com-
munity or institution. This lens has helped to understand students’ civic engagement experiences 
in the global south, specifically within African diaspora communities, and the impact on student 
learning outcomes. Understanding civic participation through the eyes of students and scholars 
engaged in communities across the African diaspora can help contribute towards an institutional 
culture of inclusion through knowledge building. Focusing on student engagement in these partic-
ular locales shows how important it is to establish a culture of scholarship for student success that 
is responsive and inclusive of other ways of knowing. Ultimately, such an approach encourages the 
development of curriculum and policies that are responsive to the precise needs of communities, as 
well as helping to prepare critically minded civic stewards.  

This chapter provides a deeper examination of GCE’s development that helps shift the nar-
rative from Eurocentric university values to the communities in which these experiences occur.1 
A critical feature of this manuscript is the re-centering of civic engagement curriculum to include 
voices who have been marginalized and unrecognized in these spaces.2 This recentering acknowl-
edges the importance of viewing community partners as equals rather than a placement site for 
students. A move such as this requires that educators understand and value the needs of part-
ners, be proactive in the co-construction of activities that speaks to the community’s needs, and 
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inclusion of their expertise within these spaces.3 Communities provide unique perspectives on 
place-based understandings and knowledge that are often overlooked or undervalued within in-
ternational contexts.4 The questions of whose voices are heard and valued within civic engagement 
experiences matter in the political science field because they contribute to building frameworks 
that prepare students to be responsible citizens in a more inclusive democracy.

Universities as a Place of Civic Development And Ideologies
In the current socio-cultural context, the university provides an ideal learning space that extends 
beyond the professional and cultural credentials usually attributed to higher education to include 
the realm of forming human character. The university plays a vital role in shaping idealistic minds 
and responding to societal concerns supported through curriculum and research. Essentially, the 
university’s role is to serve as a space for students to examine their surroundings to contribute 
towards an equitable, moral, and democratic society. Although this is a desired goal, it is not 
always attained within university settings. Citizenship development generally lacks an inclusive 
community context and critical examinations of social and political issues that affect global and 
domestic communities. These subjects are often presented as distinct problems that are only 
experienced by specific communities or groups of people in either the US or another nation.  Only 
rarely do students gain the perspective of transglobal experiences of communities such as those 
within the African diaspora within classes or cocurricular activities. 

Globalized GCE experiences encourage students to examine their place in an increasingly 
global and interconnected world.5 By promoting ‘global citizenship,’ universities can help students 
to define their participation in civic life. In essence, global citizenship is a way of living that recog-
nizes the interconnectedness of the environment and people’s lives. Most salient to this concept is 
the social justice, meaning creating equity in the distribution of wealth, opportunities, and privileg-
es within a society. Creating a global citizen mindset such as this has the ability to teach students to 
appreciate differences and center knowledge beyond a US or Eurocentric view. It encourages indi-
viduals to think deeply and critically about policies and systems that impact our social and political 
environments. Additionally, it makes learners feel more confident regarding ethical issues due to 
their ability to recognize and assess their own civic actions. A global citizenry curriculum within a 
university prepares students for the 21st century, developing proactive citizens who are attuned to 
complex problems, able to think critically, communicate ideas effectively, and work collaboratively 
in diverse settings. However, this is more difficult to put into practice than it sounds.  

A current dilemma for higher education institutions (HEI) is the development of experiences 
and platforms to prepare students for their civic responsibilities within a highly globalized and 
interconnected world. Frequently overlooked is how students can recognize that social, physical, 
and economic shocks exist beyond their immediate community or locale. More responsive GCE 
education teaches and grounds students with the factors that necessitate significant social action 
while setting the stage for more impactful relationships within communities. Collectively these 
goals ensure that students can address challenges within a global context. Because of this, educa-
tion is at a turning point in preparing students to address global challenges from an engagement 
point of view, especially now that important issues such as racial inequality, systemic poverty, and 
sustainability dominate much of the worldwide agenda. These are the types of problems that we 
must address through public problem-solving in a healthy democracy.6 According to Rittel and 
Webber (1973), such problems cannot be defined precisely and are continually changing, requir-
ing adjustments in selecting the appropriate response or solution.7 Every problem is unique and 
is often a symptom of a more extensive, more complex set of challenges. For this reason, some 
academics and universities have responded by creating critical interdisciplinary learning areas to 
address wicked challenges.8 

The critical framing and reflection of wicked issues from an international perspective allows 
students to realize that the dilemmas they see or experience overseas are not unique to that lo-
cale but are often encountered in the United States. Students’ critical reflection of their GCE ex-
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periences sets a tone beyond immersion in an international setting. It offers an opportunity to 
explore “difficult differences” such as racial, ethnic, or gender inequality and the continuing strug-
gles worldwide for human rights, freedom, and power. A cosmopolitan perspective also frames the 
global location, providing a backdrop to deconstruct and construct concepts central to the commu-
nities and citizens in which students are engaged. Creating a critical-thinking environment for stu-
dents enhances higher education’s role in creating critically thinking global citizens and enables 
students to draw connections between theory and practice. Developing an active and responsible 
citizen capable of critically understanding others’ development and social wellbeing is fundamen-
tal to the university’s central purpose.

Moreover, this framework permits students to develop skills that lead to active citizenship, 
promoting social cohesion, and valuing the diversity of human beings.9 These ideals are the corner-
stones of GCE’s global perspective and critical to students’ civic development. These values serve 
as a starting point for defining essential engagement, especially in the African diaspora context.  

Critical Global Civic Engagement Within West Africa
At the core of Penn State’s strategy for building global citizens is an engaged global network 
(GEN) of strategic partnerships with peer institutions around the world who share Penn State’s 
commitment to solving the world’s most pressing challenges through a multi-layered engagement 
of research, faculty, and student collaboration. Global Penn State has three distinct, but interwoven, 
elements in 1) building global competency by sending students, faculty, and staff abroad, 2) 
internationalizing the university community by bringing international students and scholars to 
campus, and 3) building a global network of regional partnerships that enable the University to 
pursue its tripartite mission of teaching, research, and service on the global stage.

This strategic partner network provides access to regional networks of intellectual capital, 
resources, and funding while capitalizing on the strengths, benefits, and opportunities that arise 
from a multidisciplinary and multicultural approach to problem-solving. The initiative combines 
intellectual resources with other major research universities around the world. The program inte-
grates research into Penn State’s educational programs, and it provides opportunities for student 
engagement that build global citizenship and leadership. Furthermore, the strategic partnerships 
increase opportunities to broaden Penn State students opportunities for studying abroad in di-
verse contexts. What follows is the discussion of the Global Engagement Network in Africa, lo-
cated in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, and its contribution to developing a new approach towards 
global civic engagement.

2iE-PSU Engagement Center 
Penn State has a longstanding relationship with the International Institute of Water and 
Environmental Engineering in Ouagadougou due to collaborative partnerships in engineering 
and STEM in West Africa. The two institutions expanded this collaboration to include pertinent 
sustainable development other areas, related to the water, food, and energy nexus in Africa. As a 
result of these programmatic areas and the GEN structure, the 2IE-Penn State Engagement Centre 
was formed. It is a platform for long-term collaborative multidisciplinary research and educational 
exchanges in West Africa and improving the wellbeing of people and communities in the African 
diaspora. Additionally, it illustrates the viewpoints and needs of communities racially, ethnically, 
and culturally different from Penn State and from the communities in which most Penn State 
students were born and raised. Partnering with a university in Africa also provides opportunities 
for academic, governmental, non-government, and private sector entities to work together around 
specific projects or themes in West Africa that are often critical to other parts of sub-Saharan Africa. 

The 2iE-PSU partnership and the Center mainly take advantage of the University’s prior and 
ongoing investments in interdisciplinary research to address community health, education, and 
sustainability in the global south. The place-based location provides opportunities for student en-
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gagement, teamwork, leadership, problem-solving and multicultural skills necessary for student 
success and promotes academic excellence. The 2iE-PSU Center encourages partners to leverage 
and steward their resources to tackle complex societal problems at all levels, from local to global. 
Based on the interdisciplinary framework of the Center, activities are anchored by core principles 
which foster: 

• Partnerships, collaboration, and mutual leveraging of institutional/intellectual 
capital

• A multidisciplinary/multicultural approach to knowledge creation

• Transformative actions within and across communities

Complementing these core principles are activities designed to set the tone before students depart 
for Africa while also developing more culturally aware students who will be working and living in 
communities within Burkina Faso. These activities include: 

1. Virtual weekly meetings with the 2iE faculty and staff to assist in situating 
their work and engagement within their communities.

2. Readings focused on the history, culture, and contemporary issues within 
Burkina Faso written by Burkinabe authors.10 

3. Readings on the history of West Africa to help contextualize the history of 
Burkina Faso within the region written by West African authors.

4. Roundtable discussions with African scholars and students enrolled in the 
program on issues related to colonization, power, and privilege. 

5. Listening sessions with PSU faculty and staff who have worked in the West 
African region or with particular organizations/communities similar to 
those of the students.11

6. Self-guided reflection journaling (questions provided weekly).12

While in country, students engage in a set of activities which include: 

1. Weekly meetings with community partners labeled as “learn and share ses-
sions” (sessions meant to help students learn from, and share with com-
munity members on contemporary issues) once they arrive in Burkina.

2. Daily debriefings with 2iE scholars and students on cross-cultural issues con-
cerning colonization, power, and privilege within the US and Africa.

3. Weekly journal reflection questions with prompts.

4. Participation and storytelling: In order to hear the stories of community 
members, the storytelling takes place once a week and is arranged by our 
staff at the 2iE Center, with the help of community members. The logis-
tics, such as timing and location, can vary depending on the individuals 
involved.  

Learning within the 2iE Center
Combined, these activities aim to foster a more profound experience for Penn State students 
and center the learning and perspectives about Burkinabe communities and its citizens. The 
importance of this type of framework is supported by the critical issues impacting communities 
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in Burkina Faso and was seen as an integral to the plan of work of the Center. Since the inception 
of the Center, the work has largely been driven by two overarching themes: sustainability and 
community and youth development. In response to a growing youth population and chronic 
food, energy, and water scarcity, student projects have been designed in consultation with PSU 
and 2iE faculty and the field-based staff at the Center to offer a network of support to rural and 
urban communities. Burkinabe staff provide students with the opportunity to connect deeply 
with communities because of longstanding partnerships and daily interactions. Students used 
these connections to engage in intensive discussions with local government agencies or non-
governmental organizations to understand how their ideas will come to life within Burkinabe 
districts and communities quite different from their own. For instance, many students find that 
their viewpoints about the extended family and nuclear family change after they encounter family 
members from several communities who are vital to the success of each project.   

  On several occasions, students have remarked that the Center served as an area to critically 
explore complex themes such as colonization and its effect on African development. Students felt 
the Center provided a safe space for meaningful and needed reflections and discussions with peers 
and local staff. Generally speaking, the Center facilitated interdisciplinary collaborations between 
students and community partners. Students who have worked with the Center had the opportunity 
to experience information sharing and knowledge building between themselves and local experts 
and stakeholders, which further enhanced learning and engagement. One example of this was with 
a solar project that focused on increasing entrepreneurship in Burkina Faso.  

Critical efforts to guide entrepreneurs and local communities
Renewable energy entrepreneurs are at the forefront of efforts to extend access to modern energy 
services in West Africa. Often, their business expertise serves as an excellent way to identify local 
needs and provide tailored solutions. Some West African entrepreneurs, however, face challenges. 
In most countries, the business environment is not conducive to private investment, particularly 
in the power sector. To respond to these issues, governments must work to establish appropriate 
institutional and regulatory frameworks, implement enabling policies, and advocate for sustainable 
financing and business models for renewable energy. In spite of such challenges, global and 
regional institutions, as well as entrepreneurs, are moving to address energy needs in the Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS). This particular intersection of energy access and 
equity created an opportunity for Penn State students and scholars to work towards solutions. 
Penn State students along with a solar professor from Penn State worked with members from the 
ECOWAS Centre for Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency (ECREEE) and 2iE on establishing 
a facility to offer assistance to small and medium-sized renewable energy enterprises, especially 
those focused on solar photovoltaics (PV). Gradually, students realized that there were hierarchical 
structures within and between local businesses, NGOs, and other community-based organizations 
that would impact the integrity of their work. This helped them realize how complexities can arise 
when working with local businesses to enhance their operations and with entrepreneurs seeking 
to bring innovative ideas to fruition. 

Students found a deeper connection with the local community due to the cultural and polit-
ical nuances, though this led to frustration. For example, after some conversations with the com-
munity, students attended local community meetings organized by youth about current political 
injustices and how these longstanding issues were connected to colonial histories. Prior to these 
conversations they noted in their journals they did not understand about the political tensions 
between community and government and how deep the impact and effects of colonialism still pre-
vailed in the local context.  During my observation and discussion with students who were working 
on the  project, I saw some students taking the initiative to work with community organizations 
they viewed as “out of reach” due to them not understanding how these particular organizations 
worked to enhance the welfare of the local community. Tensions between community partners and 
students sometimes arose due to a lack of understanding of cultural norms. In these times of noted 
tensions caused by students’ framing of development from a Western perspective, the professor, 
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who invited me to the discussions to listen and provide context as needed, included more time for 
open reflection during their group processing time to make deeper meaning of what students felt 
and observed during their time within the community. Questions or open prompts such as how 
are the current realities you are seeing supported by what you were taught about or read about 
prior to traveling? Or who are the actors that have shaped the context of inequities within Africa, 
particularly within Burkina Faso? The Penn State professor also used dialogues and open discus-
sions with community partners for creating opportunities for deconstructing ways of knowing and 
being. Their frustration resulted from what they called at times a limited view of the riches and 
knowledge produced by communities. By virtue of its location and atmosphere, the 2iE-PSU Cen-
ter enabled the development of a new model for civic awareness in a global setting.

Centering Critical Civic Engagement in Higher Education 
Discourse
The literature on civic engagement makes it clear that there is a struggle amongst scholars when 
considering how to define the term “civic engagement.” A traditional approach arguably considers 
the actions without regard to structural inequalities, while a critical approach examines the efforts 
while exploring structural injustices. The term critical civic engagement offers an understanding of 
the distribution of structural and political powers within societies, avoids hierarchies, promotes 
authentic relationships, and works from a cultural perspective. This definition also influences the 
role of power systems in understanding inequalities and social injustices.

Critical civic engagement can be seen as an answer to other forms of civic engagement, which 
may emphasize actions that reinforce misconceptions and stereotypes. Civic engagement activi-
ties constructed in an academic setting can unwittingly become an exercise in patronization if not 
conducted with great care and consciousness. If civic experiences are designed in ways that fail 
to be cognizant of the university’s hierarchical structures or patriarchal philosophies, and do not 
include the voices or perspectives of locals, then civic engagement activities risk doing more harm 
than good.

Critical civic engagement allows students to act on social inequalities while also recognizing 
their privilege as students. As educators, we cannot presume all students are from privileged back-
grounds but must be cognizant of how their student status might be perceived by others. For ex-
ample, in many contexts and communities within the global south, students from universities are 
considered privileged because of their ability to attend tertiary school, despite their socioeconomic 
background in the US. The concept of privilege must also be counterpointed by the idea of othering, 
which students must understand in order to engage with others in a critically informed manner. 
Aram Ziai describes othering as “the construction of a […] group as” different, “which serves to 
delimit the identity of a we-group and so on to constitute and thus to justify political claims and 
exclusions.”13 Students involved in civic engagement activities should reflect not only on their ac-
tions but also on the causes of social problems and how to use their privilege to address the social 
injustices which they are passionate addressing. According to critical race scholars, students will be 
motivated to take action to affect positive change in their communities once they realize how their 
actions and behaviors impact others and generate social change.14 

Civic engagement experiences conducted with a critical lens goes beyond actions such as post-
ing to Facebook or interacting with others on social media. It extends to critically examining sys-
temic problems that lead to public acts and situating this learning beyond the classroom and the 
walls of the university. A framework of critical civic engagement teaches students how to identify 
the root causes of systemic problems and learn how to tackle the symptoms and engage with con-
text. This type of learning happens when educators are deliberate with conversations regarding the 
positioning of issues such as power and privilege to guide student learning and actions. An import-
ant benefit of this intentional knowledge building is that it helps students understand the impact 
of their privilege while also assisting them in understanding the power of privilege when used for 
the common good. Student learning must focus on the reality that privilege must be acknowledged 



Teaching Civic Engagement Globally234

and used responsibly and in partnership with the community to bring about positive change, and 
not regarded as a veil for saving individuals. Educators are responsible for ensuring students un-
derstand and utilize the role of power and privilege in the communities in which they work. Our 
positions provide us the space to explore and interrogate concepts like reciprocity,  shared visions, 
and community building with students—all of which are integral to recognizing the strengths and 
assets that each community brings to their vision of development.  By addressing these sometimes 
delicate topics, we help students realize the importance of critical engagement and re-orient the 
project’s focus towards the partner and not on themselves.

The ultimate solution or glorification of social inequality
Critical civic engagement emphasizes the why of actions and reduces reliance on student-centered 
engagement. Often, civic engagement activities are conducted by students for social change, but 
are void of language or context which highlights the role and importance of social justice and 
related actions. Students should be challenged to think about social injustices and how they as 
students/citizens can contribute to social and civic change after the study abroad experience. The 
preparation of students should include support and opportunities to ask difficult questions. For 
example: Why are there significant economic and social differences in our society that contribute 
to social inequalities? What has led to certain social groups’ educational disparities, and how has 
the public and private sectors of society responded to these inequities? And how do these concepts 
possibly tie into a global context? (See table 1).

Table 1. A Framework of Understanding Critical Global Service-Learning Experiences 

How learning is framed
How learning is 
operationalized 

How learning is 
contextualized 

Translation to critical 
service learning in a global 

context

Develop a program that 
allows for students to 

investigate and engage 
with terms and concepts 

that can also be explored or 
discussed in the US context   

Terms salient to both the 
global context and US 
context are introduced 
and discussed and are 

not treated as an us/them 
dichotomy

 Strengthens the learning 
for students to see the 

connections between terms, 
occurrences, and histories 
that impact communities 

both domestically and 
internationally

 Deeper connection to and 
understanding of terms 

such as race, decolonization, 
historical trauma/legacies 

that are centrally tied to the 
formation and resilience 

of both global and domestic 
communities and stresses 

the importance of why these 
terms should be examined 
through an international 

and domestic lens

Curriculum inclusive of 
decolonial/non-Western 

perspectives

Includes readings, videos, 
and scholarship developed 

by individuals from the host 
country

Emphasizes the importance 
of non-Western knowledge 

and ways of being in 
understanding communities 

and global spaces 

Situates a tone that 
acknowledges and 

values the voices, lens, 
and knowledge of non-

US scholars/culture/
communities as a source 
of information crucial to 

student's learning

Create spaces for self-
reflection and group 

reflection and discussions 

During weekly reflections, 
questions are posed to 

students to address as an 
individual (separate from 

the group), while other 
questions may be posed for 

group discussions

Reinforces the role of 
individuality in students 

being able to make meaning 
of their experiences while 

also allowing for group 
discussion for greater 

processing and questioning 

Embraces the role and 
need for multiple spaces of 
reflection to help students 
move from “an experience” 

to critical understanding 
and consideration of their 

ability to contribute towards 
civic change
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Table 1. A Framework of Understanding Critical Global Service-Learning Experiences 

Incorporate time for explicit 
conversations about how 
learning translates into 

critical and social justice 
action 

Before departure and 
in-country conversations 

reinforce connections 
between concepts 

investigated in the global 
context 

Provides structured time for 
students to discover how 
they can take action upon 
return from the host site  

Operationalizes the global 
experience into a learning 
experience that leads to a 
critical understanding of 

civic actions and attitudes in 
the US and abroad

A critical approach to civic engagement can be more challenging to execute in a global context 
than in the US because you must acknowledge inequalities both in the US and globally. This re-
quires students to realize their privilege as US citizens and begin to understand and reflect on their 
privilege. A critical civic engagement experience includes students reflecting on their positionality 
within society.15 Along with addressing their positionality, students should critically assess power 
as a construct within communities and examine its manifestation at the individual and group lev-
els. Additionally, they must examine diversity from the standpoint of advantages, possibilities, and 
resources, including access to power. Examining these points will help students be better equipped 
to identify existing inequalities and injustices in society. Because of these meaningful reflections, 
the student is provided with more in-depth experience and has a better understanding of how to 
transform simple acts of engagement into meaningful actions linked to critical knowledge.  

Universities may struggle to find ways to integrate civic engagement critically even though 
they seek to engage students in society’s civic fabric. The goal of a university is ultimately to put 
civic engagement principles into practice through activities that promote public involvement in 
local governance, address pressing issues, and explore public problems. In order for universities to 
achieve this integration goal, they must design GCE experiences that guide students through crit-
ical experiences to transform their thinking, develop creative approaches to problems, and build 
connections for deeper involvement in society. As a result of the critical approach, students learn 
how to work with others, designing policies or advocating for equitable reallocation of public re-
sources (see table 1). Critical engagement can help students contribute to communities and advo-
cate for transparency and accountability. Furthermore, it can strengthen the voice of communities 
to strive toward meaningful community dialogue and actions. For example, the youth development 
projects in Burkina Faso led to conversations between Penn State students and primary and sec-
ondary school principals, as well as NGO’s engaged in educating youth about how these challenges 
could be addressed and sustained once those students returned to the US. In some cases, these 
initial conversations sparked student-led initiatives to help resist youth recruitment into terrorist 
groups. In this case, the connection from learning to action was facilitated by conversations held 
between stakeholders and students, and the willingness for the educator to embrace challenging 
topics which stimulated more questions than answers among students. During their journaling 
and informal conversations, students noted that the opportunity to work in the community and 
learn through dialogues and discussions upended their learned assumptions about African culture, 
development, and its societies. The conversations helped them to understand development from 
the standpoint of the community members and institutional partners. Community partners noted 
the opportunity to speak with students in a conversational manner provided a new norm in two 
specific ways. The first was them being able to view the students as partners in the process and not 
just individuals seeking to complete a project.  Furthermore, greater respect was shown between 
community members and students due to the meaningful conversations about their African past 
which helped contextualize the process and significance of the projects—changing the view of how 
partnerships can be genuinely beneficial for both the African partner/community and the US in-
stitution. 

Practical Implications for Educators
Most of the time, GCE in universities seeks to teach students how to effect change in community 
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becomes more important for global programs given that the experience is overseas, and leads to 
the question of how you situate the overseas experience at home. Educators must help students 
translate their global experiences to their domestic contexts, resulting in a change in the ways uni-
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oppressive structures and spaces as well as potential opportunities to raise students’ awareness. In 
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institutions—recognizing issues such as power and equity points to the value of a critical approach 
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pose, value, and significance in a global society. 
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SECTION III: CREATING INSTITUTIONS FOR CIVIC ENGAGEMENT EDUCATION

This chapter empirically illustrates how civic engagement education has been 
fostered and hindered in a less liberal context, with Yale-NUS College in Singa-
pore as the case study. Our findings are informed by focus group interviews, docu-
ment analysis, and personal observations. Building on the conceptual foundation 
in Chapter 4, we argue that the liberal arts and sciences common curriculum, ac-
tive learning pedagogies, intimacy and multinationalism of the college communi-
ty, support for student initiatives, and can-do culture of Yale-NUS have combined 
to nourish vibrant spaces for student civic engagement. However, there remain 
barriers to civic engagement. These include students’ workload and major selec-
tion, perceived liberal bias in the college, national political regulations, and the 
intimacy of the college community, which can be a double-edged sword. Addition-
ally, international students have faced distinctive challenges such as Singapore’s 
legal and cultural constraints on political engagement, and the absence of a criti-
cal mass of co-nationals for collective action.
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The goal of this chapter is to share insights on curricular, extra-curricular, and pedagogical 
techniques for fostering civic engagement in less liberal political contexts. Specifically, 
we reflect on experiences as faculty members and share research conducted on student 
experiences at Yale-NUS College in Singapore, identifying the structures that have 
encouraged or hindered civic engagement education. In this study, we are interested 

in understanding not just what students have done in terms of civic engagement, but whether and 
how that engagement stems from their educational experience at the College. In other words, we 
are not only interested in assessing whether there has been civic engagement at Yale-NUS (there 
clearly has), we are interested in identifying the ways that the campus climate, specifically its 
curriculum, residential and extra-curricular structures, and pedagogical approach has nourished 
or inhibited student civic engagement. This chapter is largely empirical, and both builds upon and 
informs the conceptual arguments presented in Chapter 4 of this volume.1

This chapter is organized as follows. First, we briefly discuss the complexities of teaching civic 
education and engagement in less liberal contexts. We have provided a more detailed discussion of 
this, and the debate surrounding the creation of Yale-NUS College, in Chapter 4. Next, we present 
observations gleaned from focus groups, document analysis, and personal reflections to summa-
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rize how students’ sense of civic engagement has changed over the course of their college experi-
ence. Our goal is to identify the specific courses, pedagogical techniques, extracurricular experi-
ences, and institutional features that have had the greatest impact in empowering or obstructing 
students’ civic engagement. We hope that these findings will enable fellow instructors and higher 
education professionals to benefit from the lessons we have learned as they develop their own 
curricula, programs, and institutions. 

Setting Matters: Civic Education and Engagement in Less 
Liberal Contexts
In less liberal societies there are different institutional and normative pathways to civic participation 
than in more liberal societies. While instructors need not actively discourage risky behavior, they 
must be aware of the political and cultural context in which they are operating and help students 
develop a different set of tactics and rhetoric that will not be dismissed as dangerous and even 
seditious.

As we describe in Chapter 4, in Singapore specifically there are significant regulations concern-
ing public assembly and political speech. For example, during an election period “only candidates 
and their election agents” are allowed to put up election posters.2 A police permit is mandatory for 
“cause-related” assemblies that are held in public or hosted in private but open to the public. Local 
activists have in the past been penalized for organizing peaceful protests without proper permits. 
Government ministers have been known to file defamation suits against opposition politicians 
and political commentators for slander and libel.3 In addition to these legal constraints, there are 
social pressures which shape how students may respond to and undertake civic engagement. Not 
only are there concerns over legality and state surveillance, but also reputational costs for behavior 
which appears too “political” or radical. Students, parents, and teachers may worry about students’ 
employability, for example, if they participate in activities or publicly share views that are overly 
critical of the sociopolitical status-quo.4 

In such a context, overtly political civic engagement education can appear and feel subver-
sive. Higher education instructors may need to deliberately create an environment in which stu-
dents feel safe and secure acquiring knowledge and admitting to an interest in politics and societal 
change. At the same time that it is important to be sensitive to local legal and cultural structures, 
we have found that students value having enclaves, micro-climates, or “free spaces” in which to ask 
challenging questions about social and political issues. Educational spaces create such enclaves. 
Forms of civic engagement that embrace imagination, empathy, community-building, and commu-
nity-tending take on special importance in the Singaporean educational context. These skills, so 
critical in less liberal societies, are also important in “liberal” societies of the 21st century, societies 
marked by high levels of political polarization and decreasing levels of political deliberation.    

Insofar as “civic engagement education” is about creating spaces where students can develop 
an interest in social and political issues, and engage in genuine conversation and disagreement, we 
propose a civic engagement pedagogy that is culturally relevant, one that is grounded in the stu-
dents’ sociopolitical opportunities and draws on discourses from the students’ home environment.5 
Instructors and students must work together to create spaces where free speech, experimentation, 
discussion of alternative ideas, and effective strategies for change may take place. In this chapter, 
we share the results of a preliminary investigation into one college’s experience in adapting to the 
institutional and cultural backdrop of a less liberal society, and explore practices designed to create 
spaces for civic learning. 

Civic Engagement at Yale-NUS College: Bastions and Barriers 
In December 2020 we conducted four focus groups with a diverse subset of Yale-NUS students. In 
addition to the information gleaned from these conversations, we draw upon the authors’ personal 



Civic Engagement and the Global Liberal Arts College 241

observations from working at Yale-NUS College since 2014 and 2018 respectively, reflections of 
our student research assistants, conversations with Yale-NUS students and faculty, and content 
analysis of student Facebook groups, the student newspaper, and local news outlets. 

A total of 24 students took part in 90-minute long focus groups: 13 seniors, 3 juniors, 4 sopho-
mores, and 5 first-years. Focus group findings cannot claim to be representative of the student body 
as a whole, but we collected valuable and salient information based on a diverse group of subjects; 
students’ backgrounds varied significantly in terms of class year, nationality, major/ primary aca-
demic interests, and personal commitment to civic engagement.6 Thanks to the diverse interests 
and backgrounds of our participants, several valuable themes emerged across the focus groups 
which illuminate the ways Yale-NUS structures encourage and discourage civic engagement.  

Civic Engagement Means Many Things
The first question we asked in each focus group was “What does ‘civic engagement’ mean to you? 
What do you associate with that phrase/idea?” Unsurprisingly, responses reflect the variety of 
definitions in popular and academic discourse, but also reflect different approaches our students 
take to civic engagement in our institutional and national context. The definitions students offered 
ranged along the following spectra:

Social v. Political: Pro-social community engagement <—> Political engagement 
with the state/law 

Intake v. Output: Being interested, curious, and paying attention <—> Taking 
action/change-making 

Intimate v. Public Space: Speaking about values/opinions only within social/
family circle <—> Publicly taking a stance 

Dialogue v. Action: Conversations about social/political issues <—> Protest, con-
frontation, overt activism

Within this non-randomized group, only three students explicitly referenced protest to de-
scribe what civic engagement meant to them. Rather than associating the term with a set of observ-
able behaviors, students described the purpose underpinning civic engagement. They were roughly 
evenly split on some issues. For example, six felt that being attentive and curious about political 
and social issues—taking information in—was enough to “count” as civic engagement, whereas 
10 said that interest without deliberate change-making was insufficient. Students had different 
opinions about whether community service (e.g., tutoring under-resourced youth, volunteering at 
elderly homes, beach clean-ups) or Facebook posts “counted” or not. They also had different views 
on whether action directed at the College administration “counted” or whether civic engagement 
had to be directed at formal state politics and legal frameworks.

In sum, participants had very different prior beliefs about what constitutes civic engagement. 
However, as established in Chapter 4, rather than speaking to the need of imposing a uniform 
ideal of student civic engagement, this speaks to the imperative of broadening the definition of 
civic engagement such that it is inclusive and culturally resonant across a diverse student body. 
What matters most is creating the spaces and offering the basic tools and skills for students to keep 
thinking and rethinking about civic engagement.

 
Trajectories of Students’  Civic Engagement over Time

Prior to the focus groups, the authors identified three categories to describe Yale-NUS stu-
dents in terms of civic engagement:  

Politically Engaged: Those already involved or working towards involvement 
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in politically-oriented activity, lobbying of political authorities; organizing 
clubs or events around political issues; citizen journalism/blogging; polit-
ically-oriented Instagram accounts; or volunteering for political-minded 
non-profit organizations. 

Socially Engaged: Those who are involved or plan to be involved in charity work, 
service, or community-building of a less explicitly politically-oriented and 
more social or cultural nature, e.g., church-based service, reading to the 
elderly, volunteering at an animal shelter, beach clean-ups.

Unengaged: Those who do not spend time on social or political engagement. 
Students in this category may intentionally avoid civic engagement be-
cause they are skeptical or opposed to such activities or simply be unin-
terested.

 
During the focus group sessions, we presented these categories to students and asked them 

to share which, if any, best described them upon entering Yale-NUS. We then asked how their 
identification in terms of engagement has changed, or not, over time. A number of students rightly 
noted that to separate social from political issues reflects a false distinction, since social needs re-
flect political choices and vice versa. (This observation reflects their training in the social sciences 
and political philosophy components of our Common Curriculum, described below). Nevertheless, 
these categories proved useful in revealing the following themes regarding the trajectory of stu-
dents’ engagement over their college career.        

First, the focus groups—and our personal experience—suggests that students who identify 
as “unengaged” often become more engaged. They become, at a minimum, more interested and 
curious, such that they exhibit “intake” engagement if not “active” engagement. Several shared 
that, in their families and secondary schools, prior to college they had not been encouraged to en-
gage with sociopolitical issues. Others reported being actively discouraged from engaging. Coming 
to Yale-NUS College (which students often refer to as “YNC”) created not only the opportunity 
but the expectation to engage with these issues because of the Common Curriculum content and 
overall sociopolitical appetite of the student body. As one student described, upon arriving to the 
College they were immediately “intimidated by all these people who were very aware and involved, 
[whose] main interest in YNC was to become more engaged, because [they] can have [their] voice 
heard.” Or, as another put it, on the first day on campus they concluded “This school is kind of 
intense–I don’t know how to deal with this political engagement. It felt like that was another type 
of people I didn’t know if I was going to become.”  

Second, we observed that students who entered college “politically engaged” selected Yale-
NUS as their college in part to deepen their political engagement within this institutional context. 
However, among more politically engaged students, the experience of locals and internationals 
sometimes diverges. While local students of more progressive leanings are more likely to find 
like-minded change-makers and thereby deepen their engagement at Yale-NUS, many interna-
tional students reduced their political engagement and/or redirected their energy towards social 
rather than overtly political causes. This is because they are in a country that is not their own, 
where they have fewer rights to engage, and where they are less knowledgeable and therefore less 
confident acting on local issues. Therefore, many of the international students we spoke with have 
focused their change-making energies on the college itself. We will explore this further below.   

In the following section, we develop these insights and highlight the primary institutional, 
curricular, and normative structures within Yale-NUS that contribute to these trajectories of civic 
engagement.  

Sources of Civic Engagement Education
For students whose interest in social and political issues grew after joining Yale-NUS, four key 
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sources of change emerge from our research. 

1. The Common Curriculum, which provides a shared language from which to 
collaborate with peers. We will discuss the curriculum in detail below.

2. The intimacy of the Yale-NUS community. The small size and fully residen-
tial structure makes it easy to find peers who share interests and to orga-
nize into student groups and associations. 

3. The multinationalism of the student body came up repeatedly as a spark for 
greater interest in civic engagement. Students reported that meeting peers 
from other cultural, social, and political contexts made them realize their 
own views were highly socialized and, therefore, could be open to debate 
and scrutiny. This generates curiosity and critical reflection of their own 
upbringing, which encourages greater interest in social and political dy-
namics in other contexts. Such statements suggest that the multinational-
ism of the student body is a key instigator of civic engagement. 

4. The creative, can-do culture of Yale-NUS and administrative support that 
makes it easy to create new organizations, events, and journals based 
around shared interests.

Below, following Thomas and Brower, we discuss how these factors have combined to gener-
ate social spaces for effective civic engagement education.7 Specifically, our research surfaced the 
importance of course design, instructional strategies, campus culture, residential life, and the inte-
gration of curricular and extra-curricular activities. 

The Common Curriculum: An Immersive Liberal Arts and Sciences 
Experience
Focus groups suggest that the shared experience and the illuminating content of the Common 
Curriculum fosters civic engagement—as it was designed to do. All students take the same courses 
in the same sequence, most of which fall in the first three semesters of their college experience. 
Each course is team taught, with students assigned to a small seminar for each course. Most 
seminars—which students typically refer to as “discussion sections”—are capped at 18 students, 
emphasizing active, team-based, and/or highly dialogic learning. 

Features of the Common Curriculum that seem most important for inculcating civic engage-
ment are:

1. Its content, specifically open discussion of cultural differences, sociopoliti-
cal systems, and controversial topics. It stokes curiosity, allows students 
to imagine that change might be possible and desirable, and provides the 
entire student body with a shared vocabulary and conceptual reference 
points.

2. The seminar-based, highly interactive mode of instruction, which enlarges 
students’ capacity for active listening, verbal communication, and team-
work. 

3. The skill of close-reading and analysis that is developed across several Com-
mon Curriculum courses. 

Together, the Common Curriculum’s content and active learning environment inculcates 
traits that are building blocks for civic engagement and collective action: openness to new ideas, 
imagination that things can change, communication, tolerance for disagreement, close reading 
and analysis, and teamwork.8 Much of the literature on civic engagement emphasizes teaching 
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students to engage in controversial issues, develop cognitive skills to analyze and understand dif-
ferent perspectives, and locate sources of disagreement and  consensus. Learning about and being 
nudged to take a stand on controversial issues helps prepare students to analyze and find their own 
mind on many issues they will confront as citizens.9 

Yale-NUS offers a model of what a classroom should be—interactive, even contentious—that is 
different from what many students are accustomed to. Dialogue and disagreement over controver-
sial issues is not commonplace in secondary schools around the world. Fostering voice and comfort 
with constructive disagreement in a conflict-avoidant, more hierarchical educational culture is not 
easy. Moreover, in contexts where a secondary teacher’s primary function is to teach students to 
achieve high scores in standardized national exams, there is little time or incentive to teach dia-
logue or disagreement.10 

For students socialized to absorb and to conform in the classroom, the Common Curriculum 
marks a departure by asking students to question, probe, and disagree. That the curriculum has 
this impact is by design. As the first faculty handbook stated, “The freedom of faculty members to 
explore controversial topics in their teaching and scholarship is critical to the College’s educational 
mission.”11 This chapter now offers some detail into the content and pedagogical techniques that 
make the Common Curriculum a transformative experience in terms of civic engagement among 
students.  

Common Curriculum Content 

During our focus group sessions, when asked whether their academic experience influenced their 
civic engagement, students most often referenced the Common Curriculum and three courses 
in particular: Comparative Social Inquiry (CSI), Philosophy and Political Thought (PPT), and 
Modern Social Thought (MST). 

Comparative Social Inquiry, which students take in the first semester of their first year, intro-
duces social institutions, social norms and control, and the socially constructed nature of things. 
Key topics include intersectionality, power and legitimacy, the psychology of conformity, the nation 
and state, markets and inequality, gender, race, family structure, social movements and change. 
Mid-way through the semester students engage in a “Break a Norm” activity where they leave 
campus and defy a social norm of some kind (without putting themselves in danger or breaking 
the law). Students conduct these experiments in any variety of ways. For example, some students 
dress in ways that buck convention, others engage in pro-social behavior like carrying groceries to 
peoples’ cars. In the final assignment students pick a social institution or idea and analyze how it 
has changed or might change in the future. These are powerful ideas and experiences for first year 
students, from around the world, to process together.          

Students also take a two-semester course on Philosophy and Political Thought, which en-
courages them to consider the ethics, logic, and consequences of different worldviews and political 
philosophies. The first semester is designed around several questions, but, perhaps most import-
ant, is “How should we live, individually and together?”12 The second semester again focuses on a 
set of questions, two of which are: “What is a state and what is its proper purpose? What is the re-
lation between governing and the interests or rights of the governed?”13 Taken together, the course 
prompts students to consider how they have lived, and imagine other social systems, encouraging 
them to see their own state and political context in a comparative light, and to imagine the poten-
tial for different political possibilities.  

 Modern Social Thought, which students take in the first semester of sophomore year, intro-
duces and critiques texts by Max Weber, Emile Durkheim, Karl Marx, Pierre Bourdieu, and Mi-
chel Foucault as well as feminist, anti-racist, and decolonial writings of Saba Mahmood, Frederick 
Douglass, Frantz Fanon, Edward Said, Fei Xiaotong, and others. The course is organized around 
discussing specific thinkers and themes like gender, race, capitalism and communism, feminism, 
colonialism and orientalism, repression, bureaucracy, authority, and social solidarity.

These are Common Curriculum courses that students referenced most frequently as sites for 
controversial and politically salient discussions. Students commented that this Common Curric-
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ulum provides “the vocabulary to speak about things” happening in the world and in Singapore, 
essentially a “shared vocabulary” to explore and discuss social and political issues. CSI and MST 
were repeatedly credited with, as one student described, “helping make better sense of social real-
ities and drawing attention to the fact that civic engagement is needed” by giving students “the 
conceptual tools to understand better” and “question various conventions.” And, another student 
explained, by informing a “moral framework and [shaping] the way you view the world,” students 
are able to understand social issues as “stemming from social structures or capitalism which then 
helped [students] think about how [students] would want to solve them or how [students] would 
even question them and share that with others.” 

Perhaps most importantly, the Common Curriculum fosters engagement by acclimating stu-
dents to openly discussing sensitive issues in diverse groups.14 Speaking specifically of the phi-
losophy courses, a student noted that these create “safe spaces” for discussion of unconventional 
issues or ideas: “Philosophy courses can provide a safe space for dissenting opinions, because you 
get to structure your dissenting opinion around this [text] . . .  and your discussion is much more 
theoretical and conceptual and grounded in some texts that it doesn’t become confrontational.” 

Relatedly, one student noted that the academic environment plays a part in “normalizing” 
conversations in the “college social sphere.”  The Common Curriculum offers “a good foundation 
of exploring” history and philosophy from diverse traditions, while bringing significant political 
and social “issues to people’s minds.” Whereas in other environments talking about politics might 
be seen as too provocative or radical, at Yale-NUS talking about politics and social institutions is 
required. Engaging with politically charged ideas is effectively homework, and therefore becomes 
normalized into the fabric of students’ intellectual lives. As a result, it becomes socially more safe 
to engage in politically-relevant discussion and inquiry outside the classroom as well. For students, 
being exposed to different political and value systems begs the question of, “Okay, what do I do 
with this information?” This is often the first major step towards greater civic engagement. 

Seminar-Based, Active Learning Pedagogy 

The curriculum achieves “productive engagement” in part by exposing students to a wide range 
of authors, worldviews, philosophies, and narrative traditions. But the Common Curriculum also 
fosters engagement by emphasizing “face-to-face encounters and on the practices of articulate 
communication” in seminar settings.15   

Focus group comments reflect the impact of seminar-based, active learning modalities on stu-
dents’ capacity and interest in civic engagement. Not only does the seminar setting give students 
practice and confidence speaking their own mind, it also acclimates them to being disagreed with, 
which is helpful for those entering into wider social and political discourse. This finding is exem-
plified in the following comments: 

My comfort level in talking about [controversial sociopolitical issues] has 
definitely increased over my college years…because I’ve also gained a vocabulary 
for voicing all these concerns… In the past with political issues, I would feel 
a certain way, but I wouldn’t be able to actually verbalize or articulate [my 
thoughts and feelings] to certain people… The [Yale-NUS] classroom setting…
is a very good way to hone those kind of skills:… distilling your thoughts and 
then sharing it with a wider audience… Talking to my friends, my family about 
politics…that really alerted me to how much I’ve grown throughout my college 
years. And how I’m better able to share, [and] maybe even convince people now.

I’m better at calling people out… [But] it’s a bit of an uphill battle…because 
people who are not in YNC or have not received the same kind of education do 
not have the same vocabulary or the same background info as to why I’m saying 
the things that I’m saying or why I feel strongly about things…YNC has almost 
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imposed on me some kind of duty to speak up about these things, where I’ll feel 
bad if I don’t.

Seminar based [learning]...made it easier for me to...say my opinions, even if 
people disagree... One reason why I wouldn’t participate [prior to college was] 
because of fear that someone would disagree with what I’m saying, but exposure 
to seminar style learning has made [me] more comfortable being disagreed 
with and therefore speaking.

 
Not all students share this perspective of course. For example, one student stated the Common 

Curriculum taught them to “articulate my views” but not around politics and social change per se. 
Identifying as not very politically active, this student claimed, “I’m just someone who prefers to do 
things on a more individual, on a more small-scale level, which is why I’ve never identified with 
any large-scale organization or concerted civic engagement movements.” Evidently, this student’s 
enhanced comfort with sharing opinions inside the classroom has not translated to a greater eager-
ness to be heard outside the classroom or academic context. This sentiment was echoed by others, 
who suggested that their education had given them skills for civic engagement, namely articulate 
communication, but had not given them an appetite for using those skills in explicitly politicized 
engagement and public discourse. 

Emphasis on Close Reading and Analysis

In addition to fostering inquisitiveness and practice in articulate communication, the Common 
Curriculum also inculcates close, critical reading skills. Although not as prominent or commonly 
raised, students pointed to this as another way the curriculum encouraged greater civic engagement. 
For example, with reference to Philosophy and Political Theory, one student described how close 
reading to “identify sources of disagreements” and “find common ground” among authors are useful 
skills when engaging in sociopolitical debates. Another student reflected how training in close 
reading made them a more critical reader, able to distinguish “smoking gun” from “unconfirmed 
sources.” The student noted that even Quantitative Reasoning, a Common Curriculum class that 
few students explicitly associated with civic engagement, incorporated data visualizations and 
prompted students to question whether those visualizations provide correct data. This kind of 
exercise helped develop “a more critical eye.” 

In sum, the social sciences and explicitly politically charged courses in the Common Curricu-
lum—Comparative Social Inquiry, Modern Social Thought, Philosophy and Political Theory—in-
clude content and develop analytical and conversational skills that contribute to engagement with 
sociopolitical issues. Yet we found that the Humanities and Sciences/Mathematic components of 
the Common Curriculum also contributed to civic engagement by developing students’ close read-
ing skills and data analysis skills, respectively. In this sense, the full liberal arts and sciences nature 
of the Common Curriculum empowers students to engage more actively and more impactfully in 
civic affairs. 

Complementing this broad curricular context is the residential and extra-curricular experi-
ence, to which we now turn. 

Residential Life, Student Diversity, and Extra-Curricular Learning         
In addition to enjoying small class sizes and active modes of learning, Yale-NUS students 
experience a fully residential college and, aside from study abroad and leaves of absence, students 
are expected to live on campus during every semester. This means that students from all over the 
world get acquainted outside the classroom and have opportunities for iterative discussion and 
collaboration. As a new college, residential life encourages students to build the college they want 
to attend, by serving in student government, creating student organizations, authoring student 
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codes and policies, and taking leadership roles in most facets of college life. 
We have identified three major ways residential and extra-curricular life fosters civic engage-

ment within the Yale-NUS context: (1) Creating encounters with difference that lead students to 
problematize their existing norms and worldviews; (2) Fostering intimacy and connection that 
helps students find like-minded peers; (3) Offering leadership opportunities that prompt students 
to transition from intake to output modes of civic engagement. 

  
The “Normal” becomes Socially Constructed, The Obvious Becomes Curious 

The Yale-NUS student body, in total roughly 1,000 undergraduates, is very diverse in terms of 
cultures and political systems represented. About 50% of Yale-NUS students are drawn from across 
Singapore, which is itself a phenomenally diverse country in terms of ethnicity, religion, language, 
and culture. The international student population represents 70+ different countries. This diversity, 
combined with the residential requirement and the Common Curriculum, ensures that first year 
students will have encounters revealing the boundaries and the socially-constructed nature of their 
belief systems. For Singaporean and international students alike, being on campus creates space to 
problematize and critically re-assess the values they have been steeped in before college. We heard 
repeatedly in focus groups that this confluence of factors—the Common Curriculum alongside 
residential living—makes students curious and able to critically evaluate what they once took for 
granted. For example, one student reflected that the “diverse backgrounds of my friends” bring out 
different perspectives so that “what I consider normal, or my political assumptions, are actually 
not so normal for others, which is very different from the . . . place I grew up. So I think this diverse 
community . . . provokes my interest in learning more.” Statements like this suggest that the 
residential setting presents opportunities for un-learning pre-existing conceptions to hopefully 
facilitate self-transformation.16 

The international composition of the student body shapes the degree of civic discourse that 
emerges in and out of the classroom. One student observed: “the YNC community is very inclusive 
of conversation and very encouraging of people to speak up if they have varying opinions [on the 
College’s] Facebook pages... people are encouraged to speak up about something. I think that’s 
really helpful... because we have so many international students and we have so many different 
backgrounds that there are different people here with varying opinions and so I feel like they take 
that into consideration.”

For internationals, distance from home can create the privacy needed for reflection about and 
even transgression against the norms of home. Several international students, specifically those 
from illiberal or less liberal countries in Asia, reported that they had almost no experience talking 
about politics and contentious social issues before coming to Yale-NUS. In some cases, this was 
because their families discouraged such talk. In other cases, the students’ entire society tended to 
avoid political talk. Some students are from minority groups within their home countries that are 
discouraged from being too involved in politics. One international student shared that being “far 
from home, creates a sense of freedom to speak up… it is safe to be identified as a feminist or activ-
ist on campus and college-related social media because my family won’t find out.” 

Some international students deliberately chose Yale-NUS because they foresaw it would 
serve as an enclave for political awakening and experimentation. Others did not have an interest 
in politics during secondary school, and that had no impact on their decision to attend Yale-NUS. 
However, even for international students who entered the College fairly unengaged, the supply of 
opportunities for involvement in social and political change has enhanced their appetite for en-
gagement. Another student observed that having “a safe space on campus far away from home also 
meant that I could reflect on political engagement [in my home country]... That distance helped 
me study those things and those causes and… then be more engaged when I [return home].” But 
the distance also reduces opportunities for action in home-country politics, leading the same stu-
dent to conclude that for them time at Yale-NUS “led to more political and civic attentiveness, but 
not as much action.”
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Intimacy Creates Community

In addition to generating encounters with difference, the residential setting also facilitates bridge-
building, enables students to meet “like-minded people.” Several Singaporean participants shared 
that they chose Yale-NUS because they thought it would be a place they could connect with peers 
who “share similar interests,” and engage with them on issues that might not be as openly discussed 
elsewhere in Singapore (they provided examples such as reliance on fossil fuels, sexuality, anti-
capitalism, and toxic masculinity). 

Comparing Yale-NUS to another, larger Singaporean university, one student observed that 
“the main difference that encourages civic engagement in YNC is the kind of students...there’s a 
greater concentration of students in YNC who already start off caring more about politics or social 
issues.” Given such a critical mass, this student “struggle[d] to find any particular political or social 
issue that [one] cannot find a community of people to be engaged in together with.” This student 
also pointed to the “many amazing alumni who have done so many great things” to conclude that 
“it’s very easy to latch on and…ride the wave of [organizations and initiatives created by earlier 
batches of students]...[It is a] conducive environment to develop any kind of interests…” Another 
student also spoke about how the residential community not only helps you find those with shared 
interests, it makes students feel safer sharing their true interests because they can have these con-
versations gradually and in small, close knit spaces. (However, we will see below under “Barriers 
to Engagement” how the intimacy of the College environment can also stifle civic engagement).

Even students who identified as more socially but less politically engaged shared this obser-
vation. One student, for example, said that they have become more interested in mental health 
issues, and attributes this interest to the interaction of simultaneously taking psychology courses 
while also living in residence with their peers. For this student, the college environment “opens up 
a lot more conversations about mental health in dealing with academic stress and the demands of 
college education, whereas before in [other educational or personal settings] people don’t really 
share these sort of struggles.” The student went on to say: “In a residential setting it becomes hard-
er to hide [but] easier to share some of these challenges … so both the [residential setting] and the 
curriculum definitely teach me about things that are present in society like these [mental health] 
issues.”  

Lastly, a theme emerged regarding how the close-knit community helps students not only 
find like-minded people but also to share responsibility for change-making. One student described 
themselves as being interested in social change before college and noted that finding a community 
of people with “parallel journeys and interests” at college “really plays a big part in my continuous 
engagement” and also in “preventing me from burning out.” Students at Yale-NUS can share the 
strategies and burden of civic action. They also often hand leadership of their student organiza-
tions and initiatives over to new students, especially in their senior year when they tend to be 
busy with academics, job search, and graduate school applications. This tradition creates a sense of 
continuity and longer-term investment in the causes they care about most. 

Many of the comments about campus culture we heard from students are echoed in the reflec-
tions of senior administrators. Yale-NUS President Tan Tai Yong worked at the National Universi-
ty of Singapore (NUS)—a very large, competitive university—for decades before joining Yale-NUS. 
When explaining how Yale-NUS differs from NUS, a much older institution, he points to the cam-
pus culture and size:

Our students are articulate, vocal, they speak up. You see them all the time, in 
the corridor. They approach you. They’re very active as well. So they organize 
a lot of things themselves, and they’re involved in so many things. So they feel 
that they are part of the community, whereas NUS has 25,000 undergraduates 
and 10,000 graduates, 35,000 students. Huge. And you had a kind of overlay of 
bureaucracy that has been in place for the longest time.17 

According to Tan, unlike the more entrenched, hierarchical culture of NUS, the Yale-NUS 
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community is more inclusive and organic, thereby encouraging a culture of organizing and change-
making among its students.18 

In fact, focus group participants report that the small size and comradery among students 
helps them strategize on ways to engage without taking undue risks. Since Yale-NUS is a very 
visible and scrutinized institution, local students feel they must walk a fine line. While many want 
to use their college years to encourage and mobilize societal change (e.g., advocating for climate 
policies and socio-economic justice, or the repeal of anti-gay legislation), they worry about job 
prospects, especially in civil service, if they get tagged as too “activist” or “subversive.” Several lo-
cal students felt that by building a student community interested in politics and change, they can 
speak more openly with peers and with college staff about strategies for engaging in political ac-
tivism without dooming career prospects or, worse, courting legal trouble. Some local students felt 
they would be less comfortable engaging in such open dialogue at other local universities because 
of their larger size, since it would be harder to find people they could trust. 

In sum, the small size and residential nature of the College makes it easier for students to find 
like-minded peers, to build trust within the community, to organize, and to find emotional and 
pragmatic support for their civic engagement endeavors. 

Leadership Opportunities and a Culture of Student-Led Organizing 

Yale-NUS has an extremely active extra-curricular culture, and myriad opportunities for student 
organizing and self-governance. In this sense, the College provides a physical and institutional 
site where students practice different forms and repertoires of civic engagement. Three factors 
contribute to this vibrant extra-curricular culture. 

First, when the College opened to students in 2013, it did not yet have extra-curricular infra-
structure like a student government, newspaper, debate team, recycling club, or acapella group. 
To establish this infrastructure quickly, the Dean of Students’ office gave students logistical and 
financial encouragement to build, build, build! This facilitative culture remains. Focus group par-
ticipants shared that it is easy to get financial and logistical support from the College to organize 
beach clean-ups, perform concerts, etc. This creates ample opportunity to develop leadership and 
gain organizing experience, even if taking place outside an explicitly sociopolitical context. Second, 
Singapore secondary schools heavily promote Co-Curricular Activities (CCAs), and students get 
formal credit and recognition for participating in them. Many students at Yale-NUS are, there-
fore, already accustomed to extra-curricular organizing and creating “executive committees” for all 
manner of student clubs. Third, as a new college, Yale-NUS attracted students who were particu-
larly interested in creating new programs and clubs. This opportunity to build new organizations 
and initiatives was what drew many of our pioneer batch to the College. This set a tone in our 
earliest days as an institution that students would be very active—arguably over-committed—when 
it comes to extra-curricular activities. 

Together, these three factors have coalesced into an intense extra-curricular culture where 
many students are heavily involved in student organizations and various forms of self-governance. 
Students use the college newspaper, town halls, student government, clubs, policy initiatives, and 
posters in lifts to spread their ideas.19 Yale-NUS alumnus Tee Zhuo, now a journalist, stated that 
his involvement in helping create sexual misconduct policies for the college “shaped [his] ethical 
beliefs, taught [him] the importance of empathy, and also showed [him] the need for activism in 
seeking justice and holding people to account.”20 This aligns with the findings of Ho, Sim and Al-
viar-Martin, that treating students as “full citizens” on campus provides avenues to practice their 
civic agency.21 

One of the first student groups formed on campus was CAMPOS—the Committee for Appre-
ciating and Meeting People On Site. CAMPOS created events to involve construction workers on 
the growing campus, such as community meals and games, as well as literacy workshops. More 
recently, students founded an Anti-Capitalist Identity Collective, offering a counterpoint to the 
popular Yale-NUS Consulting Group and the Yale-NUS Student Investment Group. The Debate 
Society and Model United Nations were also early and prominent groups. Students helped arrange 
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a dialogue session with Hong Kong youth activist Joshua Wong and helped to author a new sexual 
misconduct policy. When a Yale-NUS board member and Singapore Ambassador at large, Chan 
Heng Chee, publicly defended a law criminalizing homosexuality, students in the gender and sexu-
ality alliance, G-Spot, demanded she resign and then hosted a dialogue session with her to explain 
their concerns and hear her perspective. CAPE (Community for Advocacy and Political Education) 
has become a particularly impactful student organization, dedicated to “raising civic consciousness 
and building capacity for political literacy in order to make civil participation more accessible.” It 
does so by hosting events and publishing political education resources such as its Advocacy Strat-
egies webpage on how best to conduct advocacy in the Singaporean context.22  

In the focus groups, students tended to emphasize these student-led initiatives as a foun-
dation for civic engagement. However, the College has also supported formal civic engagement 
education through extra-curricular programs such as 1) Social Impact Bootcamp,23 2) Intergroup 
Dialogue,24 and 3) Visiting Speakers Series.25 These are formal, staff-supported programs to intro-
duce contemporary issues and build student capacity to sustain diverse teams and work towards 
common purpose. When we asked participants why they did not mention these formal programs 
in their comments, they shared that while these programs are important for building capacity in 
civic engagement, they do not create interest in civic engagement. Students who participate in 
these events and programs are already quite socially and politically engaged, according to our fo-
cus group participants. As such, although they do not inculcate engagement where there previously 
was little, they likely help build capacity for engagement among those who are already invested.

Across issue areas, Yale-NUS students are encouraged to organize, educate each other, and 
dialogue. The way students spoke about membership in their clubs and organizations accords with 
findings on “identity collectives” on campus, as they likewise “provide essential spaces for minori-
ty groups to explore their own identities and to find fellowship in similarly-minded people, even 
if they are not part of the predominant culture or demographic.”26 This culture of student creation 
and leadership gives students opportunities to hone civic engagement skills such as communica-
tion, strategic planning, and teamwork. According to one focus group participant, as “a residential 
community there’s also a large number of avenues for actually actively building the community… 
I felt like I had a very strong role to play [helping develop orientation and serving as a residential 
advisor].” Another added, “in developing the kinds of relationships we have within our communi-
ties… you create a community that listens to each other and holds space for each other. So I think 
social engagement can take lots of forms, because we have that space to build the kind of commu-
nity we want.”

          
Interaction of Curricular and Residential/Extra-Curricular Forces
Repeatedly we heard that the diversity of the student body, the content and format of the Common 
Curriculum, and the intimacy of residential life interacted to foster civic engagement. These forces 
do not only influence students, they have an immersive and interactive effect which contributes 
to students’ civic engagement education. For example, one student shared how their interest 
in becoming more proactive in environmental activism stemmed from the interactive effect of 
1) extracurricular trips led by student organizations that showed the environmental impact of 
climate change on ecosystem health, combined with 2) the Common Curriculum module Scientific 
Inquiry’s emphasis on climate change, and 3) interactions in residences with classmates passionate 
about environmental causes. The abstract classroom learning was important, but the real-world 
exposure to coral bleaching amplified their commitment. Being in residence with passionate peers 
helped maintain the momentum and accountability to stay actively engaged. 

Rather than being prompted explicitly to act by professors or by peers, students pointed to 
the immersive nature of the Yale-NUS learning environment and the “confluence of factors” on 
their interest and intensity of their commitments. “I find it quite difficult to identify a moment 
where I felt galvanized to act because of something that a professor said… because professors are 
not always very explicit about it.” A few students who had studied abroad in North America for 
their junior year noted the contrast between their abroad and Yale-NUS experience. In the Singa-

https://cape.commons.yale-nus.edu.sg/resources/
https://cape.commons.yale-nus.edu.sg/resources/
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pore context, where protest without a state permit is illegal, professors would not say to students, 
“there’s a protest tomorrow, you can join.” Rather, students felt that civic engagement is more often 
implicit and embedded in classroom discussion so that “the motivation to act comes again from a 
confluence of factors… you hear certain things in the classroom, you see your friends doing certain 
things, you go online and you realize that you know people are doing things as well. Then it’s just 
that combination of things that gets you wanting to start.” 

The interaction between a shared common curricular experience and shared living experience 
appears to be critical for fostering awareness and self-organization among students. According to 
one student, specifically referencing Comparative Social Inquiry (CSI), “the conversations I have 
outside of class with my classmates [about CSI] end up being really interesting… I feel like the 
courses don’t really do anything [to explicitly encourage civic engagement], but they do provide a 
launch pad to start thinking about it... Because my CSI [class] was right before lunch...we will go 
out to the dining hall [to have] extended conversations about our classes.” 

In other words, students have reported something akin to a confluence of multiple free spaces 
for students to form mini-publics, forming and mobilizing consensus about a plethora of social 
topics, which in turn may prefigure civic agency.27 

One student captured what many of their peers had observed during the focus group: 

I think just having both the academic and also social environment of being 
steeped in these issues makes a very big difference in having people think about 
them more consciously…[in the] social environment of Yale-NUS people do 
feel very subtle pressure to…have information and [understanding of local 
and international sociopolitical issues and] to have an opinion about things. 
And this is also very much trained by the academic environment that you’re in 
[whereby] you’re expected to speak up actively in class, you’re expected to have 
an opinion [about course material], but also to respond and critically build our 
opinion based on evidence or based on other students’ contributions...

The student felt that this expectation of engagement with issues is distinctive within Yale-
NUS, and not typical of the Singaporean public. In other words, as the student put it, civic engage-
ment is forged when the “academic and social feed into each other.” We have personally observed, 
and in the focus groups heard testimonials about, how students’ exposure to the combination of 
interdisciplinary curriculum, extra-curricular organizing, and the intimacy of residential life com-
bined to make them more curious and more actively engaged in politics and consequential social 
issues. For example, one focus group participant shared their personal trajectory from intimidation 
to empowerment. In their first year, the student shared that “it felt like people who were politically 
engaged… were another type of people” that they couldn’t imagine becoming. Then after reading 
the popular book, This Is What Inequality Looks Like, which was frequently discussed among their 
peers, this student recognized this “was what it meant to be engaged. It was ‘political’ just to en-
gage in issues and the things that affect society.”

The students in our focus groups described an educational culture that encourages—maybe 
demands—students to take action to build community and contribute. This culture is also articu-
lated in a student opinion article: 

Having had the good fortune to go through the Common Curriculum at Yale-
NUS and thoroughly deconstruct and unlearn all the normative narratives 
designed to propagate class hierarchies and systemic injustices, [along with] 
enlightening experiences with inspiring people from diverse backgrounds, 
sometimes it is difficult to not loathe myself for not doing enough with the 
immense privilege that I have.28 

When comments like this surfaced during the focus groups, others would often nod, suggesting 
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this is a widespread view. In this sense, there is implicit peer pressure within the College to seek 
knowledge, to be opinionated, and to be active on the causes students care about. This might take 
the form of community service more than explicitly political engagement, but utilizes many of 
the tools that are also relevant for political engagement such as crafting appealing messaging, 
consensus-building, and community organizing. 

To sum up, the Common Curriculum content, the active modes of pedagogy that are possible 
due to smaller class size, and students’ strong sense of community and self-governance—the cur-
ricular and extra-curricular—all come together to cultivate civic engagement among students at the 
College. However, as the next section shows, there are also palpable obstacles to the scope of such 
civic engagement.   

Barriers to Civic Engagement
As we worked to uncover curricular, extra-curricular, and other structural drivers of civic engagement 
at Yale-NUS, we also sought to identify possible barriers. We generated several hypotheses through 
structured reflection prior to conducting the focus groups, identifying (1) workload and major 
selection, (2) perceived liberal bias in the College community, and (3) perceived conservativism 
in the local political context, as the most likely barriers to engagement. In the focus groups we did 
hear evidence that these were obstacles to greater civic engagement for many students. However, 
the focus groups surfaced additional barriers to engagement, namely (4) the intimacy of the College 
community inhibiting inquiry and honest debate, (5) internationals’ being legally prohibited and 
socially dissuaded from political engagement in Singapore, and (6) student diversity, specifically 
that international students may lack a critical mass of co-nationals interested in domestic politics 
of their home countries. In this section we describe these six barriers to civic engagement faced by 
students. 

Workload and Major Selection

Among students who entered the College with relatively low levels of civic engagement, many 
shared the experience of becoming increasingly socially and politically engaged as they progressed 
through college. However, for students who entered the College already highly engaged, several 
reported their engagement actually diminished over their college experience, due primarily to 
academic workload. 

Yale-NUS is an academically demanding environment, with a roughly 5% admit rate over the 
last several years, the College aims to be on par with Amherst, Williams, Swarthmore, Wellesley, 
and other highly competitive liberal arts colleges in terms of academic rigor. Students who value 
good grades and are highly motivated to excel in their courses may not have much time outside 
class for community engagement or political advocacy.  Roughly 20% of students we spoke with 
named academic workload as a significant barrier to more sustained engagement. Workloads typ-
ically grow as students select majors, take more demanding courses, and work on a mandatory 
two-semester senior thesis (called the Capstone at Yale-NUS). 

Workload seems to be a greater inhibitor to engagement for those majoring in fields not as 
explicitly tied to social and political issues. Students who major in the social sciences and human-
ities often find their coursework fuels engagement and vice versa. (We heard this specifically with 
reference to majors/minors in Law and Liberal Arts; Global Affairs; Politics, Philosophy, and Eco-
nomics; Environmental Studies; Anthropology; and Philosophy). Several students majoring in sci-
ences discussed how the engagement fostered in the Common Curriculum during their first two 
years dissipated as they transitioned to their major. As one student put it, the engagement “doesn’t 
sustain” and they can only continue it through extra-curricular organizations and volunteering, 
creating a time trade-off with school work. Some students reported that they desired coursework 
which integrates science and society, like bioethics and public health courses, so that they could 
continue to be engaged in social and political issues while also learning science. 

Another theme that emerged in our discussion of major selection was the special position of 
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the Environmental Studies (ES) major. Some students majoring in ES and those who had taken 
courses on environmental politics noted that “the environment” feels “safer” to talk about than 
some “sensitive” issues in Singapore like criminalization of homosexuality, treatment of foreign 
workers, racism, and socio-economic inequality. Learning advocacy methods for environmental 
policy change thus felt less confrontational and divisive than learning advocacy skills in the con-
text of social justice, identity, and class. 

Intimacy of Residential Life Cuts Both Ways, Especially Given Perceived Liberal Bias

Although the College’s small size and tight-knit nature facilitates engagement by helping students 
find like-minded peers and learn from those with different views and backgrounds, it may also be a 
barrier to engagement. Students reported they often hold back from voicing opinions or questions 
on contentious issues for fear that it would upset people in the community, leading to alienation 
and social banishment. 

The intimacy of the College may especially inhibit international students from more active 
forms of engagement on campus. For international students, the campus is their only home-base 
in Singapore, and so there is no way to “lie low” if they make an unintentionally offensive Facebook 
post or say something controversial in class. We heard several variants of this concern, which is 
exemplified in this international student’s comment:

My entire life is rooted in this very small campus [where] if you have an opinion 
about…a political or social issue, you should be ready to defend it...Especially 
if you have a non-liberal opinion…, you should have very good reasons [to 
defend that view]. I’m a third year student now, I [am] more selective about 
what I choose to have an opinion on… I still keep myself informed, but I can’t 
have an opinion about everything, because I’m not ready to defend all of those 
[views]. And since I live on campus, I don’t want to antagonize people and I 
can’t really escape to anywhere else. I can’t go back home [for the weekend like 
local students] or get away from campus to find another space…So I find myself 
being selectively engaged.

As in campuses worldwide, there is a perception, as illustrated above, among Yale-NUS students 
that conservative views and causes are more likely to be silenced or ridiculed than liberal ones. This 
may be more of an issue at Yale-NUS because the term “liberal arts college” is often interpreted in 
Singapore as referencing political liberalism. Since its founding, champions for more conservative 
views and those who take a more absolutist view of free speech, have lamented the “intolerance of 
intolerance” on campus. The authors have talked with students who felt they could not openly ask 
questions on sensitive topics like the morality of homosexuality, whether transgender identities are 
healthy, or why hard working “high achievers” should have to pay welfare for poor “low achievers.” 
These themes surfaced in focus groups as well. Some students suggested that while the small scale 
and free speech commitment of the College makes it easier for progressive students to find each 
other and organize than they might in other settings, it forces conservative voices underground, 
making it harder for students with conservative values to find each other. One example pertains 
to China’s crackdown on the Hong Kong protests last year. We heard from several students—in 
the focus groups and other conversations—who felt uncomfortable publicly defending China’s 
position vis-à-vis Hong Kong protesters. 

This view was not unanimous, of course. Several focus group participants shared that, while 
students might conceal conservative leanings in residence life, different views did get raised in 
class because the seminars usually entail vibrant debates among different worldviews. However, 
some reported that both residential life and classroom culture were often a liberal echo chamber. In 
one student’s experience, too often students in seminars will express their more liberal or progres-
sive views openly, while opposing views are not expressed. Therefore, the small seminar-style class-
rooms and diverse student body can allow students to learn about each other’s views and be forced 
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to hone their own arguments accordingly, but only when all students are empowered to share.  
This barrier to engagement—perceived liberal bias on campus—is notable for how much it 

echoes what we hear from the North American higher education context.29 Of all the barriers to 
engagement we uncovered, this is the least context-specific. Now we turn to barriers imposed by 
the Singaporean cultural and legal context, a very different set of forces. 

Cultural and Legal Context 

Political and legal structures do influence how students weigh the costs and benefits of civic 
engagement. Some of these cost-benefit calculations are obvious and clear-cut, for example students 
avoid spontaneously organized, unpermitted protests which are illegal in Singapore, because the 
consequences would be severe. One student who had studied abroad in North America reflected 
upon an experience where, immediately following a class on environmental policy, the professor 
invited students to join him in observing an environmental protest. This is possible because in that 
country, protests and public assemblies are open to all residents regardless of citizenship. This kind 
of experience is not likely to be replicated in Singapore where non-citizens are typically not able 
to attend cause-related public assemblies. In fact, international students are explicitly told not to 
get involved in formal electoral politics or participate in any speech that could be seen as inciting 
divisions among races or religions, which is illegal in Singapore.30

Some calculations regarding acceptable political engagement activities are more subtle. Stu-
dents intimated that the general conservativism and controlled political climate in Singapore in-
fluenced their choices in how to act on their political and social values. Some international stu-
dents, for example, were cautioned by parents or friends not to get involved in Singapore politics 
even in more informal ways, because it could jeopardize their student visa. Local and international 
students described concerns that a reputation for being too radical or too activist could hurt job 
prospects upon graduation. Some students, for example, take pause before championing very lib-
eral or activist positions on social media. This was an especially pressing  concern for those looking 
to work for the public and business sectors.  

Concerns about reputational damage surface not only in students’ reflections about their own 
actions, but also in how they react to their peers’ actions. One student recalled a situation where 
students organized a gathering in the college courtyard to demand the school administration adopt 
new sexual misconduct policies and event registration policies, among other issues.31 Such public 
gatherings regarding contentious issues are uncommon in Singapore, and in some cases may be 
considered illegal. Students who joined the gathering were aggrieved that more of their peers did 
not participate. However, some who did not join felt that the students staging it were putting the 
larger student body at risk. In addition to worries about legal trouble, they felt that if even a small 
number of students are too vocal and too activist, it will give the College a bad reputation in the 
local job market. Some local students that the authors spoke to at the time felt that international 
students who contributed to the gathering were insensitive to the risks for local students plan-
ning to anchor their career in Singapore. Specifically, they worried that government ministries and 
conservative firms may be hesitant to hire Yale-NUS graduates if they are seen as too antagonis-
tic to local order. They did not want their Yale-NUS degree to connote rabble-rousing and liberal 
“external influence.”32 After this gathering, a heated debate ensued within the tight-knit student 
community. As one focus group participant put it, the situation “fractured a lot of relationships.” 

Beyond concerns regarding legality and economic prospects, students also spoke of cultural 
and intellectual challenges to extending engagement beyond Yale-NUS. It was a common theme 
that attempts to bring such conversations beyond Yale-NUS are often stymied by a lack of shared 
vocabulary with those outside the College. Some students reported they worried that they came 
across as arrogant or obnoxious when discussing politics outside the College because they wanted 
to reference theoretical frameworks or authors who their non-Yale-NUS acquaintances did not 
know. 

In this sense, the very exceptional nature of the Yale-NUS enclave has created limits on how 
far within-College engagement can travel beyond the campus. To be sure, residential, cultural, and 
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intellectual life within the College has formed a vibrant space that enables students to inquire, or-
ganize, and lobby for causes they are passionate about. But there remain barriers to bringing that 
vitality beyond the College gates. 

Complexities for International Students 
The focus groups revealed three interrelated barriers to civic engagement education for 
international students at Yale-NUS. These factors are likely to shape international students’ 
experience in similar institutions located in politically constrained environments. 

Lack of Formal Rights

International students face additional legal constraints, because as non-citizens, they are denied 
some opportunities to voice, organize, or access spaces for political assembly. The Parliamentary 
Elections and Presidential Elections Acts restrict foreigners from participating in “election 
activities.”33 Non-citizens are also barred from attending or hosting gatherings at Hong Lim 
Park (Singapore’s Speaker’s Corner where pre-approved, government-sanctioned assemblies are 
permissible). In this sense, foreign students’ ability to have anything like a “front row” seat to local 
politics is limited. 

Not Wanting to Undermine a Cause by Championing It

International students we spoke to were pragmatic and understood they could endanger causes 
they cared about by being too visibly involved. A prevalent discourse in Singapore often blames 
“foreign influence” for more progressive, social justice-oriented activism.34 This assertion serves to 
dismiss certain perspectives and causes as not coming from Singaporean concerns or interests, and 
thus not warranting sympathetic attention. 

Many international students felt it was important to take a “back seat” to their Singaporean 
peers for on-campus but especially off-campus organizing around sensitive issues. Some came to 
this view independently, others reported that they had been explicitly told by their Singaporean 
peers to keep a low profile in politically-oriented student groups, lest that group, or the causes 
it supports, be falsely portrayed as a trojan horse for foreign values. One student recalled being 
“firmly told” they could join a politically-oriented group, but was discouraged from taking any high 
profile leadership roles. Others intuited these limitations, as one politically engaged international 
student shared: “No one told me explicitly, neither my parents [nor peers], that I shouldn’t be 
engaged politically, but I refrain from doing so because of the impression…I get from media and 
news sources.” 

In general, international students were sympathetic to the public relations imperative that 
social-political causes needed to be fronted by Singaporean student leaders, as exemplified in the 
following comments by two different focus group participants: 

The primary stakeholders…are first and foremost Singapore citizens 
themselves… I’m still an international student who’s just here to study… I can 
stand in solidarity and agree or disagree with the policy and the opinions of my 
fellow students, but ultimately, they’re the ones… facing the brunt of decision-
making by the government… Their voice should be the one that should be 
heard...

Being an international student in Singapore does feel like a constraining 
scenario…when it comes to political engagement … You’re…feeling like this 
is not my place to be doing activism, and as much as I would like to extend 
solidarity with work that is already happening, I was never able to find a space 
in which I could directly engage, or.. feel comfortable doing so.
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With these constraints on involvement, international students we spoke to tend to funnel 
their energy in two ways: (1) to community/social services rather than policy change and (2) to 
change-making within the College itself. They may not be citizens of Singapore, but each one is 
1/1000th of the Yale-NUS student body, and therefore more empowered to use their voice and or-
ganize for change vis-à-vis campus politics.

 
Lack of Critical Mass for Home-Country Engagement 

Another way international students can maintain civic engagement during college in Singapore is 
to focus on dynamics in their home country. However, the diversity of the student body and faculty 
makes it challenging to find a sufficient number of co-nationals to collaborate with. There are 70+ 
nationalities represented among the roughly 450 strong international student population (just 
under half the student body). Students from some major feeder countries like China, India, and 
South Korea may have an easier time finding partners. But those from less represented countries 
and regions such as Eastern Europe, Africa, and South America described struggling to find peers 
or professors engaged with politics in their home countries. As one said, “some of the loudest 
voices are more interested in the American and to some extent European contexts.” Even students 
from countries neighboring Singapore have faced this dilemma.  

We suspect that we would hear similar reports if we were to interview international students 
at small liberal arts colleges in North America. Overcoming barriers to engagement for interna-
tional students, regardless political context, warrants further attention.  

Summary and Conclusion
This chapter, building on the conceptual groundwork laid in Chapter 4, reports on our research 
into sources and impediments to civic engagement within Yale-NUS College in Singapore. Our 
findings reflect focus groups, personal reflection, document analysis, and many conversations with 
students over many years working at the institution.

Our findings are not necessarily representative of the College as a whole and are inherent-
ly incomplete due to the modest size of our focus groups and the limits of our own experience. 
Nonetheless, we believe that this chapter presents important findings regarding the bastions and 
barriers to civic engagement in two more generalizable contexts. 

1) Highly multinational colleges and universities: those with high percentages of interna-
tional undergraduate students such as Yale-NUS. This category includes similarly transnation-
al institutions or branch campuses that have emerged in recent years such as NYU-Abu Dhabi, 
NYU-Shanghai, Duke-Kunshan, and the Minerva Colleges. This category also includes older insti-
tutions with large international undergraduate populations such as Franklin University Switzer-
land, University of Hong Kong, ETH Zurich, Imperial College London, and several others. These 
institutions have opportunities to foster political curiosity, imagination, and ambition by bringing 
together students from such varied social-political contexts. These institutions also need to think 
through the barriers to engagement faced by international students that are discussed above. Some 
of those barriers may include legal rights to engage in local politics. Other barriers may be more 
subtle, such as lack of a critical mass of students from one’s home country with whom to organize. 
One strategy is to create opportunities for students to engage in change-making directed at the 
college itself. 

2) Colleges and universities in less liberal contexts: this study has found that the less liberal 
sociopolitical context in Singapore does create both formal and informal barriers to civic engage-
ment for students. However, this does not preclude civic engagement education. Specifically, we 
identify ways in which the broad-based curriculum, active learning pedagogies, residential require-
ment, small class size, and administrative support for student extra-curricular pursuits combine to 
equip students with interest in and skills for civic engagement. Regardless of context, students who 
wish to make a difference in their communities need to be thoughtful about the nature of those 
contexts. Learning tools for civic engagement within a less liberal context may even be a more 
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challenging endeavor, as students develop site-specific forms of change-making. 
To situate civic education in diverse contexts, it is important to highlight that engagement 

is not limited to physical demonstrations or confrontational tactics. In less liberal settings, fear 
for reputation, future employment, and family legal security present real barriers to inculcating 
civic engagement. As such, methods for civic mobilization need to take these barriers into account. 
Learning about your students, their prior interests/activities, and perceived vulnerabilities is an 
important starting point for educators who want to foster civic engagement. In contexts with more 
constrained voice opportunities, it is helpful to expose students to multiple forms of engagement 
and various spaces for engagement (online activism, petitions, op-eds, art-ivism, activist documen-
taries, academic interrogation, service learning, dialogue, etc.). In fact, social media and the In-
ternet have increasingly been used in less liberal contexts to champion and discuss various social 
causes.35 Yale-NUS students have likewise harnessed social media to promote key issues, such as 
sustainable living.36 

Effective teaching strategies may vary for different populations and locations. The means to 
empower groups to become more politically engaged will vary from liberal to illiberal contexts. 
Students have funnelled energies into educating peers and the public about politics, history, and 
sensitive sociopolitical issues. For example, the student-run Community for Advocacy and Political 

Table 1: Summary of Findings
Drivers of Civic Engagement Barriers to Civic Engagement

Liberal Arts and Sciences Common Curriculum: Learning 
about different social-political systems, recognizing socially 
constructed nature of own value systems and behaviors, 
close reading and analytical skills, normalizes discussion 
about political and social change. 

Active Learning Pedagogies: Students find their voice, 
learn to develop own opinions rather than learning ‘right 
answers,’ communication skills, increases comfort with 
disagreement and genuine dialogue.

Size, Residential Requirement, and Intimacy of Student 
Body: Facilitates finding like-minded students, organizing, 
deepening knowledge and interest in social-political issues, 
feeling of safety to explore new ideas and identities being 
on campus and away from family/ cultural origins.

Multinationalism of College Community: Creates 
encounters with difference which spark imagination, 
interest in scrutinizing rather than accepting students’ 
norms and practices of own cultural context/country of 
origin. 

Creative, Can-Do Culture: Administrative encouragement 
of students who want to organize new clubs and initiatives. 
Gives students hands-on practice in mobilizing, organizing, 
messaging. 

Academic Workload: Not enough time for civic 
engagement, especially for those in majors that are not 
directly related to societal and political issues. 

Perceived Liberal Bias: Conservative students may not 
voice their views as freely, therefore not find like-minded 
students as easily with which to engage.

Size, Residential Requirement, and Intimacy of Student 
Body: Students do not want to be lambasted or ostracized 
for unpopular or ignorant comments. Will keep some 
questions or views to themselves because there is no 
anonymity within such an intimate campus community.

Political Limitations and Perceptions of Conservative 
Local Culture: Local students do not want to risk legal 
trouble. International students do not want to risk 
deportation. Concerns that provocative action could be seen 
as too antagonistic for local culture and would jeopardize 
job prospects. 

Constraints on Political Participation and Lack of Critical 
Mass of Co-Nationals among International Students: 
Foreign students are not permitted to participate in many 
forms of political engagement in Singapore. Concerns 
that foreign students will undermine the causes they care 
about if they are too vocal, making those causes seem like 
“imported” rather than real Singaporean issues. Inability 
of foreign students from less well represented nationalities 
to find collaborators from their home countries with which 
to engage.
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SECTION III: CREATING INSTITUTIONS FOR CIVIC ENGAGEMENT EDUCATION

This case study describes the development and initial offering of a unique study 
abroad course centered on community-driven development in The Gambia and 
Senegal. The objectives for the course were to enhance students’ understanding 
of the roles and impacts of civil society, social capital, and community-driven de-
velopment, while fostering an ethic of global citizenship, as they studied theories 
of community development and nongovernmental organizations. Students were 
exposed to a range of experiences, including site visits to development projects, 
cultural events, visits with local families, lectures, reflective sessions, guest speak-
ers and service projects. Key lessons learned from this initial offering of the course 
centered on the impact and importance of: local partners, a clear organizing 
theme (in this case community-driven development), interpersonal connections, 
service projects, and frequent opportunities for student reflection.  We end with a 
set of recommendations for others planning to offer similar courses.

Aminata Sillah and Donn Worgs
Towson University

KEYWORDS: Civic Engagement; Study Abroad; Community Development; Reflections; Development.

Introduction

As discussions of civic engagement and civic education have evolved in recent years, 
some have pushed the conversation beyond a notion of active citizenship within one’s 
country, toward calls for promoting values of global citizenship.1 As if cultivating civic 
engagement were not hard enough, the idea of cultivating and promoting a sense of 
global citizenship (or a sense of connection to and responsibility for the well-being 

of others beyond one’s own country) is an even larger mountain to climb. And yet, it is essential. A 
broader sense of global citizenship is more necessary as transnational interactions are normalized, 
the global economy and global interactions increasingly shape fates of communities, and the well-
being of individuals around the world increasingly depend on developments, trends, and decisions 
made outside of their own country. Thus, in our role as educators, we are called upon to craft 
learning experiences to push students toward an ethic of global citizenship.

Of course, this task is complicated by the current nature of cross-national interactions—espe-
cially between those of the global North and the global South. The history of colonization, neo-co-
lonialism, paternalism, racism, and ethnocentrism challenges the prospect of cultivating notions 
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of global citizenship characterized by transnational standards of justice and equity that recognize 
and respect the full humanity of all individuals and empathizes without romanticization or pater-
nalism. Yet, this is the task that the authors of this chapter set out to accomplish. We attempted to 
craft a course that would enhance our students’ understanding of the role of locally controlled civic 
organizations in developing their own communities while also enhancing our students’ sense of 
global citizenship.2

This chapter is a description of how through effective course design, ideal partners, and good 
fortune—we developed and implemented a new study abroad course that facilitated student learn-
ing about theories of community and development and, at least in the short term, increased stu-
dents’ understanding of global interdependence, fostered greater empathy with others outside the 
US, and enhanced students’ sense of responsibility for fellow global citizens and their sense of 
efficacy relating to improving conditions of under-developed communities. 

Study Abroad as a Vehicle to Promote Civic Engagement and Global 
Citizenship
Many college students find study abroad inaccessible regardless of ethnicity or race. They tend to 
look at cost and self-segregate. Cost has been cited as the main obstacle to participation especially 
among minority and first-generation students.3 Universities and government institutions have 
been deliberate in their quest to diversify study abroad programs. 

In recent years, there has been increasing interest in, and support for, study abroad programs. 
Once on the margins of the university curriculum, these programs have gained a more central lo-
cation. No longer is international study abroad relegated only to specific departments. There has 
been an awakening within various academic departments about the value in international educa-
tion and a push to meaningfully engage students to provide a more holistic college experience. The 
Institute of International Education (IIE) indicated that during the 2017/18 academic year, study 
abroad participation increased by 11% to 341,751 students.4 This increase continued the next year as 
well.5 This includes a noticeable rise in students of color and from lower-resourced backgrounds.6 
Increasing involvement in these programs has been supported by federal funding of programs such 
as the Gilman and Boren scholarships. This government support has strengthened and expanded 
various study abroad programs.7 The COVID-19 pandemic halted study abroad during the 2020/21 
academic year, so long-term impacts remain to be seen. 

Empirical research shows that students who participate in study abroad programs report be-
ing positively transformed by it and often bring ideas, knowledge and resources back home.8 Yet, 
while these experiences are beneficial to students, little attention is given to how unique courses 
are developed and to the impact such experiences have on outcomes related to civic orientation, a 
sense of global citizenship, or cultural understandings that transcend the specifics of the setting 
for a particular class. 

Extant research on study abroad programs tends to focus on learning outcomes and assess-
ment.9 Program design, such as level of integration with local student population, housing situa-
tion, and level of interaction with host culture, is also a focus.10 We set out to develop a course to 
do what we believed was essential, despite the limited literature and the paucity of models using 
a similar approach focused on the array of outcomes we were seeking: to help students under-
stand the roles and impacts of civil society, social capital, and community driven development and 
enhance their sense of global citizenship. For us, enhancing notions of global citizenship means 
developing students’ understanding of other people (including an appreciation of their challenges 
as well as their capacities) and increasing their sense of responsibility for others beyond their own 
country. 

Based on these learning objectives, a key element of the course design was student engage-
ment in “service” projects, and thus we had to be intentional about staying away from the “charity 
mode” typical of other short-term study abroad programs. Asghar and Rowe (2017) have described 
the exploitative nature of short-term programs that fail to provide appropriate appreciation of 
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power struggles and inequities entrenched in working with poor, disenfranchised, and marginal-
ized communities.11 We consciously sought to avoid cultivating the “white savior” mentality which 
Nordmeyer et al. (2016) describe as being less about justice, than about the students having an 
emotional experience that “validates privilege.”12 We did not want our students to help those in the 
communities we visited just to feel good about themselves. Thus, we consciously designed experi-
ences to help them to understand their privilege yet enable them to engage and interact with res-
idents in ways to avoid this privilege being a defining or dominant dynamic of these interactions. 

This chapter contributes to the broader literature on civic engagement and study abroad ex-
periences by describing and analyzing a unique study abroad experience that straddled and con-
nected multiple perspectives and voices from local communities, community organizations, in-
ternational nongovernmental organizations, and academia. Important questions are raised and 
answered regarding our understanding of community development, civic engagement, and what it 
means to cultivate a sense of global citizenship. We believe our reflections and experiences will be 
useful to educators who seek to design study abroad courses and other community-based learning 
experiences that foster a sense of global responsibility, interdependence, and citizenship.

Developing the Course
Faculty leaders began to seriously consider the idea for a course on nongovernmental organizations, 
civic engagement and community at the international level in 2017. Conversations centered on 
the potential value of a course that examined theories of community development (including 
theories of development and theories of community) along with practical real-world examples of 
community-driven development in a setting outside of the United States. 

By the spring of 2018, the authors decided to pursue such a course in The Gambia. We selected 
The Gambia because Dr. Sillah is from there and has intimate knowledge of the country. We later 
added Senegal given its proximity and the opportunity for exposure to a different political context 
and different civic initiatives. Dakar is one of the largest and most dynamic cities in Africa and 
offers a striking contrast to the rural communities and small urban areas of The Gambia. Further-
more, Senegal offers cultural and historical sites to enhance participants’ awareness of the context 
for their civic engagement activities. We proposed a course to Towson University’s study-abroad 
office to explore community development and local NGO’s efforts to address community needs in 
The Gambia and Senegal.

The authors relied on past experiences to craft a vision for the course. While we had not previ-
ously taught a study abroad course, we each had taught service learning/civic engagement courses 
in Baltimore City. In both of our cases, the courses highlighted community-led efforts envisioned 
by residents themselves. The projects in these courses invited students to engage community-led 
initiatives. These courses included lectures by the faculty leaders and guests along with readings 
and site visits where students learned about development projects while working closely with local 
residents and activists.

We wanted to take the same approach with the study abroad course. Thus, the new course 
would center site visits and conversations with leaders engaged in community driven development 
initiatives, and the students would participate in projects contributing to these organizations’ ex-
isting work. 

By centering these experiences, we hoped to prevent students falling into “tourist mode.” We 
also sought to avoid the colonizer/colonized view - students giving their “service” and the commu-
nity receiving the “service.” Importantly, the purpose of the course was not “charity,” “service,” or 
even “giving back.” The service or engagement projects would be designed for students to learn 
more about community-driven development with the intent to help students identify as contribu-
tors and collaborators in ongoing development efforts. 

Given the differences between the previous civic engagement courses we taught and the 
planned study abroad course, we anticipated the need to deviate from our previous approach. Thus, 
we added cultural and historical site visits to further student understanding of the context of their 
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experience. We also limited readings given the limited time and the expectation that days would 
be filled with varied activities. We focused on a few targeted readings that exposed students to the 
cultures of The Gambia and Senegal. Readings focused mostly on The Gambia for several reasons. 
First, Gambia was our base and the foundation for the course. Second, most community partners 
were Gambian based. Finally, cultural immersion and student placement with host families and 
host institutions were done there. In Senegal, we met with community partners who were activists, 
and visited some cultural sites. The readings for Senegal were limited to history and geography of 
the country since the two countries shared the same dialects, culture, and customs. Our goal was to 
allow the students to forge interpersonal connections through experiential learning and decoloniz-
ing the concept of community development. This meant that theoretical content would primarily 
come from formal lectures and informal discussions.

A majority of the two weeks abroad would be spent in The Gambia (10 to 12 days) with the 
balance in Senegal (three to four days). The student experience would include formal lectures from 
faculty leaders, guest lectures from local activists, visits to local cultural and historical sites, site 
visits to community driven projects for a hands-on service project, and readings including a short 
novel by a Gambian author. Service projects were key to the experience to help students feel like 
contributors rather than mere observers or tourists. We included a range of service experiences, 
including a half-day spent in one community, student placements with local organizations, as well 
as other activities arranged by a local partner. 

Given that vision, the most important task in developing the course was locating local part-
ners that fit the model we used in Baltimore. Since what we envisioned was not a traditional study 
abroad course, we did not want to partner with a traditional study abroad organization. We needed 
partners who had expertise in the country, understood our approach to development, and would 
be able to offer the kinds of service/engagement projects consistent with our vision. That was a tall 
order. As fortune would have it, we found an ideal lead partner in Global Hands Inc., who—along 
with a number of other well-suited local organizations—agreed to work with us. 

Global Hands is an international NGO based in England with direct connections to The 
Gambia. Its leader and co-founder Dr. Momodou Sallah of De Montfort University, is Gambian, 
and The Gambia is their primary focus. The organization addresses issues of “local and global in-
equality by raising consciousness about local and global issues through community engagement.”13 
Global Hands help individuals and communities build capacity to transform lives. The organiza-
tion’s mission was aligned with our vision. To say Global Hands was ideal is an understatement. In 
shaping the course, they pushed the experience beyond what we had initially envisioned. Thus, the 
outcome of the course was a product of the Towson faculty leaders’ collaboration with the leaders 
of Global Hands. 

We initially sought to work with Global Hands to house our students in their facility– The 
Manduar Development Hub. As we learned more about them, we learned they had run what they 
called the “Gambian Development School” for both college students and others. They had exten-
sive experience doing what we sought to do from a perspective that aligned with our vision of de-
velopment. Thus, after settling on Global Hands as primary partner for lodging and logistics, the 
relationship expanded to include core content.

 In finalizing the course, we adjusted plans to fit with Global Hands’ mission, vision, and ex-
pertise. Collectively we crafted the students’ experience. During the course, we regularly met with 
Global Hands staff to make adjustments and reach consensus on actions. In that regard, our ap-
proach was consistent with the insights and recommendations of Tinkler et al. (2014), that fac-
ulty should pay attention to community partner’s mission, vision, and resources throughout ser-
vice-learning experiences. This is easier when the partner’s vision and mission align with the vision 
of the faculty leaders and course objectives.14 

Global Hands’ relationships with organizations engaged in the work we sought to explore 
complemented Dr. Sillah’s knowledge of and connections to the area. Our combined efforts facil-
itated partnerships with local organizations that helped develop interesting experiences for our 
students. In particular, Global Hands pushed us to expand the scope of the immersive cultural 
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experiences we incorporated into the program plan. Those experiences proved to be invaluable 
additions to the course design.

The Course Design
Our final vision was rather ambitious. We designed a course for students to learn about 
theories of community development and nongovernmental organizations in the context of two 
predominantly Muslim African countries. It is important to note that our understanding of the 
term “community development” is rather broad. We agree with Ferguson and Dickens’ notion 
that conceives community development in broad terms, including a wide range of activities to 
enhance the “quality of life” for residents in a particular area.15 Given this concept of community 
development, we wanted students to take note of how local residents defined “development” and 
how they conceived their “development” priorities. Thus, the course is centered on direct exposure 
to community-driven development projects. 

The primary objectives for the course are to enhance students’ understanding of the roles 
and impacts of civil society, social capital, and community-driven development while forming an 
ethic of global citizenship. By the end of the course, we hoped our students would demonstrate an 
understanding of, (1) The history of The Gambia and Senegal, (2) contemporary attributes of each 
country and, (3) community development as a strategy to address current issues and challenges 
(for details see table 1).

Each outcome was aligned with specific planned experiences. To understand whether students 
gain the knowledge, skills, and values connected to the course, we required them to make daily, 
reflective journal entries in response to specific prompts. These journals were collected at the end 
of the trip. Students were also required to write a final essay upon return to the US (See table 1)

Planned experiences ranged from site visits to development projects, cultural events, visits 
with local families, lectures, reflective sessions, guest speakers, and service projects. We purpose-
fully went beyond contemporary development projects to present students with content related 
to the countries’ history (e.g., the transatlantic slave trade, colonization, neocolonialism and inde-
pendence), as well as contemporary challenges facing each nation (e.g., the construction of demo-
cratic institutions and practices in the aftermath of authoritarian rule). We felt that understanding 
the historical and contemporary context was essential to understanding community development 
strategies and the visions guiding development work of the organizations studied.

We planned to spend most time in The Gambia travelling to both urban and rural areas. We 
would reside in Manduar, a village outside the urban center of Brikama. This was key to give stu-
dents a sense of life in a rural community (limited access to infrastructure and key services) with 
vibrant civic organizations and a strong sense of community. We would also spend three days in 
Senegal staying in Dakar, one of the most dynamic cities in West Africa. We anticipated the con-
trast would be insightful. 

Implementation: The Actual Experience
The course was initially offered during the minimester of January 2020. Students departed on 
January 2nd and returned on January 20th. Ultimately, 11 students took the course, including one 
freshman, two seniors and eight juniors. Of this eleven, six majored in political science or a related 
field. One student was from another campus and did not take the course for formal credit. Below 
we describe some key experiences—both highlights and lowlights—followed by a description of 
student outcomes and key lessons gained from the course development and the initial offering. 
We begin with a brief description of the two countries followed by a discussion of our experiences.

  
The Gambia and Senegal
The Gambia is small with a population of about 2.2 million. It achieved independence from 
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Table 1. Learning Outcomes
After completing this course, students will have an 

enhanced understanding of:
These outcomes will be achieved through the following 

activities:

The history and culture of The Gambia and Senegal, 
including:

• The history of the area prior to 
contact with Europeans

• The role of this region in the 
Transatlantic slave trade, and the 
impact of the transatlantic slave 
trade on the region.

• The process and European 
colonization and the impact of 
colonization on the people of the 
region

• The process of decolonization and 
movements for independence.

• The Hub activities

• Lecture from Minister of Culture

Visits to:

• Senegal Monument

• Museums (Katchikally)

• Senegal museum

• Historical sites

• Fort Bullen

• Kunta Kente Island

• Goree Island

Contemporary attributes of each country including:

• Cultural practices, 

• Recent economic, social, and 
political developments

• Current issues and challenges 
facing each country

• Natural and Ecological attributes

• Community Visits

• Market visit

• Kerr Omar Farm visit

• Hub exercise and discussion

• Reading “The Magic Calabash”

• Family visit

• Community partner—activities

• Logic of the System Conference

• Guest lectures

Community development as a strategy to address 
current issues and challenges, including:

• The concept of community 
development

• The range of actors who participate 
in community development and 
their impacts

• Local visions of development

• Key examples of community-driven 
initiatives seeking to address: 
education and youth development; 
gender equity and women’s 
rights; environmental justice 
and sustainability; economic 
development and poverty 
alleviation; health and wellness.

• Lecture: Theory of Comm Dev

• Lecture: status of women

• Lecture: local issues, groups 

• Talk on Female Circumcision 
(FGM)

• Visits to Starfish, Kafuto, Komforo

• Community Placements

• Community Projects

• Hub Activities

• School visits

• Guest lectures

The use of the arts as a vehicle for community development
• Senegal rap group

• Senegal mural tours
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Britain in 1965. From independence until 1994, it had a long record of democratic practice and 
tolerance. Under its first president, Sir Dawda Jawara, the country’s status as a stable democracy 
and promoter of human rights led to the establishment of headquarters for the first permanent 
Secretariat of the African Commission on Human and People’s Rights in The Gambia. Jawara 
was a renowned peace promoter and internationally acclaimed for his commitment to the rule of 
law and multiparty democracy.16 Jawara’s successor, Yahya Jammeh, undermined the democratic 
process and turned toward authoritarianism—with a broad record of repression and human rights 
violations that included the silencing of political opposition.17 Jammeh’s rule ended in 2016 when 
he lost the presidential election and was pressured by Economic Community of West African States’ 
(ECOWAS’s) military forces to accept the election outcome and leave office.18 Under Jammeh’s 
successor, Adama Barrow, civil society organizations have re-emerged and re-opened democratic 
space. The government has strengthened civic participation through policies that engage young 
people and increase volunteerism. 

Senegal borders The Gambia on three sides and is much larger, with 16 million people. The 
countries have a common cultural heritage and religious make-up despite the fact that The Gambia 
is English-speaking, and Senegal is French speaking. Senegal achieved independence from France 
in 1960. It too has a record of democratic governance. However, while its government is democrat-
ically elected and politically stable, authorities have been known to arrest members of opposition 
movements to suppress dissent. Yet, there is space for dissent, and opposition movements have 
had successes in recent years. It too has a vibrant civil society.19 

We arrived in The Gambia on January 3 after 20 hours of travel. We were picked up by repre-
sentatives of Global Hands who brought us to the Manduar Development Hub, where we would 
reside while in The Gambia. This location was important to give students a sense of security and 
see firsthand what development meant to people who lacked a direct voice in national policies. We 
were embedded within the community. While we had consistent access to running water (cold) and 
electricity, and even sporadic WiFi access, our neighbors’ access to these essential services varied. 
Yet, the community had a visible drive toward their own notion of development. The origin of the 
Hub exhibited this drive. It was the product of a partnership between Global Hands and the village 
of Manduar and was the site for various development projects. Global Hands staff (some who lived 
in Manduar) explained that the Alkalo (the village head) played a key role in establishing the Hub. 
The village provided the land and community members worked at the site. There appeared to be a 
real sense of partnership. The facility is a valuable asset as a space where residents can access run-
ning water, electricity, and the internet. Through conversations with staff and neighbors, we came 
to understand we were not merely guests of Global Hands–we were in fact guests of the Manduar 
community. Much of what we learned about the village and the origins of the Hub came through 
informal conversations—highlighting the potential for civic learning that comes with being em-
bedded within the community. 

Throughout our time abroad, we engaged in a range of activities—planned and unplanned—
that immersed and intimately engaged students (and faculty) into local culture and development 
efforts geared to building capacity among local communities. The course can be divided into five 
sets of activities: cultural immersion, historical sites, community development site visits and guest 
lectures, engagement activities, and the journey to and from Senegal. Most of the cultural and 
historical activities occurred during the first few days of the trip, while community development 
and engagement activities occurred in the latter days. The trip to Senegal occurred from day eight 
through day ten and stood out as the most challenging portion of the course, deserving of its own 
category.

Cultural Immersion
The first few days were dedicated to immersion into the local culture while familiarizing ourselves 
with the country’s languages, religious practices, clothing, food, etc. The highlights of this phase 
were the visit to the Alkalo on our second night and the students’ visit with local families on the 
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third day. When visiting the Alkalo, we brought kola nuts (a traditional offering and sign of respect 
used in traditional ceremonies like marriages and naming ceremonies) and other gifts. When we 
later learned the Alkalo’s role in establishing the Hub, we all better understood the importance 
of paying our respects as guests of the village. The family visits had a special impact. Students 
spent the entire day with local families who had been pre-selected by Global Hands. Students later 
said these visits with individual families were among the most valuable experiences of the course. 
They observed gender roles, as well as the day-to-day challenges of maintaining a household when 
preparing meals required hours of work. Students participated in these activities but almost all 
reported they were not very efficient in their tasks. 

During a reflective discussion the next day, students were excited to share their experiences, 
practically “bragging” about their host families. One student excitedly told others the mother in 
her host family was the leader of the guild of tailors in the village and another exclaimed that their 
host mother coordinated the guild that produced the soap used for washing clothes in the area.

 The students were particularly struck by their conversations with residents. Two students, for 
example, described a conversation they had with a host (a young man) who had studied in Libya. 
His experience gave them perspective on the roots of African migration—the seeking of opportuni-
ties in other countries—as well as the difficulty obtaining an education. 

It is important to note that while English is the official language in the Gambia, not every-
one speaks English. Since families tended to live in compounds, usually someone who lives there 
speaks English because they have attended primary, high school, or even university. Most host 
mothers did not speak English yet communicated with our students because of the diversity found 
in the family compounds. While communication between the students and their host families was 
not easy, it was possible and ultimately impactful.

Immersion into the culture included other activities–some small, like drinking tea with villag-
ers, and others more extensive—such as visiting the Brikama market and attending a community 
festival. Visiting the Brikama market was cited by several students as eye opening. Brikama, the 
closest city to Manduar, is one of the largest and fastest growing urban areas in The Gambia and 
contains an extensive market where locals sell every product one might need—from food to cloth-
ing to various consumer goods. The market was busy, bright, bustling, with a blend of traditional 
and western items. Students were tasked with exploring the market to look for visible impacts of 
globalization. Students later presented their observations of how products and services available 
at the market (imported consumer products, financial exchanges, local produced goods, etc.), re-
vealed ways globalization impacted the Gambian economy, politics, technology, environment, and 
culture. The students articulated the interconnectedness of various facets of globalization and how 
an isolated community in a small West African country is part of, and impacted by, globalization in 
both negative and positive ways. 

Two final experiences that offered insight into Gambian life and culture included a guest lec-
ture from Nana Grey-Johnson, author of The Magic Calabash, a Gambian novel students had read, 
and a community festival hosted by the Hub. The novel and discussions with the author gave a 
glimpse into Gambian folklore as well as aspects of Gambian religious and political history. The 
festival included drummers, dancers, a DJ, and other performers, and was well attended by local 
residents–many of whom performed. The event was fun and gave another glimpse into the local 
culture and the nature of community. Perhaps most notable were interactions between students 
and the families they had stayed with earlier. They were excited to see one another and expressed 
a sense of connection and pride. The students were overjoyed when some of the host mothers 
drummed and danced during the festival.

Overall, the value of interpersonal connections and extended immersion in the community 
gave students a deeper understanding of the needs and nature of development in the communi-
ty. They witnessed a vibrant cultural life. A number of students later noted how that perspective 
shaped their understanding of what development ought to look like.   
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Historical Sites
Notwithstanding our focus on community development, it was key to learn the region’s history. This 
was achieved through visits to historical sites, museums, and a conference call with the Gambian 
Minister of Culture. Highlights were visits to Kunta Kente Island (formerly James Island) and Fort 
Bullen in The Gambia, and Goree Island and the African Renaissance Monument in Senegal. 

Kunta Kinte Island contained ruins of a fort that held enslaved captives awaiting transport to 
the Americas. It was renamed for Kunta Kinteh—author Alex Haley’s ancestor described in Roots—
who had been captive there. Fort Bullen was built as a British outpost to suppress the slave trade on 
the River Gambia—after the British banned the trade.20 Visits to slave forts in both countries were 
emotionally moving as testaments to the horrors of the Transatlantic Slave trade and they symbol-
ized the region’s role in a global economy since at least the 1700s. Such global linkages were also 
manifested in the African Renaissance Monument which is said to point back to a still standing 
slave fort on Goree Island, and toward the Statue of Liberty across the Atlantic. This monument 
houses exhibits articulating the Pan-African movement and the African Diaspora.21

Community Development: Lectures, Site Visits and 
Engagement Projects
At the outset of the experience, we presented students with a general definition of community 
development to help frame our experiences. Our definition borrowed heavily from Ferguson and 
Dickens describing community development as a process that “produces assets that enhance the 
quality of life of residents” in a targeted community.22 We emphasized this process may produce 
enhanced assets such as physical capital, social capital, intellectual or human capital, financial 
capital and political capital among residents (or within the community) or increase access to basic 
services and needs (e.g., food security, access to water, electricity, healthcare and transportation). 

We wanted students to understand that this broad definition allowed a wide variety of ini-
tiatives to come within our purview. We also hoped students would observe how local residents 
defined community development for themselves and what kinds of initiatives they felt should be 
prioritized. Lastly, we wanted the students to develop their own sense of what development means, 
and whose vision of development ought to guide efforts for particular communities.

The core experiences of the course centered on guest lectures, site visits with organizations 
engaged in development activities, and service projects at the Hub and with other partners. Among 
all these experiences, three are particularly noteworthy: the visit with Starfish International, our 
visit to the Kafuta community, and the Logic of the System conference held at The Hub.

Starfish International is a youth development NGO focused on the education and develop-
ment of girls. Our entire group visited the site, and a smaller group spent an additional day of ser-
vice. Starfish stood out due to their comprehensive vision and the impact it had on youth. Students 
were struck by the mission and the work—given challenges related to girls’ education and gender 
roles. Students cited the independence of the organization as well as the indigenous nature of the 
group—it was founded by a woman from the community who returned home after studying in the 
US. It was one of many examples of community-driven initiatives not dependent on an interna-
tional development agenda. Rather, Starfish crafted its own agenda and garnered its own resourc-
es to support itself. This organization combined programing around the arts, entrepreneurship, 
academic training, and workshops on independent living. We were all impressed by the dynamic 
of the girls in the program and the young women who staffed it. As a community-led and commu-
nity-driven initiative, Starfish embodied the core focus of the course: programs designed by the 
community, for the community, to promote sustainable economic and cultural growth.   

The visit to the Kufuta community provided our first opportunity to do hands-on “service.” We 
went there only knowing our role was to help community members clean out and paint a building. 
As we worked, we learned more about the project. The Kufuta Community Development Associa-
tion (KCDA) sponsors a number of initiatives in the Kufuta community. The building we worked 
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on was to house a community library. The previous site had been damaged by termites. We learned 
about the important role the local library played and about other initiatives of the organization 
such as micro-enterprise programs and computer coding classes for girls. This project was locally 
led and largely financed by Gambian supporters. Students worked alongside community members 
contributing their effort and time to the project. Next, the leader of the KCDA took us to meet 
his mentor in the neighboring community of Komforro. We met the gentleman in a deceptively 
humble building on the side of the road. He spoke to the vast range of development projects he was 
working on. These included environmental projects to protect wildlife and technological projects 
to prevent deforestation. He also described micro-enterprise programs, such as one to train local 
residents in bee-keeping both as an economic project (for their finances) and as an environmental 
project to preserve the local bee population. We were surprised to learn they had planted some 
5,000 trees in the area and were currently battling Chinese logging companies nearby. The extent 
and range of activities in Kufuta and Komforro demonstrated both local capacity as well as the 
local vision of development.

A third experience was less exciting, but impactful. Global Hands organized a conference that 
coincided with our visit. The theme of the conference was “Constructing Counter Narratives,” and 
featured scholars and activists from The Gambia and elsewhere. The recurring theme of the pre-
sentations was the need for Gambians to chart their own path of development and what that might 
look like. There was a constant critique of development agendas being thrust upon communities, 
and a desire for greater appreciation of local people’s capacity to know what they want and to de-
fine for themselves what development means and should look like in their community. This had 
a strong effect on the students. More than half noted in their final essays how their experiences 
presented them with “counter narratives.” 

Building capacity for self-sufficiency was a recurring theme. We saw this in Kufuta, Komforro, 
Starfish International, as well as in the Hub. We heard this discussed at the conference. It was key 
for our students to appreciate the centrality of this sentiment. One final story illustrates this notion 
of building capacity for self-sufficiency. As our time to depart The Gambia approached, we decided 
to make a contribution to the Hub. We discussed working on their library—building shelves, fix-
ing furniture, sorting and shelving books, etc. When we approached the Global Hands staff, they 
suggested we speak with some local residents. We learned that they liked the idea of fixing up the 
library, but really wanted a chicken coop. They explained a chicken coop would be a source of food 
and income for village residents. While we lacked the capacity to build a chicken coop – we did help 
get the project started. We bought tools and worked alongside residents to clear the field where 
they would build a coop. As educators, of course we love libraries, but it was important to model 
the theme of the course, which was letting communities chart their own course for development. 

Senegal
The journey to and from Dakar was easily the lowlight of the course. We chartered a bus to drive 
from Manduar to Dakar. The journey entailed crossing the River Gambia by ferry, a border 
crossing, and driving through Senegal to Dakar. A trip estimated to take six hours took more than 
12—each way! Delays were caused by crossings at the ferry and border, but the main obstacles were 
the frustratingly frequent stops by Senegalese police. We were stopped no less than twenty times 
on the way to Dakar. We later learned this was common for commercial vehicles with Gambian 
license plates such as ours. 

While in Dakar, frequent police stops and ubiquitous traffic congestion made for a difficult 
experience. Though miserable, there were valuable lessons. The congestion spoke to the city’s rapid 
growth. Physical development was evident in new construction projects, a light rail system, and 
other signs of growth in a vibrant city. In addition to cultural sites mentioned above, the highlight 
of our time in Dakar was a visit with local activists. Ya No Marre is a movement led by one of 
Africa’s premiere rap groups and a group of young journalists that challenges the nation’s polit-
ical leadership amid demands for reform. They offered the clearest example we witnessed of the 
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intersection between arts and civic activism. The students were struck by their commitment and 
approach to activism–using music to promote social change–despite contending with repressive 
responses from political leaders. Both activists we met with had been imprisoned for their activity.

Even though accommodations in Dakar were more familiar—hot water, mirrors, WiFi, restau-
rants, etc.—the difficulties in Senegal made our return to Manduar feel like coming “home.” Stu-
dents were happy to be back to our modest lifestyle. Cold showers, no mirrors and limited WiFi 
etc., were barely noticeable inconveniences. As one student noted in her final essay, she considered 
Manduar “more like home” than Dakar, which “looked more like home.” This revealed an appre-
ciation for living in the community that may not have been apparent without the contrast to our 
experience in Dakar. Of course, the nature of the trip was different. We were there a shorter time 
and were not embedded within a community. We experienced the country and city as outsiders. 
That may have ultimately been the biggest difference. Navigating the city was difficult—we were 
more like tourists—which contrasted with the interpersonal experiences we had in The Gambia. 

Student Outcomes
The array of experiences apparently led to many desired outcomes—at least in the short term. We 
have already listed an extensive menu of intended learning outcomes, here we will discuss outcomes 
related to community development and global citizenship as revealed in the students’ final essays 
and their responses to a post experience survey. We also describe outcomes we observed from our 
vantage point. 

Students were required to submit a final reflective essay upon return to the US. The prompt 
for the essay required students to describe insights gained from three key experiences and to dis-
cuss the overall experience of the course, including what if any impact it had on their understand-
ing of development and plans for the future. We examined student essays looking for evidence of 
the following outcomes:

1. Enhanced understanding of global citizenship—the impact of global dynam-
ics on the local experiences of residents.

2. Enhanced understanding, recognition, and appreciation of local visions of 
development and/or a recognition and appreciation of local culture and 
community dynamics.

3. Plans to expand engagement around global issues.

Of the 10 students who completed the assignment, nine demonstrated an understanding of the 
global impact on local communities, all demonstrated a recognition and appreciation of local 
visions of development and/or local culture and community dynamics, and nine expressed an 
intention to expand their engagement activities around global issues.

We were struck by the extent to which all students expressed an appreciation of the impor-
tance of local communities crafting their own visions of development—and the legitimacy of these 
visions. The following quotes from three student essays reflect this perspective:

 “One major takeaway that will always remain in the forefront of my mind is 
to always assess the wants and needs of the people. It does not matter what an 
outsider of a community may think the people need, it only matters what the 
people of that community express that they need.”

“Development is the actualization of whatever community vision emerges, 
completely divorced from outside agenda or restrictive institutions.”
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“They are able to assert their own agendas and impact change in the way they 
deem most important without having to listen to an outside source.”

Overall, the students’ essays revealed that they now see the world differently. Upon their return, 
students saw the world from a different perspective and recognized the limits of their previous 
perspectives. The following quotes are indicative: 

“There came a point where I became emotional because I was never taught 
about the world in a Non-American context.”

“With these experiences I was able to slowly build a more accurate vision about 
Africa instead of the one portrayed in the media.”

Responses to the post-experience survey also suggest that students were positively impacted by 
the experience. When asked if they could “provide an example of how your education or applied 
experiences have helped you see communities that might otherwise remain unseen,” seven students 
gave examples. Two responses are typical: 

“The harsh reality is that many of our most in need communities—domestically 
and internationally—are hidden and unseen by most everyone. Engaging with 
and living alongside such communities allows for a greater understanding of 
how to better acknowledge these groups.”

It made me realize that when we talk about Third World countries, we ignore 
the people living there. We put too much focus on organizations, governments, 
institutions.

Survey responses also indicated students believe the experience will impact their future engagement. 
They claimed to feel an increased sense of efficacy. When asked if the study abroad experiences 
influenced their “personal sense of [their] ability to make a difference, locally or globally,” eight 
students said yes. As their responses reflect, this seems due to their belief they participated in or 
observed activities that made a difference.

“Yes, the hub showed a way to have a community center that created tangible 
change and programming.”

“I feel much more motivated to impact my local community and to improve 
the lives of others. I viewed institutional barriers or government negligence as 
insurmountable previously, but the trip really transformed how I quantify and 
identity tangible change.”

“I now feel more empowered to make a difference on each level because I was 
able to participate in events that made a difference.”

But there was some nuance, as indicated by one student’s claim, “Yes, I feel more power in a local 
sense, less power on a global sense.”

Lastly, eight students said they will “engage in advocacy” more than they did before the ex-
perience. Interestingly, some noted how they planned to target their advocacy—with some saying 
they would focus on local issues (e.g., education in Baltimore) and others claiming they will focus 
on global issues. 

We recognize that these responses were made in the days after their experience, and it is likely 
not all will actually expand their engagement in civic and global issues. However, the significance 
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in these responses is that the experience disrupted their normal thinking and, for a little while at 
least, helped them see the world and their role in it differently. It remains to be seen if this impact 
will be sustained over time.

Faculty Observations
Beyond what was evident in the students’ papers and survey responses, we observed some 
important outcomes worth noting. In particular, the reflective sessions and informal conversations 
allowed us to see how they were processing their experiences. In this regard, four observations were 
especially significant.

Their identification and empathy with community members: We noticed that students ex-
hibited a level of empathy with residents. For the most part, this was not overly paternalistic (al-
though there was a bit of that). Their empathy primarily took the form of appreciation for the 
lived experiences and the challenges facing people they grew to care about and respect. They also 
expressed respect for local knowledge and local visions as reflected in their writings above.

 Recognition of the impact and challenges posed by globalization: We began to see this from 
the first visit to Brikama Market, but it was a theme throughout the course. There was an underly-
ing consciousness of the impact global dynamics had on local conditions we saw in The Gambia. 
Perhaps the most telling observation came during a reflective session following one of the student 
service days. The student working with the Brikama Development Corporation described their 
project producing innovative wood burning stoves that allowed locals to cook with less wood than 
typical stoves. The organization considered this a community-based solution to the challenge of 
deforestation by giving residents a tool to limit their consumption of wood. The student was im-
pressed with this local solution to a key ecological challenge. The student’s enthusiasm was damp-
ened, however, after we visited the Komforro Organization and learned of their ongoing battles to 
prevent deforestation. A specific focus of their efforts was to curb the activities of Chinese lumber 
companies. Our student recognized the limited impact of more efficient stoves if the real culprits of 
deforestation were global economic actors. For our purposes, it was significant that the student told 
this story during a reflective session—thus all the students were able to process that understanding.

Recognition of gender roles: Much informal discussion and some formal reflections centered 
on gender roles. The students were at times frustrated with limitations on women and girls and 
were especially upset by the cultural practice of female circumcision. This was a factor in the level of 
impact of the FGM discussion and the visit with Starfish. That visit was emotional as students were 
inspired by the girls they met, so much so that two were planning to return to the Gambia to serve 
as interns for Starfish. Overall, they were moved that local efforts were addressing these concerns, 
not outsiders coming in to condemn local customs.

Religion: This was more an absence of concern. This was the first time any of them had spent 
time in a predominantly Muslim country, yet there was no discernable discomfort. We were all 
conscious we were in a Muslim country, by the mosques, signs celebrating religious leaders, the 
attire of some women and girls, the prayer calls, and occasional observations of residents pausing 
to pray. We did not detect much discomfort among students—nor did they comment on it much. 
With all the students had to say, their lack of comments on religion was noticeable. We took this as 
a positive indication of students moving beyond religion as an obstacle or impediment to connect-
ing with the people or empathizing with their life experiences.

Lessons Learned
As we reflected on this experience—from course development through the initial offering—we 
identified some key lessons. The first lesson relates to the importance of partners. As mentioned 
above, Global Hands provided significant input to the final design of the course. It was key that 
their experiences and vision aligned with our own. Other local partners, like Starfish and Kufuta, 
also shared our understanding of development and our perspective on the contributions our 
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students could make. On the other hand, we would have benefitted significantly from an on-the-
ground partner in Dakar. A local partner could have helped navigate that experience, travelled with 
us, and provided context, making our time spent in traffic more productive—and less painful. 

Overall, our interaction with the partners was consistent with previous research and recom-
mendations around faculty managing of community partnerships.23 Faculty leaders were engaged 
throughout and consciously “managed” the student interactions with Global Hands and the oth-
er partner organizations. We maintained constant communication with the partners (e.g. regular 
meetings with Global Hands leadership) and sought to manage both the student and partner ex-
pectations. Managing the relationship at times meant trusting the judgment of the partners (as 
with the home visits which ended up being invaluable) or deferring to the partners’ desires (as with 
the decision to work on a chicken coop, rather than a library). But, again, this was possible because 
our vision was well aligned with the partners.

A second key lesson is the value of establishing a clear theme to provide a lens through which 
we would process our experiences. The guiding theme—community-driven development efforts—
helped us to view our experiences through the lens of a community focus. This lens also served the 
objective to enhance notions of global citizenship as it highlighted local agency and local visions, 
rather than viewing residents as people needing to be saved. That frame helped us avoid the savior 
dynamic as well as tendencies to otherize people from different circumstances. We believe high-
lighting the expertise and vision of our partners shaped students’ responses to them. We suspect 
the effectiveness of this approach may lie in how we (the instructors) prepare and contextualize 
the experiences. Given that we view the organization’s objectives and approaches as legitimate and 
even innovative, this may have shaped the students’ response to these organizations both in the 
US and during our time abroad.

A third lesson is to reiterate the potential impact of service/engagement projects for a course on 
community development. In total, each student engaged in approximately 12 to 18 hours of ser-
vice (four hours in Kufuta, four to six hours in placements with local organizations, three to five 
hours on a community action day for youth in Manduar, and two to three hours clearing land for 
the chicken coop). It is clear that students’ mindsets change when they are “contributors” versus 
“recipients” of information. Whether they were working on the library in Kufuta or at the Hub, 
students were no longer passively absorbing information. They were investing their energy, com-
mitted to the ultimate success of the project. This shift in student mindsets seemed to affect their 
perspective, even on projects they did not contribute to.

The fourth key lesson is that interpersonal connections were critical. Cultural immersion was 
critical to understanding the community and the development strategies it pursued. While we un-
derappreciated that in our initial vision for the course, we came to understand that such experi-
ences are essential to course objectives. These experiences, however, have to be planned carefully. 
Home visits, for example, were organized by Global Hands which had found those experiences to 
be valuable in the past. The value of these interactions was probably maximized by the fact that 
Global Hands had worked with the families before, and they understood the dynamic of working 
with foreign visitors.

A final lesson was that the importance of reflective sessions cannot be overstated. The formal 
and informal reflective sessions were used to explore theoretical concepts and to provide broader 
context. We consciously led these sessions to resist dwelling on feelings (or worse—gripes) and 
endeavored to direct conversations fruitfully. Thus, we found they served as effective vehicles for 
theoretical discourse propelled by students’ observations. They also presented opportunities to 
draw connections to student experiences in the US. In all, our experience affirms earlier findings 
that critical reflection helps one comprehend complex social issues and that more extensive reflec-
tion leads to preferable student outcomes in service-learning courses.24

Given these lessons, we offer some recommendations to faculty who wish to develop a course 
with similar objectives. As they develop courses, they should:

• Have a clear organizing theme for the experiences and a clear perspective or 
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lens through which experiences can be processed. 

• In designing the course, prioritize the types of “outside the classroom” 
experiences that bring about the desired outcomes.

• Prioritize selecting the right partners. While others are unlikely to find a 
partner like we did—with a facility embedded in the community and deep 
relationships and compatible experiences—the key is partners with comparable 
understandings of key objectives of the course.

• If possible, include service/engagement opportunities. This was key to 
avoiding a tourist orientation and promoted an orientation of contribution 
and collaboration. While service can be problematic, appropriately designed 
experiences model civic engagement, respect for others, and a willingness 
to contribute to the public good, as defined by the local community that 
collaborative work is designed to benefit. 

• Prioritize inter-personal connections: This has implications for where you stay 
and the types of experiences planned. 

• Prioritize formal and informal reflective sessions. Most of our theoretical 
insights came in the reflective sessions. These need to be led by faculty in order 
to keep the focus on the theoretical insights rather than gripe fests or what 
students like or don’t like. There may be a place for sharing frustrations, but 
for courses such as ours, the reflection was more about the process to mine ways 
that uncover and inspire theoretical insights. 

• Lastly, learn from previous experiences. Students are the same, although the 
context is different. Thus, lessons and understandings from typical courses and 
engagement experiences are relevant.

These recommendations may not apply to all such efforts, but we suspect they may help in many 
cases. Our experience with this course has laid a foundation for future study abroad courses focused 
on community development and will help in traditional on-campus courses. Overall, we crafted 
an effective course design that led to an unforgettable experience. By prioritizing inter-personal 
connections, active onsite learning, and structured reflection, we deepened students’ understanding 
of themselves, of the importance of local agency and autonomy in fostering community and 
economic development, and of their role as global citizens in an interconnected world.
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The development of civic values and skills is particularly critical in societies like 
Brazil in which political change has historically had little connection to popular 
action, and far-right leaders promote authoritarianism in ways that challenge 
the nation’s commitment to minority rights and democratic institutions. This 
chapter explains how political theater can foster deep engagement with political 
issues and active citizenship among college students in Brazil. It presents our 
pedagogical approach, inspired by Freire’s program of education as a promoter of 
emancipation, as well as Boal’s theatre of the oppressed, both of which guided the 
development of a community outreach project. We also detail the development of 
the Interna-só-na-mente Political Theater Group and, through its assessment, 
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engagement in a student-led community outreach initiative.
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Introduction

Civic engagement is not widespread in Brazil. It is a hierarchical society stratified by race, 
gender, and class, with limited opportunities for young people to actively participate 
in politics. In this context, we believe higher education can and must help students 
gain the knowledge, skills, values, and experiences required to make a meaningful 
difference through politics and community leadership.1

Entering the University is, for most students, the gateway to adult life. In humanities courses, 
especially in political science and international relations, they are exposed to theories and critical 
views that prompt them to question reality and critically reflect on their experiences. However, 
these courses often are focused on content transmission and fail to develop the skills and compe-
tencies needed to put this knowledge into practice. Students cannot automatically convert theory 
to practice without an active learning environment that encourages them to practice and to de-
velop active political participation skills. This chapter presents a community engagement initia-
tive established by the Department of International Relations at the Federal University of Paraiba 
(UFPB). This project, a Political Theatre inspired by the work of Augusto Boal, succeeded in pro-
moting civic values and skills among enrolled students. 
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The chapter starts with a contextualization section, which presents the political and civic en-
gagement scenario in Brazil. We then present our pedagogical approach inspired by Freire’s ped-
agogy of emancipation2 and Boal’s theater of the oppressed3 which, through a student led active 
learning methodology, promoted political discussions of social and political issues through the-
ater. The project’s stages are then detailed, followed by its assessment which was done through 
interviews with some of the participants. This case study reveals how participating in a theater 
group can engage university students in discussions of relevant social and political issues with 
their community, allow them to experience being part of a politically active group, and develop 
confidence in their agency, their civic knowledge, values and competences.

Democracy and Civic Engagement in Brazil
According to Putnam,4 communities with a high standard of civic participation and social 
solidarity, constitute fertile ground for democratic institutions. Civic engagement involves active 
participation in community life and seeking to influence it for the better. It demands work toward 
making a difference in one’s community by promoting quality of life through processes and 
activities of public and personal interest. Civic engagement education cultivates a combination 
of knowledge, skills, values, attitudes and motivations to make such differences in society.5 
Developed individually, or as part of a group, civic engagement activities help students develop 
knowledge about the community and its political system. Such engagement teaches students to 
identify problems the community faces and to seek solutions. It encourages students to benefit the 
community by using the political system to participate in constructive deliberations on community 
issues, problems, and solutions.6

Civic engagement and political participation in a democratic system require active citizen-
ship. Since democracy does not flourish as a spectator sport, participants who only watch political 
events and processes unfold are incompatible with an engaged citizenry.7 Unfortunately, in Latin 
America, and in Brazil in particular, social capital has not blossomed. Latin America is the most 
suspicious region on earth, and Brazil stands out from its neighbors for the lack of interpersonal 
trust.8 This phenomenon is attributed to Brazil’s history of colonization and the legacy of its path 
to independence. That legacy was characterized by the Portuguese colonial empire transferring 
power to an embedded Portuguese elite and had little connection to popular action. The history 
of authoritarian governments also influenced Brazil, such that a tradition emerged that political 
change comes from the top down. Thus, the ‘traditional political culture’ that has prevailed in Bra-
zil is characterized by authoritarianism, elitism, statism, anti-liberalism, patrimonialism, corporat-
ism, personalism, populism, and anti-institutionalism.9

 In 1964, a military coup was followed by more than two decades of a military authoritarian 
regime. The transition to a democracy in 1985 came about through an agreement between elites 
and an indirect election, which continued this tradition of political change detached from popular 
actions. This culture, marked by a mixture of democratic and authoritarian attitudes, still perme-
ates social and political relations in the country. It manifests in political apathy, detachment from 
and distrust of political institutions, resignation regarding their inefficiency, and a general low 
regard for the institutions of representative democracy.10

Data from Latino Barómetro11 shows that among Latin American countries, Brazilians are the 
least supportive of democracy and have the lowest confidence in institutions, political parties, and 
their elected representatives. In 2018, 41% of Brazilian respondents were indifferent to the political 
regime, while only 34% pointed to democracy as their preferred form of government. Citizens share 
a strong distrust and criticism of the democratic regime. Almost two thirds (65%) of Brazilians 
identify problems in their democracy while 17% say that there is no democracy in the country and 
90% assert that the government only represents a few.

These attitudes are reflected in the country’s 2018 presidential and 2020 municipal elections. 
Although voting is compulsory in Brazil, more than 21% of registered voters did not vote in 2018 
and more than 45 million people (30.6% of the voters) abstained in 2020.12 The campaign period 
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was polarized and marked by the aggressive use of fake news, social networks, and online mes-
saging services and the President-elect Jair Bolsonaro waged a campaign marred by contempt for 
democratic principles. Threats of violence were made and, in some cases, carried out, against can-
didates, political supporters, journalists, and members of the judiciary.13

Brazil is still recognized as a democracy, though flawed, according to The Economist Intel-
ligence Unit’s Democracy Index 2019. Freedom House (an NGO that monitors regimes based on 
democratic principles) still ranks Brazil as free, though its score has fallen in the last couple of 
years. The country holds competitive elections, yet citizens are disillusioned with political parties 
due to corruption. Economic, racial, sexual, and gender minorities face violence and discrimination 
and are underrepresented in the government.14 The assassination of Rio de Janeiro councilwoman 
and black lesbian activist Marielle Franco in 2018 is indicative of the social discrimination and 
violence against minorities which grows in the country, as well as the challenges that political ac-
tivists face.15 

Artists have also been threatened and several artistic works have been censored in the name 
of preserving Christian values.16 Despite Brazil being a secular state, the connection between the 
government and Christianity has been linked to the repression of sexual and gender rights, as well 
as Afro-Brazilian religions. This is especially notable in the policies of the evangelical pastor and 
Minister of Women, Family and Human Rights, Damares Alves.

The area of education has had specific challenges. In the last couple of years, a series of five 
Ministers for Education have been appointed, with questionable credentials and limited experi-
ence in the field of education.17 There have been dramatic budget cuts which affect governmental 
scholarships and reduce opportunities for lower-class students to attend universities.18 The educa-
tion sector has also been targeted ideologically. When a 30% budget cut of Federal Universities was 
announced, it was justified by confusing, vague, and unfounded claims of containing the “racket in 
these institutions,” and false accusations that public universities do not produce research.19 These 
initiatives indicate a strategy of delegitimizing and scrapping state-funded universities.

These challenges are also compounded by parallel attempts to curtail academic freedom, many 
of them connected to the Nonpartisan School (Escola sem Partido) project, which, since 2014, has 
promoted traditionalist norms and the exclusion of minority and vulnerable groups such as the 
LGBTQ community, women, and people of color, citing a need for political and ideological neu-
trality and the rights of the parents to control the moral and religious education of their children.20

Even though this project was counteracted by civil initiatives such as the Association of Moth-
ers and Fathers for Democracy, and was rejected by the Supreme Court in July 2020, it succeeded in 
fostering a climate of suspicion and vigilance in classrooms.21 These challenges, together with the 
curtailment of religious, artistic and academic freedoms, and governmental tolerance of violence 
and harassment against journalists and activists—discourage trust in the government. Cumula-
tively, this atmosphere fosters self-censorship and dissuades civic and political participation. In 
this context, it is more important than ever to promote civic engagement through education.

The Interna-só-na-mente Political Theater Project
This section presents the Interna-só-na-mente Political Theater Group community outreach 
project. It is divided into three parts. The first presents the theoretical references which inspired 
the project and its methodology, followed by a description of the project’s goals. This is followed 
by a section on the implementation of the project. It details the institutional context in which the 
project was developed and the activities developed within its scope, outlining the different phases 
the participants went through on each thematic cycle to prepare for external engagements with 
the community. Specific outputs in the form of presentations and events the group organized are 
provided. Finally, the third subsection assesses the outcomes of the project in relation to student’s 
learning and community engagement.
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An emancipatory educational approach applied in a university community out-
reach project inspired by the Theater of the Oppressed
Although many students want to contribute to democracy, they often do not know how to do so.22 
The democratic system is complex, and courses in politics can help students prepare for it. To do 
this, instead of relying on knowledge transmission, it is useful to create learning opportunities 
in which students take responsibility for their own development by engaging with their own 
community using their own political system.23 Recognizing the potential of education to uncover 
ways to participate in the transformation of the world and to deal with reality critically, we 
structured a community outreach project inspired by Paulo Freire’s vision of education as political 
and emancipatory.24 Following Freire’s lead, we use art and theater to foster civic engagement 
among the undergraduate students at the Federal University of Paraíba, in Northeastern Brazil.

Education for civic engagement can contribute to the democratic formation of students, by 
cultivating their interest in politics, helping them to be more informed and developing their abil-
ities to become actively involved in political action whatever their ideological inclination.25 It also 
builds a sense of responsibility and effectiveness, which contribute to the development of informed 
citizens who regularly and productively participate in their communities.26

Freire’s education as emancipation approach is a way through which civic engagement can 
be fostered while educating. Freire highlights the intimate connection between the students’ per-
spectives and their contexts and histories, which are valued through dialogue and the relationships 
between the students and teachers. Rejecting more traditional, top-down, educational methods as 
an instrument of oppression which encourages authoritarianism, passivity, and a certain depen-
dence and naivety, Freire emphasizes the value of dialogue, which presupposes mutual respect and 
reciprocity, as well as the awareness that everyone—including the teacher—is learning. His meth-
odology instigates curiosity, experimentation, proactivity and critical analysis of reality, which is 
problematized and questioned, while respecting diversity and discouraging discrimination. By 
stimulating critical awareness of reality and the taking of action by students and teachers, who are 
recognized as political agents and citizens, it encourages responsibility and the development of 
autonomy through individual effort and maturing in the context of human interactions.27

Interna-só-na-mente Political Theater Group Project Goals 
Inspired by Freire’s pedagogy, the Interna-só-na-mente Political Theater Group was established at 
the UFPB’s International Relations Department in 2016. As a community engagement project, 
the main goal of the group was to promote discussions of relevant socio-political problems, using 
art as a way to foster the interest of students and members of the community in contributing to 
the debates. It was hoped that through theater the students would be able to learn about relevant 
political and social issues and engage with these issues at a deeper level, develop critical reflections, 
and take action to develop the project and produce plays which involved the community members 
in the audience in debates and even in the plays themselves, turning them into spect-actors. 

A Student-Led Learning Approach

The project’s goal in relation to the students was to, through the practice of art, and more specifically 
theatre, educate and cultivate civic engagement among the participants by: (1) building the 
participant’s knowledge about issues which were relevant to the community and the importance 
of civic and political engagement, (2) consolidating democratic values such as autonomy, 
responsibility and interest in contributing to the common good, (3) promoting a critical stance, (4) 
developing their confidence in expressing their opinion and defending their points of view, as well 
as their disposition to listen to others, and (5) enhancing their skills such as communicating and 
expressing their ideas and opinions in debates.

With the aim of changing the traditional and hierarchical dynamics of the classroom and de-
veloping an emancipatory education that promoted civic engagement, an active learning approach 
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was adopted. Active learning creates a more conducive environment for learning by basing its prac-
tices on the active posture of students who develop their leadership whilst performing activities, 
while the teacher adopts a supportive role that resembles tutoring.28 By associating learning with 
the students’ experiences, new knowledge is integrated in a way that makes sense to the pupil ac-
cording to their individual experience. By valuing the student’s previous experiences in the knowl-
edge building process, educators can also reduce the influence of their own perspective, using their 
authority without authoritarianism.29

Seeking to provide a political and artistic emancipatory education experience, a non-hierar-
chical, student led approach was adopted. That is, the students took on the main responsibilities 
involved in participating in the Political Theater Group and counted on the guidance of the super-
vising teacher playing the role of tutor. Even the initial idea of formulating the project was motivat-
ed by conversations with the students, where many indicated a desire to expand their knowledge 
on relevant political issues and express themselves artistically.

The topic to be worked on during each academic year would be chosen democratically within 
the group, and not unilaterally appointed by the tutor. The same logic applied to selecting the texts 
which would be read and presented within the meetings, and to deciding the format of the dis-
cussions–with the support of the tutor. The students were also expected to organize lectures, raise 
funds and develop publicization strategies. The aim was to make them responsible for different 
areas of the project based on the different ways they could contribute according to their individual 
potential, and in this way, encourage them to take responsibility for seeking and developing their 
knowledge.

Augusto Boal’s Theater of the Oppressed and Community Engagement 

As a community outreach project, the Political Theater Group sought to engage the community 
in two ways. The first was to, within the creative process of studying a topic which guided the 
project within an academic year, invite people from the community to conversation circles and 
to lectures by specialists from the community. This way, members of the community shared their 
lived experiences and expertise, contributing to the formulation of knowledge about the topic 
being studied and having some of their experiences being (anonymously) incorporated in the 
plays. The second, and more ambitious way that the community would be engaged, was through 
the development of a Theater of the Oppressed. For Augusto Boal, oppression is operationalized 
by words, images, and sound. He highlighted the importance of art and aesthetics in the process 
of constructing a democratic society, since it allows developing awareness of oppression, and the 
desire to stop it, improving society. He proposes that a play’s spectators should not be content with 
their “role of non-intervening witnesses.”30 To overcome oppression and acquire confidence, self-
knowledge, and self-esteem all citizens should create art and culture, transmuting democratic ideas 
into concrete and continuous social acts.31

His Theater of the Oppressed—developed in the 1970s, during the Brazilian military dicta-
torship—is not intended to entertain. It encompasses different exercises, techniques and dramatic 
practices with the goal of serving as a political and social instrument to encourage the transforma-
tion of the oppressive reality. For example, through the Newspaper Theater, the artists identified 
social and political issues and denounced them in plays. In the Invisible Theater, scenes of op-
pression were staged on the streets, in places where the injustice being staged usually takes place, 
without the audience knowing that the act had the aim of emotionally touching passers-by and 
motivating them to intervene. The Legislative Theater, created when Boal became a municipal 
councilor in Rio de Janeiro, encouraged audiences to understand the mechanisms of law-making, 
and to develop their citizenship by demanding the creation of laws which challenged oppression.32

The Forum Theater breaks the invisible fourth wall of the theater, inviting the audience to 
intervene directly in the plays, taking the actors’ places, determining the protagonist’s actions in 
the face of the oppressions enacted and presenting solutions to the social issues the play represents 
based on their own experiences and thoughts.33 The goal is that, expressing their opinions, needs 
and desires and acting in the face of oppressions, the spectators become spect-actors and rehearse 
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social action, and are empowered to engage in civic and political action.34

Implementing the Project
The group was formalized as a community engagement project at the university under the 
Continuous Flow of Community Engagement Program (FLUEX) in 2017 and, since 2018, was 
institutionalized as an option under the Community Engagement Scholarship Program (PROBEX). 
Currently community outreach projects can be formalized in a Brazilian Federal Universities such 
as UFPB in two main ways. One is the PROBEX, which signifies institutional recognition; implies 
that the project will be closely evaluated by the institution through periodic reports; guarantees 
that all participating students receive, at the end of the academic year, a certificate stating the 
hours dedicated to the project; and grants one scholarship (less than $100 US dollars per month) 
to be allocated to one of the students in the project, regardless of the total number of participants.35 
The FLUEX program is more flexible and also grants certificates for the participants, but offers no 
resources other than access to university facilities.36

Faculty in state-funded universities are expected to develop activities of teaching, research and 
community engagement, according to the constitutionally established principle of inseparability 
between them.37 For students, at least 10% of their undergraduate course work must correspond to 
community engagement activities.38 With these institutional demands and scarce resource alloca-
tions, most community outreach projects constitute small initiatives which are developed with few 
resources and depend heavily on the creativity and voluntary dedication of teachers and students 
to obtain funds.

The Political Theater project is open to any student, teacher, or staff from the university, as 
well as to those who are not part of the academic community and want to participate. However, to 
maintain the group’s cohesion (as well as its identity and internal trust), participants for acting and 
supportive roles were selected from those who were genuinely committed to the project—not due 
to artistic or creative (in)capacity.

In the project’s first meeting, 30 students showed up. Of these, 12 participated assiduously 
and became formal members of the group. Since the beginning, heterogeneity has been an im-
portant characteristic of the group, whose members reflect the composition of the UFPB student 
body, consisting mostly of women, many LGBTQ persons and black people, students originating 
from the Northeast, as well as more economically vulnerable students. The initial conversations 
within the group confirmed the students’ interest in a student-led experience, and during the first 
year of activities, the actions focused on nurturing the group itself, with the aim of establishing a 
democratic and safe space where the students could develop their initiative and responsibility in 
building their own knowledge. During this period, through the weekly meetings and the theatrical 
exercises, the group’s identity was strengthened, as were the ties of trust between the participants. 
It was also possible, through the exercises, to identify the areas of the project (i.e. artistic, staging, 
costumes, makeup, writing short plays with the aim of promoting discussions) where each student 
could best contribute based on their previous experiences and personal inclinations. This way, the 
students embraced the responsibility for seeking and developing their knowledge.

Depression and Mental Illness as a Theme 

After this first year, with a more cohesive group and a more mature project, it was possible to 
advance to a new phase, which would be divided into five stages and repeated the following three 
academic years. The first stage was deciding on the main topic which would guide the group’s 
endeavors. This selection was done democratically within the group. All participants suggested 
issues they considered relevant for the community, justified their position, and then voted.

The first topic selected was Depression, an issue which is extremely relevant for Brazilian soci-
ety which, according to the World Health Organization, had the fifth highest rates of depression in 
the world, as well as the highest incidence of anxiety disorders.39 This disease was also experienced 
by several university students, including members of the group. The Theater Group discussions on 
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this theme focused on how oppressions inherent in contemporary capitalist society, and pressures 
to be productive, happy, and fully satisfied in all aspects of life, can impact mental health. Students 
agreed the Theater Group should be a space of reflection, unburdening and joint reconstruction.

The second stage was the academic and theatrical study. On the academic side, during this 
phase, the members of the group read books and articles on the chosen topic, developed conver-
sation circles with people who experienced this issue and organized public lectures by specialists 
to guide the group’s approach to the issue. In the Depression cycle, the participating students orga-
nized a lecture by a professor from UFPB, which was open to the community, on “Melancholy, De-
pression and the Changes of Capitalism.” They also set up conversation circles for students living 
with depression and psychologists. These circles were restricted in access to provide a safe space for 
those who were sharing their experiences.

At the same time, the participants also improved their artistic skills, studying theatrical tech-
niques and focusing specifically on Augusto Boal’s methodology, which involves exercises and the-
atrical performances which will later serve as the basis for writing a play. Collectively, from the 
exercises, the group assembles ideas on how to stage the chosen theme in the most persuasive, 
emotional, and comprehensive way possible. The goal is not to teach moral lessons or point to 
possible oppressors, but to facilitate listening and dialogue and to prompt questions about oppres-
sions experienced by the spectators.

The third stage was the development of skits. The students opted for writing three skits with 
different styles (dramatic, comical and philosophical) to provide unity and dynamism to the piece. 
The writing reflects all the previous work developed within the group on the topic of the year. It 
is inspired by the texts read, the lectures organized and attended, and the conversations, debates 
and exercises developed. At this stage, the transformation is developed within the group, among 
the students. The community participates in the previous events and in the moment of the play’s 
presentation as well as the debate which takes place after it.

In 2018, the result of the writing was the play Depression, which consisted of three skits. With 
the aim of drawing the viewers’ attention, Tobias’ War, the play’s featured production, describes the 
internal struggle of the main character, Tobias, with his various emotions, which are personified 
and fight each other, causing chaos in Tobias’ mind while he lies inert in a chair, until, exhaust-
ed, he screams silencing them. The second sketch, Disguises, focuses on the relationship between 
the individual and society, and how the latter can be exclusionary, while individuals follow social 
conventions seeking acceptance. Finally, to finish on a more relaxed note before the discussion, 
From Sofia to Sofia, is a comical skit which addresses the character’s daily relationship with her 
depression, personified in a parody of herself. During the transitions between the skits, while the 
actors and scenery change, other characters disclosed information about the group and about how 
to access psychological assistance.

The fourth stage is the play’s debut within the university. After the play is elaborated and 
rehearsed, the Political Theater Group presents it to the university community. On September 20, 
2018, the group made its first formal presentation, with two sets of Depression. After the presenta-
tion, the group initiated a discussion inviting feedback from the audience on how to improve the 
piece and contribute to the creative process and how the audience felt about the topic. There were 
few suggestions for changes, the viewers mostly contributed with more personal insights such as 
reporting experiences with the disease. These first presentations were important for the group be-
cause they demonstrated that the group had effectively used artistic expression to promote a deep 
and respectful discussion, unveiling prejudices and obstacles that viewers may have held around 
this sensitive topic.

The fifth and final stage entails performing in the community, presenting the play at cultural 
events, schools, unions, and other interested institutions. After the presentations, the group holds 
a conversation with the audience, seeking to establish a dialogue between students and communi-
ty. Typically, this stage has proven very successful. Viewers offer their interpretations of the play 
and sometimes share personal and family experiences relating to the theme presented. 

After initial feedback at the Professor Maria Jacy Costa School presentation, some in the au-
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dience requested to talk to the theater group in a more private place. In the privacy of the school 
library, a group of 10 high-school students joined the members of the theater group for a more 
intimate conversation on personal experiences of mental health issues. Spectators from the pre-
sentations at the school and at UFPB exchanged confidences, emotions, and anxieties around their 
experiences with depression. Ultimately the theater group emphasized the importance of seeking 
psychological assistance and shared contact information for institutions that offered such assis-
tance free of charge.40

In this first cycle, three lessons were learned: (1) the group should keep costs low by avoiding 
elaborate scenarios and costumes due to scarce funding and the need to adapt the play/skit for 
presentations in different locations; (2) the importance of preparing varied skits so as to adapt the 
presentation according to the target audience; and (3) elect a skit to be the flagship, considering 
that in some events it is not possible to present the complete play. In 2018 we were able to present 
the Tobias’ War skit on four other occasions, two of them before the full play even premiered.

  Table 1. The Activities with the Community in the 2018 Cycle

Activity developed Event Location Date

Visits to hospital patients
Taking humor to hospital 

patients
UFPB University Hospital 26 April 2018

Workshop Art as a social 
project: Society acting 

through theater

VII International Relations 
Academic Week (VII SARI 

UFPB)

Federal University of 
Paraiba

27 and 28 August 2018

Tobias’ War presentation Yellow September
Regional Council of 

Accounting
19 September 2018

Tobias’ War presentation
II Brazilian Meeting of 

Peace Studies (II EBEP)
Federal University of 

Paraiba
21 September 2018

Depression play 
presentation

Presentation for public 
schools
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Religious Intolerance as a Theme

The second theme, developed in 2019, was Religious Intolerance. After researching about several 
religions, we focused on those which are more prevalent in Brazil: Umbanda, Candomblé, 
Catholicism, Protestantism, Islam, the Spiritist doctrine, as well as Wicca, representing new 
religions and faiths which emerged in the 21st century.

There was a noticeable difference in students’ engagement and positioning in the organiza-
tion of the first to the second cycle. While in 2018 the students sought leadership and direction 
from the teacher, in the preparations for Religious Intolerance, in the third year of the project, and 
with the presence of several veterans who had participated in the previous creation, the students 
assumed the lead in the project. Divided in groups headed by the veterans, students studied dif-
ferent religions, attended lectures on the topic and even organized visits to religious institutions.

During the academic and theatrical study, the students organized an event on Cultural and 
Political Roots of Religious Intolerance where specialists from UFPB’s Department of Science of 
Religions gave talks to the community. Circles of conversation were also held with members of the 
community of different religions and representatives of Paraíba’s Religious Diversity Forum with 
the aim of getting to know specificities of each religion and understand how their members expe-
rienced intolerance. This way the group identified that (1) people face religious intolerance from 
society, their families and the state; (2) prejudice can manifest in multiple ways such as physical 
violence and verbal abuse disguised as jokes; and (3) in Brazil there is a strong connection between 
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religious intolerance and racism with African-based religions being the most common target of 
discrimination.

Three skits were developed to constitute the Religious Intolerance play. Religions uses charac-
ters to portray what each religion preaches. Due to the use of similar garments and the preaching 
of similar precepts (love, faith in God, and respect), it is not easy to identify which religion each 
character represents. Toward the end, the use of recognizable symbols reveals which religion is 
represented by each character. The second and featured skit, Between Heaven and Earth illustrates 
how intolerance can result in physical violence using a fictitious religion, to avoid stereotypes and 
facilitate discussions with all viewers, regardless of their religion. Finally, Faith Elevator comical-
ly demonstrates the intolerance present in everyday conversations through interactions between 
members of different religions trapped in an elevator. The conclusion highlights how, regardless of 
differences, all are equal and respect is necessary.

The play Religious Intolerance was first launched within UFPB through two sessions presented 
on September 29, 2019. Once again, the debate provided an open environment for spectators to nar-
rate personal experiences and exchange ideas between themselves and the members of the group, 
becoming spect-actors. Also, based on audience feedback, students decided to alter the order of the 
skits so that the more impactful Between Heaven and Earth would close the show. Students felt that 
concluding the show this way would impel the audience to question the discrimination previous-
ly presented in Faith Elevator and review their own prejudices. Another incorporated suggestion 
was adding, during the play’s transitions, the disclosure of the possibility of calling the number 
100, to reach a reporting hotline run by the government to denounce episodes of human rights 
abuses such as religious intolerance. The reformulated play was presented again to the university’s 
community in two sessions on the 31st of October, as part of a larger event on Human Rights and 
Religious Diversity in Brazil, and on the 20th of November as part of a Black Consciousness and 
the Public Policies Followed at UFPB event.

  Table 2. The Activities with the Community in the 2019 Cycle

Activity developed Event Location Date

Religious Intolerance play 
presentation

Presentation for high school 
students from the João 

Goulart School
Educator Training Center 25 November 2019

Religious Intolerance play 
presentation

Presentation for high school 
students 

José Lins do Rego School 26 November 2019

Religious Intolerance play 
presentation

Presentation for the staff
Brazilian Urban Trains 

Company (CBTU)
29 November 2019

Among the presentations made to the community, it was notable that most students from the 
João Goulart School came from Christian families, both Protestant and Catholic. They were very 
curious about other religions and actively participated in the debate, reporting personal experienc-
es and discussing the issues raised in the play. The debate after the play at CBTU, with a smaller 
and older audience, was very productive. The spect-actors noted the nuances of the play and were 
very engaged, reporting personal experiences of intolerance.

Hunger and Food Insecurity as a Theme 

The group began the activities of 2020 with the aim of further implementing Boal’s Theater of 
the Oppressed through the Forum Theater and extending the audience participation from the 
discussions after the plays to the performances themselves. This way, as well as participating in 
dialogues, the spect-actors would experience acting and intervening in the show. To do this, it was 
necessary to (1) train some member students as jokers, who mediate the connection between the 
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audience and the show; and (2) to make this experience possible in presentations made to large 
groups.

A short skit with the expectation of direct audience intervention was produced through Fo-
rum Theater exercises on the topic of violence against women and was prepared to be presented 
on March 20, 2020, at Unipê college in connection to International Women’s Day celebrations. 
However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic it was cancelled and the project of developing the Forum 
Theater was postponed.

The pandemic dramatically changed the circumstances: UFPB switched to online activities 
and the group had to reinvent itself and adapt its methodology. Members continued to work re-
motely, demonstrating students’ proactive attitude despite the challenging circumstances impact-
ing their routines.41

To motivate the students, the coordinator proposed displaying the group’s digital performanc-
es on social networks.42 They focused on Instagram, formulating an aesthetic content capable of 
reaching a greater audience with three types of posts: (1) curiosities about theater; (2) information 
on the new chosen theme; and (3) the EnCena project, posting digitally staged scenes from classic 
plays which were played, recorded and edited by members of the group.

The chosen theme for 2020 was Hunger, a relevant topic in Brazilian society, where more than 
10 million persons are undernourished according to data collected by the Brazilian Institute of 
Geography and Statistics (IBGE) in 2018. The participating students took the lead in organizing 
several online lectures given by experts focusing on nutritional, political and cultural aspects of 
food and the consequences of hunger. In the process, students formalized a partnership with the 
research group FOMERI (Hunger and International Relations).

  Table 3. Online Lectures Organized by the Participating Students in the 2020 Cycle
Date Title

10 June 2020 Nutrition: Superfoods and Industrialization

23 June 2020 Hunger in Brazil and the North-eastern region

07 July 2020 The programs to Fight Hunger Nowadays

21 July 2020 Monitoring and Evaluating Hunger and Food Security: experiences beyond academia

06 August 2020 Intestine Connections: we want Food, Fun and Art

Next, the students wrote the first version of the play Hunger with three sketches. The first, The 
Dispute, presents a contest between the characters Hunger and Death to see who can take more 
souls, showing that death by starvation should not be naturalized. The scene includes the owner 
of a supermarket, his employees and a starving person, revealing a situation of squalor caused by 
the policies adopted by the Owner of Brazil (a character who is further developed in the second 
skit) and the neglect of the elite, portrayed in the supermarket owner. The second sketch, Speak the 
Truth or Die Lying depicts a television program where the interviewee—the Owner of Brazil—agrees 
to participate in the condition of dying if he lies, which is what ends up happening. The third skit 
follows the character after his death, where Death and Hunger duel and confront him to face his 
faults.

After writing the play, the group staged the second skit, considered the best to be digitally 
performed. On December 3, 2020, Speak the Truth or Die Lying was staged and broadcast live on 
YouTube to an audience of around a hundred persons. The experience was challenging and there 
were technical difficulties. Two of the actors had connectivity problems during the play and one 
had to be replaced in a hurry by the project’s coordinator and the General Director (the scholarship 
holder) until they managed to solve the issue. Regardless, the play was a success, highlighting the 
professionalism and dedication of the group.

Due to the difficulties in the pandemic context, the group was not able to fully implement 
the Forum Theater at this stage. However, it was possible to include audience participation in the 
play, through encouraging the interaction of the actors—especially the presenter of the television 
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program–with the audience of the online presentation through the YouTube live chat feature. In 
this period, despite the difficulties, it was also possible to publish an e-book authored by the coor-
dinator and six participating students on the theater group and social change.

Assessing the Project 
The project was assessed through interviews developed in December 2020 with nine current and 
former members of the Political Theater Group. The informants participated in at least one live 
performance of the plays and are either still part of the project or graduated at the end of the 2020 
academic year.

Methodology and Teaching Civic Principles 

To assess if participating in the group enhanced their civic knowledge, we asked the informants 
about their understanding of the concepts of political participation and civic engagement. They 
connected political participation to partaking in political decision making through exercising the 
right to vote, which is mandatory in Brazil. They also mentioned being aware of the political situation 
of their region and country, participating in demonstrations and demanding accountability of 
political representatives. They related civic engagement to taking action toward something you 
believe is right while being aware of what is going on in society around you, to being connected to 
the collectivity through a common cause, and promoting change through everyday politics.

The group selection was open to all interested in voluntary participation in a community out-
reach project to discuss social and political issues through theater. To detect if the project changed 
the student’s attitudes and interest in political participation and civic engagement, we inquired if 
they participated in any social movement or political association before joining the group. All of 
the interviewees but one—who was a member of a Christian group—did not participate in political 
and/or social associations or movements. Most stated they had entered the group due to their 
interest in art. Other motivators, less mentioned, were the connection between art and politics, 
friendship with other participants and a desire to lose their inhibitions.

The majority of the participants entered the project at the beginning of their undergraduate 
studies and felt that the theater group was a turning point, changing them. One of the informants 
noted, “I see colleagues entering one way and leaving another.” Most mentioned it increased their 
awareness of political and social issues and heightened their interest in engaging in social action 
due to their identity or religion, but also because of the empathy they felt for other minority groups.

All respondents acknowledged that the methodology enhanced their awareness of socio-polit-
ical issues. Some mentioned the project was an “eye opener.” The participants recognized a growth 
in their awareness of social and political issues that are relevant for the nation but about which 
they previously had little knowledge. They highlighted how engaging with persons from the com-
munity helped them understand how others are affected by social and political issues and enabled 
them to put themselves in other people’s shoes. They also experienced a desire to learn more about 
social issues and were emboldened to act in the face of oppression. One respondent mentioned 
that during the project they started thinking about how to be an agent of positive change and fight 
oppression through social intervention. Another revealed going through an experience of religious 
intolerance and being able to act in this situation, believing “if it weren’t for the theater experience 
I wouldn’t react, I would be in shock.”

Asked about the project’s student-led methodology, which included readings, organizing lec-
tures, conversation circles, visits outside the university, producing plays, and participating in de-
bates, all respondents evaluated it positively. They mentioned that it was different from all their 
other experiences in the university. One stated that “many (of the exercises) take me out of my com-
fort zone, but in a welcoming environment.” They highlighted the discomfort that emerged from 
feeling touched by the themes they explored; from hearing people’s testimonies after the plays that 
were inspired by what had been represented; from participating in exercises such as interpreting 
someone professing a religion different from their own; from being shown their mistakes and be-

http://www.editora.ufpb.br/sistema/press5/index.php/UFPB/catalog/view/861/845/6799-1
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coming aware of their privileges. 
There is pedagogical value in situations which take students out of their comfort zone and 

engage them in ideas and their consequences, contributing to the development of an emancipatory 
education that encourages and prepares students for civic and political engagement.43 Learning 
can be a painful, scary and uncomfortable process. Renowned author, professor, and feminist so-
cial activist bell hooks distinguishes a safe space from a controlled space.44 For her, disrupting the 
serious atmosphere of the university classroom with stimulating discussions can increase students’ 
interest and commitment, stimulate their serious intellectual engagement with political ideas and 
values, promote critical thinking and catalyze the processes of finding their own voices. To create 
an environment of freedom and intellectual rigor, she proposes building classroom communities 
that share an appreciation for goals of learning and listening, thereby making higher education 
an exercise in recognition and democracy where everyone’s presence is valued and recognized. We 
were happy to have achieved this within the theater group. The participants of the project de-
scribed it as a place of “personal growth” and “empowerment,” a “real healing space” where they re-
duced their fears and “shame” and developed their “self-knowledge” and “critical sense,” widening 
their horizons and generating personal growth and self-discovery. Learning permeates the group 
in the sense that the participants recognize the oppressions experienced not only at the individual 
level, but by all members of the group who, despite being part of an intellectual elite which has 
access to higher education, identify as minorities because they are women, LGBTQ, black and/or 
Northeastern.45 They learn from the experience of the other. 

Teaching Interpersonal Skills and Perceptions of Competency

A few mentioned they used to feel very shy and insecure and were a bit uncomfortable in the 
beginning. The project’s methodology was key in helping them to gradually increase their 
confidence and lessen fears of being judged, making it easier for them to express their opinions in 
other environments. They see the group as a safe space, receptive to different expressions where they 
developed respect for the others and were able to gain confidence to participate in discussions and 
to contribute to reaching consensus in debates. One student emphasized the project helped them 
feel part of a group and made them more comfortable expressing their opinions and participating 
in discussions. These learnings carried over to other situations and made the student feel like a 
different person from before joining. For many, the group provided a space where they could play 
a leadership role and assume responsibilities which built their “self-confidence,” while recognizing 
the impact of their actions. Through the exercises and the coexistence, they “let go of the idea of 
ridicule” and, according to one of the interviewees “you lose your shame, and create trust, security, 
intimacy, with an absurd sense of respect for the other, with the body, talk, attitude of the other.”

Asked about skills and competencies, the respondents mentioned that they understood they 
had become citizens more capable of putting themselves in the other’s place. “Empathy” is a term 
that appears several times in the responses. They also highlighted that the theater methodology 
helped them learn to think “outside the box,” to propose innovative solutions. They feel that they 
are better able to express themselves, both improving their communication skills but also feeling 
more comfortable expressing their views. The project helped students confront their fears, espe-
cially of other people’s judgement. After participating, many felt better prepared to interact with 
others who think differently from them and to take on responsibilities and leadership roles, having 
lost the fear of taking action and speaking out.

All participants feel the group helped them to believe in themselves and their capacity, being 
more confident and feeling comfortable in themselves. They developed skills which they see as 
valuable for their undergraduate studies and applicable to their professional careers. They antic-
ipated increased involvement in politics because they feel they are better equipped to participate 
in group activities and achieve consensus, to deal with differences and novelties, being more em-
pathetic and sensitive to the issues around them and having developed a political consciousness, 
seeing how they are connected to society.

They evaluated the project’s methodology favorably in comparison to other teaching-learning 
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experiences of their undergraduate coursework. They found it more practical, enabling them to 
better see how the theoretical aspects they read about were connected to their reality. The meth-
odology increased their ability to share their knowledge with others while helping them better 
understand other people’s perspectives. They mentioned other higher educational learning expe-
riences felt dissociated from their reality and were, therefore, more difficult to grasp. Some stu-
dents observed that the project’s methodology is more humane and fostered a less competitive 
environment than they experienced in other university activities. One pointed out, “While in the 
undergraduate program some are successful, because they have a more solid background or adapt 
well to the traditional teaching model, others do not adapt so well. Higher education feels more 
like a natural selection… There is no such competition in the theater.”

All participants consider the project life-changing, altering how they see themselves, allow-
ing them to feel comfortable being themselves, generating personal growth and allowing them 
to feel useful, having achieved something in the moments they were engaged with the communi-
ty. According to respondents it was “one of the best things which happened in my life.” Another 
highlighted, “There is (name) before and (name) after the political theater… It defined where I am 
from… It kind of gave me a purpose in the (undergraduate) course, of wanting to work with art in 
the International Relations. It is my north, the center of where I want to go, what I want to do. It has 
had a huge impact on my life.” They also mentioned that it is a place where they were happy, were 
able to make friends and a source of stability in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Conclusions: The Possibilities and Limitations of the Political 
Theater
This chapter demonstrates how education and art can be joined to promote engagement with 
socio-political issues in a small university community engagement project which can be replicated 
at a low cost. Through it, learning and civic engagement were promoted by using theater with an 
active, student-led approach. The stages of the project illustrate the involvement of the students in 
different activities which allowed them to be part of a politically active group engaging in political 
discussions in a welcoming, collaborative and respectful environment. Participating in the theater 
group engaged students in the study of social and political issues which are relevant to them and 
Brazilian society. Participants also developed their active citizenship skills by devising creative 
ways to engage with the community in deep discussions on these topics.

Members of the community were included in the project by accessing the lectures the group 
organized and sharing their lived experiences in conversation circles which were anonymously in-
corporated in the plays. After the plays, the audience was invited to participate, contributing with 
their impressions, opinions and ideas in open discussions of the scenes of oppression the plays 
conveyed. In the last play performed online, viewers were invited to interact with the actors during 
the play. Through these engagements, the audience participated, raising their voices and becoming 
spect-actors.

The student-led methodology took the students out of their comfort zone while keeping them 
in a safe space while they took over the role of agents responsible for building their own knowledge 
through exchanges with the community while keeping the project viable despite the scarcity of 
resources. This gave the participants encouragement and space to develop their agency toward the 
advancement of the project, allowing them to learn how to navigate difficulties and solve problems 
and, by achieving their goals, to gain confidence and understand the importance of taking action. 
This project enhanced the students’ awareness of their connection to the community and of their 
responsibilities toward it. They came to understand the relevance of their agency and how they can 
promote reflections on and discussions of relevant political issues among their community—an 
important contribution considering the scenario of increasing apathy of the Brazilian population 
in relation to political participation. This helped students appreciate the importance of civic and 
political engagement while addressing issues relevant to their community, all while acquiring valu-
able competencies such as critical thinking, autonomy, and a sense of civic responsibility.
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SECTION III: DEVELOPING CIVIC ENGAGEMENT EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS

This chapter will advance the argument that Work Integrated Learning (WIL) 
can reinforce active citizenship as illustrated with an example from the South 
African context. WIL is an approach that holds that students will learn better in 
a program that integrates theoretical knowledge in the classroom with practical 
knowledge in the workplace. While WIL is not inherently orientated towards 
building active citizenship, the strategic use of WIL can result in learning out-
comes very similar to civic engagement pedagogy, particularly when conceptu-
alized as a collaborative and participatory form of community-based research. 
This claim is demonstrated through reflection on a research project conducted by 
master’s candidates at the University of the Western Cape in Cape Town, South 
Africa, in conjunction with a human rights NGO, the Black Sash. The research 
required students, supported by Black Sash fieldworkers, to run participatory 
workshops in various poor communities to explore the impact of the privatiza-
tion of the social grant payment system in South Africa. We show how the project 
reinforced the ideas and practices of active citizenship for the students involved 
and for the fieldworkers from Black Sash with whom they worked. Thus, while 
not intrinsic to WIL, active citizenship can be built through the strategic use of 
WIL programs to conduct community-based research or community engagement 
activities. 

Laurence Piper, Sondré Bailey, and Robyn Pasensie 
University of the Western Cape

KEYWORDS: Work-Integrated Learning; Active Citizenship; Postgraduate Students; Participatory 
Methods; Community-Based Research.

Introduction

A key theme in the deepening democracy literature is the idea that healthy democracies 
require citizens who are politically active. When citizens and residents vote and get 
broadly and actively involved in their communities, various democracy-enhancing 
benefits follow. These include a sense of civic-mindedness and civic duty, a greater 
awareness of the power of citizenship, stronger horizontal relations of trust and 

shared values, and a greater willingness to hold elected representatives accountable. In this 
spirit, the democracy education literature advocates for civic engagement, understood as actively 
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participating in community decision-making activities,1 as an effective way to cultivate active 
citizenship among students at universities, as well as the organizations and communities in which 
they work. 

While the civic engagement literature emerges from a North American context, in this chap-
ter we explore a very similar idea: the notion that a Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) program 
in South Africa can cultivate active citizenship among university students through partnerships 
with community-engaged nonprofit, nongovernmental organizations. While Work-Integrated 
Learning historically has been focused on undergraduate training for the working life through 
workplace internships alongside theoretical training in the classroom, we reflect on a new initia-
tive at the University of the Western Cape for postgraduate students to conduct applied research 
for host organizations under the WIL banner. We argue that WIL provides an opportunity for 
forms of work-based learning that, when designed appropriately and orientated around commu-
nity-based research, can enhance active citizenship, defined as active engagement in community 
decision-making, for all involved. 

There is no inherent relationship between WIL and civic engagement. WIL is broadly con-
ceived as a form of learning for students that integrates theoretical knowledge in the classroom 
with practical knowledge in the workplace, while civic engagement is understood as actively par-
ticipating in community decision-making activities. While not all WIL experiences involve civic 
engagement or promote active citizenship, we argue that WIL programs can (and should) be used 
to promote both workplace preparedness and active citizenship skills. 

In what follows, we reflect on a pilot WIL program implemented by the Department of Politi-
cal Studies at the University of the Western Cape (UWC) in South Africa. The program was created 
and administered in partnership with the non-governmental organization (NGO), The Black Sash, 
and funded through the Participedia research network.2 It will show how this partnership can pro-
vide both NGOs with valuable research at low or no cost and simultaneously empower students 
with professional skills, while also producing greater forms of active citizenship for all participants. 
Of course, no one program is a panacea, and we reflect too on the limitations or drawbacks of the 
program. Nevertheless, considered as a whole, the case supports the idea that civic engagement can 
be pursued under a WIL banner, albeit with a very specific awareness of the objective of affirming 
active citizenship for all involved. 

In making this case, we begin by outlining the relevant civic engagement and WIL literatures 
before reflecting theoretically on active citizenship to operationalize it for our analysis. Following 
Gaventa and Barrett,3 we define active citizenship as some combination of (i) building conscious-
ness about citizenship and rights; (ii) learning new ways of engaging the state and claiming recog-
nition and rights; (iii) demanding more accountability and responsiveness from the state; and (iv) 
building new relations of solidarity among participants. Then we apply this framework to two sets 
of data from the students who drove the applied research, and the fieldworkers from Black Sash.

From Civic Engagement to Work-Integrated Learning 
Where the civic engagement movement in higher education is concerned with cultivating students 
who will become socially and politically engaged participants in a democracy, Work-Integrated 
Learning, as used in the South African context, is aimed at educating students for the workplace 
through internships. Where the former is more overtly political, the latter is geared toward 
preparation for the world of work.

Civic engagement in North America
The existing literature around civic engagement is well established in North American academia, 
and as Rios et al. (2013) point out, has evolved over 30 years through many forms, from notions of 
community service in the 1980s, through service-learning in the 1990s, to civic engagement in the 
2000s.4 Notably, while all three iterations involve students engaging in the community in some way, 



Civic Engagement through Work-Integrated Learning 297

community service was intended to make students more community-aware, and service-learning 
tended to involve forms of volunteering, with fewer students participating in politics.5 Thus, 
despite the significant growth of service learning in the 1990s, it appeared not to have a positive 
impact on active citizenship, particularly when examining political forms of engagement such as 
voting, protesting, petitioning, and participating in political campaigns.6 There was a gap between 
community work and politics that prompted the development of the idea of “civic engagement”. 
Here, the focus was “to use service-learning and other community-based experiences to strengthen 
the civic learning of students and the public problem-solving capacities of institutions of higher 
education.”7

Whether civic engagement programs are achieving this larger political goal of creating active 
citizens is still an open question, but at least the goal of civic engagement is clearer.8 It involves 
creating active citizens who will vote and join political parties,9 but also encourages citizens to en-
gage in deliberative practices10 or forms of activism.11 This clearer goal also helps differentiate civic 
engagement programs and objectives from forms of community service and volunteering that may 
not necessarily link to academic training nor build active citizenship. 

Work Integrated Learning in South Africa
Historically, the South African post-secondary landscape was made up of two different types 
of institutions, namely the Technikon (similar to a US technical college) and the traditional 
university. The distinguishing feature was that Technikons would prepare students for practical 
trades or skills together with a theoretical underpinning while the university was the place for 
advanced research. However, the clear distinction between these types of tertiary institutions 
and their functions shifted following a merger in the higher education sector in South Africa that 
took place between 2002 and 2005.12 During this merger, some Technikons merged with other 
Technikons; while in other instances, traditional universities merged with Technikons to become 
comprehensive universities.13 This merger set the groundwork for WIL in previously traditional 
South African universities. This also meant that universities now had to find ways in which they 
could integrate Technikon processes, such as job placements, into their usual study schedule. 
One reason for this shift, as Maseko notes,14 is that all South African universities have started to 
recognize the increased need for WIL programs to become globally competitive. 

Following the merger of Technikons and research-based universities in the early 2000s, work 
on the policy framework continued to incorporate skills-based learning into tertiary institutions’ 
curricula.15 One of the seminal pieces of policy in this regard is the White Paper for Post-School Ed-
ucation and Training published in 2013.16 Simply put, this includes all forms of education for adults 
older than 18 (i.e. the school leaving age), including universities, Technical and Vocational Edu-
cation and Training (TVET) colleges, private and adult education institutions, amongst others. 
The White Paper is important because its objective is not only the creation of a single coordinated 
post-secondary education system that includes higher education, but it also aims to create a system 
that can assist in creating a fair and democratic South Africa. 

Just as this chapter recognizes the value of WIL as a potential form of civic engagement peda-
gogy, the White Paper also recognized the importance of integrated learning for deepening democ-
racy by building civic skills and commitments among participants. It goes further to mention that 
a post-secondary school education and training system is needed that is “responsive to the needs of 
individual citizens, employers in both public and private sectors, as well as broader societal and de-
velopmental objectives.”17 The White Paper specifically mentions “work-integrated learning” and 
sets a groundwork for introducing WIL on a larger scale in South Africa. 

However, it is not only the White Paper for Post-School Education and Training that has 
helped shape a policy framework around WIL in South Africa. The first mention of work-integrat-
ed learning came in 2007 when the South African Higher Education Qualifications Framework 
(HEQF) published a set of revised qualifications that required the re-evaluation and redesign of 
programs to align with the new framework and, for the first time, used the term “Work-Integrated 
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Learning.”18 Following this, the HEQF established some of the parameters of WIL in other policy 
documents. These emphasized WIL in public skills development programs such as the Nation-
al Skills Development Strategy for 2011–2016, the National Development Plan and the National 
Skills Accord. All these documents describe WIL as essential to high-quality vocational and occu-
pational education and training.19 

In respect of higher education specifically, the Council for Higher Education published the 
Work-Integrated Learning: Good Practice Guide in 2011 that recommends approaches for curriculum 
design, teaching, assessment, partnership and management of WIL programs.20 It defines WIL as 
follows:

WIL is used as an umbrella term to describe curricular, pedagogic and 
assessment practices, across a range of academic disciplines that integrate 
formal learning and workplace concerns. The integration of theory and practice 
in student learning can occur through a range of WIL approaches, apart from 
formal or informal work placements.21

The focus is thus on the integration of different kinds of knowledge, which opens up WIL to a 
much larger range of innovative practices. In this framing, WIL approaches Billett’s bridging 
model rather than a deficit model, in that both theoretical and practical knowledge are seen as 
key to student success, rather than just one or the other.22 Thus, against the deficit views that 
theoretical knowledge is of no use, or practical knowledge is too limited, the bridging view affirms 
both as important to learning. 

This bridging conception of learning is evident in the official WIL good practice guide of the 
Centre for Higher Education (CHE). In the section on student “professional development and em-
ployability,” the advantages of a WIL approach are listed as fourfold:23

• Academic benefits, such as improved general academic performance, enhancement of in-
terdisciplinary thinking, increased motivation to learn

• Personal benefits, such as increased communication skills, teamwork, leadership and co-
operation

• Career benefits such as career clarification, professional identity, increased employment 
opportunities and salaries, development of positive work values and ethics

• Skills development, including increased competence and increased technical knowledge 
and skills. 

The succession of these policy documents has shown that there is a shift in the way that higher 
education is presented in South Africa, with increasing emphasis on preparing students for work 
post-university but also to align these work-based skills with university curricula. Additionally, 
the guide notes that WIL programs could be used to create more socially engaged students who 
ultimately become better equipped to participate in a democracy. Hence it states:

Programmes offered by traditional universities that do not take into account 
graduates’ career trajectories need to consider issues of citizenship, graduateness 
and employability (without succumbing to “vocational drift”).24

Work-integrated learning in Political Studies at UWC
Building on the momentum that WIL has gained in South Africa’s higher education landscape 
and building on a local tradition of engaged research with nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), the Department of Political Studies at UWC is establishing a work-integrated learning 
master’s program. The program is currently undergoing national accreditation, but we have piloted 
several WIL projects with host organizations in the City of Cape Town as proof of concept for the 
accreditation process. The UWC-Black Sash study outlined below is one of these pilot cases. 
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The proposed master’s degree is a two-year program, where the first year is taught in the class-
room and the second is a placement with a host organization to do applied research for the organi-
zation. The data collected is also used towards the students’ thesis. This relationship is all framed 
by a Memorandum of Understanding between the student, supervisor, and host organization, set 
up in year one of the master’s. Cooperation between the university and the community partner, 
and the integration of theoretical and practical knowledge, are at the heart of this research design. 

This model of WIL is uncommon in South Africa in that it is situated at the postgraduate 
level, and unique in that it is based around an applied research project defined in conjunction with 
a nonprofit, nongovernmental, or governmental host agency. This applied research could take a 
multiplicity of forms including a desk-top study reviewing South Africa’s international agreements 
in relation to refugee rights for the parliamentary research office; a survey of popular attitudes 
towards immigrants for a refugee rights NGO; or a participatory action research project in gen-
der-based violence in a poor area of Cape Town conducted with a gender rights NGO. 

A key reason for introducing this innovation at the postgraduate level is that political stud-
ies is not a vocational discipline and has multiple potential career outlets including academia, re-
search, the media, the nonprofit sector, political parties, and government employment. For this 
reason, a narrowly framed “professional learning” model of WIL will not work for students in the 
Political Studies graduate program. Political Studies trains students to make arguments informed 
by research, and it is at the master’s level that students have research skills developed enough to be 
of use to a host organization. The ambition, in addition to conducting applied research, is to fur-
ther the development of our students across the four dimensions identified above in the CHE WIL 
Good Practice Guide: academic, personal, career, and skills. Thus, the model is a bridging rather 
than a deficit model and orientated towards partnership rather than service. 

 It is critical to note that, in its formal conception, the WIL master’s program is not explicitly 
a civic engagement program intended to develop active citizens. WIL is broadly conceived as a 
form of learning for students that integrates theoretical knowledge in the classroom with practical 
knowledge in the workplace. It is intended to enhance student learning by exposing them to prac-
tical knowledge in the workplace, in addition to theoretical knowledge, which in our case is applied 
research. However, as we shall demonstrate through the case-study below, the WIL program does 
contain the potential to develop active citizenship through the right kind of research project with 
the right host organization. But first, we must define what is meant by active citizenship. 

Operationalizing Active Citizenship
At the heart of the argument so far is the claim that universities can both educate students as 
knowers and as active citizens through programs that involve student work in the wider community, 
broadly framed. Volunteering, community service, and service learning do not necessarily translate 
into active citizenship. 

In this regard, the work of Gaventa & Barrett is informative.25 Synthesizing the findings of the 
Development Research Centre on Citizenship, Participation and Accountability, of the Institute for 
Development Studies at the University of Sussex in the United Kingdom, a project that conducted 
hundreds of case-studies from all over the globe over a 10-year period,26 they conclude that partic-
ipation in civil society, defined as engaging in community political processes with organizations 
outside the market and for-profit sector, can contribute to four democratic outcomes. These are, (i) 
building consciousness about citizenship and rights; (ii) learning new practices of participation, 
that is new ways of engaging the state and claiming recognition and rights; (iii) demanding more 
accountability and responsiveness from the state; and (iv) building new relations of solidarity 
among participants. 

Because these four outcomes amount to an emergent theory on what participation in political 
life can bring about, they also provide a basis to define the active citizen. Hence, when evaluating 
whether a program like the WIL master’s produces active citizens, we can break it down into these 
four questions. Does the program: 
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• Make participants more aware of their rights and responsibilities as a citizen?
• Inspire more participation in political practices and perhaps organizations?
• Lead participants to demand accountability and responsiveness from the state?
• Build horizontal relations of solidarity among participants around these political prac-

tices?

In what follows, we will measure the active citizenship produced through a civic engagement 
process in terms of these four criteria. 

Research Design And Methodology
To answer the question of how WIL can be used to build active citizenship, we drew on data from one 
recent case of applied community-based research on changes to the social grants system in South 
Africa. Hence, we are using a case-study research design.27 Further, it is largely a descriptive and 
exploratory case-study given the novel nature of the WIL approach, and the fact that the program 
is being implemented for the first time at UWC on a trial basis. We will explore the experiences 
of participants in the research project (the student researchers from UWC and the NGO partners 
who worked on the project) and reflect on the changes to consciousness and behavior of these 
respondents. The study thus follows a qualitative methodology informed by an interpretivist or 
social constructivist epistemology, and using participant observation, auto-ethnographic, and 
interview data collection methods.28 While we are confident of the internal validity of our argument 
given the use of multiple methods to reach saturation and to triangulate the data, we present our 
findings as preliminary and subject to further testing as the evidence is drawn from a single case-
study with a relatively small number of respondents. 

The case itself is a 2019 collaboration between the Department of Political Studies at UWC in 
Cape Town and a human rights organization, the Black Sash. It was designed as a Work-Integrated 
Learning collaboration in that the students helped co-design and implement an applied research 
project with Black Sash staff. The findings of the project were used both by Black Sash in their sub-
sequent advocacy work, and by the students in completing their master’s theses. Thus, student the-
oretical learning in the University was completed by applied learning in the “workplace” as more 
abstract knowledge about citizen rights and accessing social protection met real world experiences. 
In this case, the workplace was among poor communities in the Western Cape where the impact 
of changes in social grant provision was researched, as well as the offices of Black Sash where the 
project was developed collaboratively. In this particular case then, the WIL workplace approached 
a form of community-based research, conducted with a pro-poor, rights-based advocacy organiza-
tion, that provided fertile ground for something like community engagement.

Specifically, the research collaboration centered on researching changes to the payment of 
social grant recipients in South Africa. Around 17 million social grant payments are made every 
month in South Africa and reach roughly 11 million people, and roughly half the households in the 
country.29 The major grants are the Child Support Grant for poor families, pensions to the elderly, 
and disability grants. Essentially, the pay points at which beneficiaries collected monthly stipends, 
run by the South African Social Security Agency (SASSA), were “decommissioned” or phased out. 
In place of this uniform national system set up for recipients of social grants, recipients now had to 
go either to the Post Office, various commercial retailers, or use cash machines or ATMs. Effective-
ly, a bespoke national system for grant recipients was privatized, and the poor, elderly, and disabled 
were added to existing public queues. 

As a human rights organization, Black Sash was concerned about the potential harm of this 
change to vulnerable recipients, especially the elderly who form a core constituency of the organi-
zation. Thus, the research project was designed to conduct in-depth and systematic research on the 
experience of elderly grant recipients from the decommissioning of pay points by the South Afri-
can Social Services Agency (SASSA). To this end, studies were conducted exploring experiences 
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of elderly grant recipients located near key Black Sash office sites in the Western Cape. The study 
was qualitative, as it intended to explore in detail the subjective and shared perceptions of grant re-
cipients through interviews, focus group and participatory action research methods that collected 
various kinds of quantitative, qualitative, numerical, written, oral, and visual data. The study was 
implemented in Delft, Genadendal, Khayelitsha, and Robertson, and engaged approximately 60 
respondents over three months between February, March, and June 2019. 

At each site, researchers were to engage in a three-day process. 

• Day 1 involved meeting with the grant recipients, as organized by the partner community-
based organization of Black Sash. This day involved explaining the project, securing ethical 
clearance, and conducting “rivers of life” participatory activity to facilitate systematic 
reflection by each participant on their experiences of grant collection day. 

• Day 2 involved the researchers travelling with selected recipients to collect their money, and 
interviewing, observing, and video documenting the process of the day.

• Between Day 1 and 3, researchers collated the data, produced visual products, and drafted a 
site-specific case for the Participedia website.30

• Day 3 (roughly a week after Day 1) involved a debrief, where the findings on the Participedia 
website are presented and workshopped, including a participatory “body mapping” exercise. 

To collect data, researchers used three main instruments: 

• An interview, focus group, and observation schedule to collect factual and perceptual data on 
the grant experience

• Two participatory techniques including a “river of life”31 and “body mapping”32 to enable 
participants systematic, personal, and collective reflection on the grant experience, including 
the affective dimensions of the experience

• Video documentary of the research process. 

In addition, we went back to each site in July to further workshop knowledge of SASSA services 
and to map the areas to ascertain how far recipients had to travel. All activities were led by the 
students, with two different members of the Black Sash staff present in each site, and Professor 
Piper observing in three of the cases.

Ultimately, the research concluded that, as a result of privatizing payment points, the costs 
of transport and food, insecurity, administrative costs, and indignities endured by recipients in-
creased—disproportionately impacting the bodies of elderly people. In short, where in the previ-
ous system the elderly were reasonably well treated with preferential access to bespoke pay points 
including administrative support for when there were problems with payment, in the new system 
they are required to queue for multiple hours, often without access to adequate seating, toilets, 
water, shelter, security and no onsite administrative support. In addition, decommissioning elim-
inated many rural pay points which forced recipients to travel further for their grants and to visit 
more distant regional SASSA offices to query problems on the accounts.33

On completion of the applied research project, we set out to reflect on the experience as an 
instance in which WIL, interpreted as a form of community-based research, could potentially build 
active citizenship among the research team of students and NGO fieldworkers. With this in mind, 
we identified the following research question for this chapter: 

How, if at all, did engaging in the Black Sash research project enhance active 
citizenship for the student and NGO researchers understood as (i) a greater 
consciousness of rights, (ii) learning new citizenship practices, (ii) demanding 
more accountability from the state and (iv) feeling greater solidarity with other 
participants.
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Data was gathered from two sources: the two master’s students and the five NGO workers. Data 
was gathered from the students through observation of fieldwork activities and autoethnographic 
reflection by the two master’s students which involved the retrospective and selective analysis of 
key moments from an experience, whether negative or positive, as outlined by Ellis et al.34 The 
process of autoethnographic analysis was done inductively, first by the two students individually, 
and then collectively by the students and Professor Piper. From this process, the key insight of the 
“personal as political” emerged. The observations were analyzed deductively using Gaventa and 
Barrett’s fourfold conception of active citizenship. Data was gathered from the Black Sash staff 
via observations, semi-structured interviews, and from the project evaluation sheets completed 
by Black Sash staff during the original fieldwork. The semi-structured interviews were designed 
according to Gaventa and Barrett’s typology, and analysis of all the staff data proceeded deductively 
on this basis.35 In addition, some emergent themes were identified that are relevant to the research 
question on active citizenship. 

On the one hand, as a single case-study with limited respondents, the external validity of the 
findings is limited. Therefore, we regard these results as preliminary and subject to further research 
to discern their wider relevance. On the other hand, we believe the study has strong internal valid-
ity due to saturation of evidence from multiple and triangulated methods. In addition, we assert 
that ethnographic reflection offers unique and privileged insight into the subjective experiences of 
participants—on a research question that is concerned precisely with subjective experiences. We 
took great care to emphasize the critical nature of the process of reflection, and to affirm that the 
integrity of the research process was the most important objective. Indeed, with ethnographic re-
search the point is not objectivity so much as critical and honest reflection on experiences. It is 
clear from what follows that not all respondents experienced the project as profoundly as the two 
students, and several points of criticism are developed. 

Findings And Analysis
We outline the findings of our research in using the categories of active citizenship identified above 
and add a category that emerged from the data-gathering: “from the personal to the political.” 
This additional finding refers to the fact that, while both students and NGO workers were aware 
of issues of poverty and marginalization, when confronted by the life experiences of respondents 
it was made real to them in a way that inspired a desire to act. We demonstrate the general 
strengthening of a sense of active citizenship across all dimensions, but students and NGO workers 
took slightly different lessons from the experience. For the former, the experience was more of a 
revelation, personal and politicizing. For the latter, already largely politicized, it was more about 
how particular insights bolstered subsequent advocacy work. 

Consciousness of rights
In general, both the students and the NGO workers reported a growing social consciousness as a 
result of the project, although more so for the students. The project itself was steeped in education 
about rights and how to enact them. As one Black Sash staff member notes:

I found that people did not know very much about their rights and felt unable 
to get help because they were not sure of what they were entitled to. I felt 
personally responsible for making people aware of their rights even though this 
was not the main aim of the research. It seemed to me to now only was it my 
duty and obligation to inform people…

She also noted that, “despite a lack of knowledge around the rights and responsibilities for 
social grants, I found that respondents were eager to have their say and to be involved.” Both re-
searchers and workshop participants seemed eager to exercise their citizenship rights. One of the 
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students observed:

Prior to doing the research, my studies in political sciences and the South 
African public administration system had introduced me to the theoretical role 
of civil society and citizenry in South Africa. This study, however, has taught 
me about the social services provided to South African citizens. It has taught 
me about the processes involved in applying for state social services and, more 
specifically, the social grants system. The fact that there are thousands of South 
Africans who have access to, and make use of the social grants system, yet do not 
understand or aren’t aware of the extent to which the state should be assisting 
them, however, is alarming. The research has highlighted the fact that citizens 
in rural areas are not as aware of their rights and responsibilities as those in 
or closer to the big cities. It has thus also taught me that my responsibility as 
a South African citizen is to help bridge this gap between those in rural and 
urban areas. 

Gaining an understanding of rights and how to enact them is perhaps a core component of active 
and engaged citizenship. This means that you cannot act in accordance with your rights if you do 
not know what they are and, consequently, cannot demand accountability. 

Greater participation 
Regarding taking action around rights or engaging in political activity, most respondents reported 
that their experience conducting research reinforced their desire to act. One of the students 
reported that: 

Following my tenure as a student researcher on this project I joined the Rape 
Crisis Centre and participated in a workshop to become a community education 
officer. Additionally, I joined the NGO My Vote Counts as political systems 
researcher. The focus of the organization is to conduct research on democracy, 
electoral politics and corruption. It seeks to provide education and awareness 
on voter rights and citizen participation in democratic processes.

The other student also reported an impact on her career choice:

The research has inspired me to not only participate in civil society, but to seek 
a job in [the nonprofit sector] on a full-time basis, on completion of my studies. 
The experiences learnt throughout this research process has (sic.) ensured that 
I have been able to find employment [with NGOs]. I can now use the theory 
learnt during my studies and the field experiences learnt during this study in 
my field of work as a researcher for an NGO. This research has encouraged me 
to further investigate the manner in which our state interacts with citizens. 
Because I am now aware of the harsh realities faced by so many South Africans, 
I can now contribute to the manner in which they are treated. 

For the Sash staff members, the experience reinforced their sense of vocation. One stated that, 
“working on the ground and on [the] community level and seeing first-hand the struggles, inspires 
me to play my part in society or within advocacy campaigns”, and another added that the research 
had given her “the resources and tools to properly assist the elderly with the social grants,” adding 
that she “felt very responsible to help people with their SASSA since she was now aware of what 
their rights were and what the pertinent issues were for people who are grant recipients.” For others 
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more experienced working in the community, the project reinforced existing views rather than 
leading to new revelations. Hence, as one put it, “It was a good project but I am comfortable with 
these issues as I have spent my life working in these areas.”

Demanding accountability
Participating in the project also deepened the researchers’ readiness to demand responsiveness 
from the state. One of the students noted that the important role of advocacy groups in holding 
the state accountable: 

[The research] has led me to ask more questions about the effect of the 
decommissioning of the pay stations on the grant recipients, especially on those 
in rural areas. I now feel that the state needs to do more to ensure that grant 
recipients receive their grants as safely and effectively as possible. The research 
has presented the idea that if the state is not approached by civil society, South 
African citizens’ rights are not taken care of. The role of [nonprofit advocacy 
groups] has been highlighted by this study, which is important in ensuring the 
state be held accountable for its actions. 

For the NGO workers, the research had even stronger links to accountability work. Four of the 
workers reported that they cited the research in their work for Black Sash both in the public realm 
and in direct advocacy to the government. This was for advocacy work Black Sash initiated on this 
issue after the research was completed. As one worker states:

I had many radio interviews and even one television interview as a direct 
consequence of this research. Part of the interview was requesting accountability 
and responsiveness from the state, especially to grant beneficiaries who are 
elderly, vulnerable, and have disabilities.

Another worker reported how, as a former government employee, she understands and has 
sympathy for both government and citizens struggling to access their rights. However, she added, 
“I feel like government has in some ways abandoned people,” so people like herself who work 
for NGOs need to organize around ways to bring change. Finally, one shared that the insights 
she gained about the lack of access to administrative support after decommissioning inform her 
daily work, as she now “goes directly to the SASSA offices in Caledon to bring the concerns of the 
Genadendal community to them.”

Relations of solidarity
Relations of solidarity is the idea that participation in society can bring about stronger horizontal 
social ties that foster greater resilience and facilitate collective action among communities. Both 
student researchers reported how they formed ties with many of the respondents and how these 
relationships endure. One of the students spoke of feeling like “I have an extended family in the 
respondents since they care as much about me as I do about them.” She adds:

For this research, we had developed a set of participatory research tools centered 
around expressing feelings and thoughts as art. These art forms ranged from 
drawing maps which visually represented a respondent’s journey to collect 
grant money to drawing life size images of themselves where they could 
indicate where the emotional and physical pain was during that journey to 
collect grant money. Assisting respondents to create these artistic products was 
a very intense and involved process. Working so intently with people created 
an environment to become close with participants beyond the parameters of 
the research. The openness and kindness which I experienced from working 
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with some of the poorest and most disadvantaged has been unmatched. It was 
touching to me that people took time out to share with me intimate details of 
their life. It is this experience that has spurred me on to be more vocal about the 
injustices that I know exist. The relationship with the respondents has been 
maintained as these respondents sometimes message me to let me know how 
they are doing and sometimes to ask for assistance.

For the Sash staff members, a strong theme was that the research process led to greater 
connectedness with the participants and the wider communities in which the participants live. 
Two workers shared similar stories about how the research has helped build relations within the 
communities in which they work. In this regard, one stated that the research “helped to create a 
bond with the people of Genadendal” and helped “raise the visibility of Black Sash in the area.” 
She noted that the participants in the workshops fondly recall creating the body map art and like 
to share these stories with her. Additionally, she recalls experiencing a feeling of freedom and 
connection being involved so closely in research that took place within communities. She reflected 
that the intensity of the days together doing the research workshops helped to create a feeling 
of togetherness which she believes made it easier for respondents to open up. In her subsequent 
visits to Genadendal, she notes that former respondents and others in the community show no 
reservations talking to her, and the conversation is intimate as if between friends as opposed to a 
conversation between an outsider and a member of the community. 

From the personal to the political 
The most salient outcome of the WIL program was the bridge between the personal and the 
political, especially for the students. While both student researchers were admittedly already 
interested in social issues and had some knowledge of them, it was not until their participation 
in fieldwork that they were confronted with realities of the social issues which they studied. Both 
student researchers, in their personal reflections, noted that personal connections had the most 
lingering effect on them, and illustrated this with specific instances. 

There’s no doubt this project was hard work. The students got up early, organized boxes full of 
paper and stationary materials, drove several hours, facilitated workshops in multiple languages, 
packed up and drove home again—for several days on end. Leading up to the fieldwork period, 
they had to liaise with Black Sash and community organizations in each of the four sites. We met 
regularly, both as a UWC team and with Black Sash, throughout the year of the project. It was also 
emotional work as we were confronted by hard stories from workshop participants. One comments:

Since the end of the research one incident in particular has stayed with me. In 
conducting the research one of the activities we did was a “ride-along” where we 
followed participants on their journey to collect their social grant money. One 
of the women I was assigned to awoke at 6am in the morning to wash and get 
dressed and to make sure that she was early enough to walk to the ATM. She 
lived in a township outside of Robertson and would walk at least 45 mins from 
her home to the town center to join a queue of people at the ATM. I walked 
with her and stayed with her for almost three hours in line to finally get to the 
ATM to draw her money. We stood outside with no protection or chairs on a 
hot summer’s day. When she eventually received her rather meager pension, 
she turned to me and said, “are you hungry?” and proceeded to buy a parcel 
of fish and chips and insisted on sharing her food with me. This was a woman 
who could not afford some of the bare necessities, who was old and tired from 
standing in the hot sun in a long line and her first reaction upon receiving her 
money was to take care of me. It was a profound moment which I have not 
forgotten. 
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The other student has a similarly vivid memory:

Having to facilitate these workshops to people who were illiterate and to people 
who had never held a paint brush in their lives was both alarming and fulfilling. 
Alarming because I did not think that there would still be people today who 
could not read or write and fulfilling because I was part of the team who brought 
them their first painting opportunity and because I could see how much joy 
these exercises had brought to them. A participant had told me that they could 
not wait to take their art-work home to their grandchildren to show them their 
first art piece.

Indeed, a key theme in autoethnographic reflections was how the research brought abstract 
knowledge of social issues into harsh, tangible relief. Importantly, this confrontation with reality, 
a reality touched by real people’s difficulties and emotions, proved a major inspiration for active 
citizenship.36 In this regard, one of the students’ states:

For the study we had to travel to two rural and two historically poor urban areas. 
Until my participation in this study, I had not been to any of these areas. Our 
visits highlighted the harsh realities that so many South Africans face on a daily 
basis, realities my middle-class background had not exposed me to. It was a 
culture shock seeing the hardships of the poor in my country. Having to listen 
to how grant recipients in rural areas have to travel up to 70km just to receive 
their grants and do their monthly grocery shopping was hard, especially with 
minimal amounts recipients receive. I often had to remind myself that I was 
there to do research, as I found myself so immersed in their stories that I almost 
forgot why I was there. 

Ultimately, the work was also rewarding and moved both students on a personal level. As one wrote 
in her reflections:

The first area we visited was Delft, a vast urban area located outside Cape Town 
CBD. This area was a mostly lower-income area that had suffered under the 
policies of Apartheid spatial planning where large non-white communities 
were placed in tightly packed communities that were far from the resources 
and amenities of the city. This area was previously designated a “coloured” 
township. Coming to this area was emotionally charged because I was now face 
to face with the reality of how people lived in my city. My parents each came 
from a township of a similar type to Delft and had grown up poor during the 
height of Apartheid. Each were the first in their families to matriculate and to 
attend university, both at the University of the Western Cape (then designated 
as university for non-whites). As a second-generation university graduate of a 
now middle-class family, it was jarring to see in a very real way the disparities 
between my life and theirs. 

It was this initial reaction that made me realize that this research was not only 
going to be an academically rigorous one but also an emotionally challenging 
one. Feeling so personally connected to the people, lives and areas in which we 
were doing the research made me feel extra responsible for conducting research 
that would be beneficial. 

The other added:
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It brings me great fulfillment knowing that the outcomes of this research have 
brought about change in the manner in which the state treats grant recipients. 
This research has served as an eye-opener to the harsh realities faced by the poor 
in this country on a daily basis. I would not have been able to fully understand 
the plight of the poor had I not been part of this study. It has also encouraged 
me to question the motives of the state with regards to the decommissioning of 
the pay points. 

Notably, confrontation with the reality of poverty and other forms of marginalization also impacted 
the Sash staff, although to a lesser extent. This is even more remarkable as these people work 
with these issues and communities all the time. For example, one Sash staff member reports that 
she found the workshops “more poignant because my parents are grant recipients. I have started 
asking them more questions and probing family members to find out if they had any problems 
with accessing the grant.” Another stated that being exposed to the problems that the elderly face 
in accessing their grants made her want to be more involved. She has noticed that the COVID-19 
lockdown has exacerbated these problems and has led people to be more confused as they do not 
understand what is happening with the social grants.

Conclusion
The findings from our case-study of the UWC-Black Sash research project reveal both personal 
and political transformations for the students and NGO staff members involved. Their responses 
affirm many dimensions of active citizenship identified by Gaventa and Barrett,37 but add the 
notion of “the political as personal,” where abstract knowledge is transformed into an imperative 
to act after connecting with people’s experiences at a personal level. In addition, not only did the 
project support advocacy work by a nongovernmental organization, but the participating students 
now work in the human rights sector themselves and have a higher level of awareness and political 
consciousness regarding the rights and responsibilities of citizenship. The Black Sash staff 
members involved in the project also reported effects that affirmed active citizenship to varying 
degrees, reporting that the highly interactive, interpersonal, and immersive nature of the research 
project strengthened their relationship with, and status as a trusted partner in, the communities 
where they serve. While provisional and limited, our findings suggest that forms of community-
based research or engagement conducted as part of a WIL program may enhance active citizenship 
skills among participants. 

It is important to note what is being claimed here. WIL is broadly conceived as a form of learn-
ing for students that integrates theoretical knowledge in the classroom with practical knowledge in 
the workplace. Civic engagement, in contrast, is understood as actively participating in community 
decision-making activities. There is thus no inherent relationship between WIL and civic engage-
ment in the abstract, nor necessarily in our master’s program at UWC. Students could do a WIL 
master’s conducting desk-top research for the Parliamentary Research Office on Middle East poli-
tics to support a parliamentary committee and then use the same data towards their thesis. How-
ever, as illustrated above, students on the WIL could also do applied research that involves com-
munity-based research or forms of community engagement that can cultivate active citizenship. 
To us, this seems like a potential stream that could be developed in WIL programs into the future.

While it is difficult to pin down exactly what conditions must be met to ensure that communi-
ty-based research achieves the civic engagement goal of active citizenship, in our case the following 
five points seemed important. First, the students’ pre-existent interest in the issues of social grants, 
poverty, and citizenship motivated them to persevere with the hard work involved in the study. 
Students were also favorably predisposed to the broad ideological and normative commitments of 
active citizenship. Second, the host organization is committed to human rights and dedicates itself 
to help poor South Africans find practical ways to access their social grants from the state. Not only 
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do the ideological and normative commitments of Black Sash align with notions of active citizen-
ship, but the organization’s work includes citizenship building activities like conscientizing citi-
zens about their rights. Third, students spent significant time with elderly and poor citizens, and 
thus were able to personally and directly understand previously abstract notions like “exclusion” 
or “poverty.” Fourth, by collaboratively designing and implementing the project with Black Sash 
workers and conducting participatory exercises with respondents, social hierarchies and barriers 
between students, staff, and respondents were weakened. These shifts in power dynamics allowed 
for more equal, personal, and transformative relations to emerge. Fifth, access to financial and 
human resources to conduct research was necessary for the project to occur, and therefore invest-
ments from both the university and the NGO were required. 

This one case-study may not be sufficient to determine the respective influence of these five 
factors on community-based research that builds active citizenship. We can confidently assert that 
a WIL approach alone is unlikely to achieve these outcomes. Rather, WIL provides a strategic op-
portunity to develop appropriate forms of community-based research or community-engagement 
projects able to build active citizenship. This case study bolsters our assertion that WIL is framed 
broadly enough in South African policy and practice to allow space for varying formations, some of 
which may end up resembling forms of civic engagement pedagogy utilized across the globe. This 
is because the WIL model combines research, collaboration, and learning into one process, while 
maintaining a productive blurring between theory and practice, research and advocacy, and the 
university and the workplace. The debate about the purpose of education exists across the globe, 
but education for work and professional development need not conflict with education for active 
citizenship. Programs can be designed to do both, and graduates of such programs will offer major 
benefits to societies in which they work and live. Indeed, we believe that our study shows the value 
to students, the university, and society of making the development of active citizens an explicit 
goal, or a specific track, within the wider WIL program.
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SECTION III: DEVELOPING CIVIC ENGAGEMENT EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS

Political engagement among young people has been lower than other voting 
groups for several decades. In the United Kingdom, since 2010, the 18–24 age 
group has received considerable scrutiny in the wake of major political decisions 
and election outcomes. In light of low political engagement among young people, 
the government’s Electoral Commission has encouraged universities to seek new 
ways to encourage more young people to vote. Volunteering, which is offered in 
some form by most UK universities, is recognized through various studies as a 
way of building social capital and creating civic engagement. This research pres-
ents a case study of whether a program of focused volunteering for university 
students can better enhance participants’ political awareness by exposing them 
to people directly affected by political policies, in this case refugees and migrant 
communities.

Mark Charlton and Alasdair Blair
De Montfort University
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Introduction

The issue of youth engagement in politics has come to the fore in recent years, notably 
with regard to levels of engagement in elections. In both the United States (US) and 
the United Kingdom (UK), young people have been credited with sending President 
Barack Obama to power in 20091 and creating a youth quake that shook up British 
politics with the election in 2015 of the controversial left wing Labour Party leader 

Jeremy Corbyn.2 In both cases, despite the optimism that 18 to 24 year olds were finally getting 
involved in politics and taking their views to the ballot box, data indicates that the picture was not 
so clear cut. In the US, young voters only marginally avoided being the lowest turnout group, while 
Corbyn’s much talked about ‘youth quake’ was far from youthful.3 While in both cases the political 
discourse recognized the potential of engaging young people in democracy, research indicates that 
young people are increasingly less likely to engage in political affairs and vote in elections.4

Of the political science literature that has focused on civic and political engagement, a number 
of studies have analyzed the impact of voter education drives and student participation in politi-
cal campaigns as methods of increasing voter turnout and political engagement among students. 
These studies tend, for the most part, to be based on the experience and initiatives of US-based 
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scholars where there is a longer tradition of teaching civic engagement, of which voter education 
and voter mobilization have received particular interest.5 Although these studies tend to report 
on initiatives undertaken at a particular class level to bring the subject of political science to 
life by bridging theory and practice, a number have also reported on broader campus-wide and 
multi-campus initiatives.6 These include celebratory events in the form of festivals that aim to in-
crease political engagement and establish a stronger sense of identity and purpose on campus.7 Yet, 
there is less of an established body of literature outside of the US relating to voter education drives 
on university campuses and the integration of such activities into the teaching classroom. The UK 
is no exception to this rule. The teaching of academic subjects in the UK follows general principles 
set in subject benchmark statements written by academic experts and published by the Quality As-
surance Agency (QAA) for Higher Education, whose role is to monitor standards and advise on the 
quality of UK higher education (HE). One impact of this is that UK degrees have less options out-
side of a specific academic discipline’s requirements.8 This background is important in the context 
of the wider issue of what should be in a university curriculum, as well as in the context of broader 
societal changes. The latter includes the move away from structured and often unionized employ-
ment, which by nature had a stronger focus on workers’ education, to more irregular employment 
and an expansion in global HE.9 In the UK there has been a significant expansion in HE in recent 
years, with undergraduate enrollments increasing from 518,090 in 2010–11 to 611,390 in 2019–20.10 
This expansion in student numbers has been influenced by government “widening participation” 
initiatives aimed at increasing participation from under-represented, disadvantaged students and 
removing barriers to accessing and succeeding at university. Since 2019–20, UK HE providers have 
also been required to publish access and participation plans which indicate how they will improve 
equality of access for underrepresented groups.11 These under-represented groups are most likely 
to be young people from families of low incomes and minority ethnic groups and tend to repre-
sent sections of society least likely to vote.12 The growth in students from under-represented back-
grounds therefore presents new opportunities to revisit the public purpose of higher education, 
including growing politically engaged citizens and impacting areas of low democratic participation 
at a time when the relevance of higher education to society is frequently being questioned.13 

Encouraging university students to participate in politics is itself not a novel concept; this 
has been a responsibility of universities almost since their inception. As far back as the 1820s, US 
President Thomas Jefferson advocated that a well-educated, informed electorate was essential to a 
healthy democracy and founded the University of Virginia on that principle. Jefferson’s opinion is 
one that has been endorsed and developed by leading academics like Ernest Boyer and John Dew-
ey, who have influenced teaching and learning methods for many decades. Dewey, like Jefferson, 
believed education should play a central role in building a strong democracy.14 Boyer refers to the 
responsibility to democracy as higher education’s “civic mandate.”15 Research also supports this 
position with findings from a number of studies showing that young people who become civical-
ly engaged during their time at university take that learned responsibility with them throughout 
their life and careers.16 Universities are widely seen as institutions where students gain experienc-
es and skills that lead to increased levels of political participation.17 There is also often a societal 
expectation that the creation of politically engaged voters is expected as part of the core business 
of higher education, even if this expectation is not always acted upon.18 Putnam has argued that 
education is the most powerful tool in growing political engagement.19

This chapter seeks to contribute to the literature on the teaching of civic engagement at a 
global level by reflecting on two projects which were independently undertaken to develop stu-
dents’ experiences of civic engagement at De Montfort University in the UK. De Montfort Univer-
sity is based in the City of Leicester, which at the time of the UK’s last recorded census data in 2011 
was one of the most ethnically diverse cities in the UK with a 49.5% non-white population.20 The 
university’s student population directly reflects the broad ethnic mix in the city of Leicester, with 
just over half of the student body coming from Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) groups—
who have been identified as less likely to vote. The first project was a political debating initiative 
that took place in the run-up to the 2017 General Election. This initiative had been designed in 
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response to a request by the Electoral Commission, the UK’s independent body to promote public 
confidence in the democratic process.21 The second project was a volunteering initiative where stu-
dents took part in volunteering with refugees.22 A comparison of the two projects through survey 
responses and focus group outcomes sheds light on the impact of the two approaches in developing 
students’ understanding of and engagement in politics. In doing so, the chapter adds to the ongo-
ing debate on how to engage young people in politics and the way in which a scaffolded volunteer-
ing project can lead to students being more politically engaged.

In recent years there has been a general increase in the number of students participating in 
volunteering activities in the UK HE sector. This trend has benefited from a policy push with suc-
cessive governments promoting the agenda through additional funding, accreditations and pro-
motional campaigns.23 Studies have pointed to the positive outcomes that volunteering brings to 
individuals and local communities.24 This includes the positive benefits that volunteering brings to 
a student’s personal development and future employment prospects.25 But while volunteering can 
be viewed as having positive benefits for society and a student’s education, research indicates that 
volunteering in and of itself does not lead to a stronger sense of civic purpose. As McCartney has 
noted, “volunteering can be a one-time event that does not necessarily connect to civic learning, 
require examining the ideas, structures or relationships that bring the volunteer to act, or include 
reflection.”26 Holdsworth and Quinn27 point to concerns that have been raised in the US, that man-
datory or pressurized involvement in volunteering activity has the potential to normalize students 
to social inequalities rather than stimulating political engagement.28 Given the established view-
points on the limitations attached to volunteering activity, is it then possible for volunteering to 
lead to students gaining a stronger understanding and awareness of their civic responsibility? 

Universities, Civic Engagement, and Political Participation
Between 2011 and 2017, the UK electorate went to the polls at a national level on three occasions 
to vote in two general elections (2015 and 2017) and a referendum on membership of the European 
Union (2016). In each circumstance, the participation of young people aged 18–24 at the ballot 
box remained lower than that of other voting groups,29 a situation that has been reflected in most 
elections in Europe and the US for several decades.30 In an attempt to increase voter rates among 
young people, the UK Electoral Commission wrote to every UK university encouraging institutions 
to undertake initiatives to increase voter participation.31 Back in 2002 the Electoral Commission 
identified that engagement among the young had to change, noting that “…unless this generation 
of young people becomes more civic-minded as they age, the nature of British democracy is likely 
to become increasingly passive.”32 Such a concern was similarly shared in the UK Government 
and Parliament, with an Advisory Group on Citizenship being established in 1997, “To provide 
advice on effective education for citizenship in schools—to include the nature and practices of 
participation in democracy; the duties, responsibilities and rights of individuals as citizens; and 
the value to individuals and society of community activity.”33 The final report that was published 
in September 1998 set out a framework for the introduction of citizenship education in schools.34 
This in turn led to the introduction of citizenship into the National Curriculum for England in 
September 2002. This meant that all school children aged between 11–16 in the state education 
sector in England had a statutory right to citizenship education. Yet, this attempt at developing 
democratic values has not proved to be as successful as was hoped for at the time. While research 
indicates that students who have taken citizenship education classes were more likely to vote in 
a previous general election than their counterparts, students who took these classes were also 
more skeptical with regard to the motivations of politicians.35 This potentially highlights a lack of 
clarity with regard to the outcomes of the study, with the research also indicating that it was not 
possible to establish causality with regard to points such as the impact of teacher training.36 This 
is, however, an issue that has been picked-up elsewhere with the House of Lords Select Committee 
on Citizenship and Civic Engagement commenting in 2018 that the state of citizenship education 
was poor.37 This is despite data indicating that “consistent exposure” to citizenship education 



Teaching Civic Engagement Globally314

throughout secondary school can impact a young person’s political knowledge and participation.38 
This is in keeping with other studies which emphasize that citizenship education can have positive 
lasting effects into adulthood.39 

In writing to universities, the Electoral Commission was not prescriptive as to how they 
should increase engagement. It was also the case that this was not an entirely new endeavor for 
universities as many were already working on projects and campaigns to grow political engage-
ment through the likes of registration drives, campus elections and debates.40 However, the ap-
proach by the Electoral Commission was a public acknowledgment of the role that universities 
could play in grounding future graduates with the appropriate skills for civic life. By the end of the 
Electoral Commission’s letter writing campaign to approximately 160 higher education providers, 
76 universities responded with projects and voter drives to encourage the student cohort to register 
and cast their votes. 

Such a public stance regarding the role of universities as civic educators is a more recent area 
of debate within the UK.41 Indeed, of the political science literature focused on civic and politi-
cal engagement, the majority of studies reporting on activities such as voter education drives and 
student participation in political campaigns, tend to be based on the experience and initiatives of 
scholars based in the US. While this might in part be a reflection of the fact that there is a longer 
tradition of teaching civic engagement in the US, it is also a broader reflection of the role that US 
universities and colleges have in being engaged with their local communities. One direct aspect 
of this is that there is a more established recognition in the US higher education system, from 
research-intensive universities to community colleges, of the importance of civic engagement ac-
tivities structured around programs, civic engagement centers, or specific academic classes. And 
while there is far from a universal approach to these initiatives within the US, there is a general 
trend toward developing curricula that provide students with an understanding of, and engage-
ment with, real-world issues through community engagement, including nonprofit organizations.

This contrasts significantly with the UK experience. This is in part influenced by the design 
of the UK HE system, whereby undergraduate students enroll in a degree program at the outset of 
their studies that tends to have little in the way of general education classes. The focus on studying 
a specific subject is reflected in the fact that the standard length for an undergraduate degree in 
England and Wales is three years, while in Scotland and Northern Ireland it is four years. This dis-
tinction is in part shaped by differences in the high school leaving age across the UK nations. The 
upshot of this is that there is less room for classes on electives like civic education because students 
tend to have less opportunities to choose classes outside of their own discipline. At a university lev-
el, it is also the case that university leaders, and the HE sector in general, have traditionally shown 
less interest in universities as both a voice for, and an actor engaged in, civic engagement. Where 
engagement with local communities has taken place, it tends to be typified by engaging with local 
community activities such as working with museums and galleries, engaging in discussions with 
local employers, and supporting access to higher education through widening participation initia-
tives. In this context, activities that increase political engagement or democratic behavior have not 
necessarily formed part of a university’s core business. This is because challenges around improv-
ing teaching, student outcomes, and student satisfaction have typically been key areas of activity 
with university leaders focused on such factors to market themselves vis-à-vis their competitors.42 
In recent years, the most notable change in these discussions has been the intervention of the UPP 
Foundation, which is a private charity funded by the University Partnerships Programme (UPP) 
that is one of the UK’s leading providers of student accommodation. In 2018-19 the UPP Founda-
tion launched the Civic University Commission to gather evidence on what it means to be a civic 
university in the 21st century, which in turn led to the publication of a report in February 2019 that 
identified the need for universities to have a stronger civic focus by, among other factors, estab-
lishing a Civic University Agreement with other local civic partners. At the time of this writing, 
the outcome of these initiatives have still to materialize fully, with universities just starting to turn 
their attention to this issue after having dedicated the majority of their energies during 2020–21 
responding to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Methods
To investigate these issues, we compare the views of a group of students who volunteered to help 
with a refugee project with those of a similarly sized group which took part in a series of political 
debates on campus. The research covered the experiences or impacts on #BeTheChange participants 
who took part in one or more of up to five events between Wednesday, May 3, 2017 and Friday, 
November 3, 2017. The refugee research covered the experiences or impacts on undergraduates who 
took part in volunteering with refugees at any time during their academic journey prior to April 
2018. Students returning from a volunteering trip to Berlin in April 2018 also took part in a focus 
group to discuss their work, alongside German relief workers, with refugees, particularly from Syria, 
who were being resettled in the city. Both groups of students were self-selecting, and thereby not 
reflective of the whole of the university’s student body. Similarly, a pre- and post-test survey was 
not undertaken to understand the overall change in students’ views. While this inevitably attaches 
limitations to the implications of the findings, the participants were nonetheless asked to consider 
their views before and after the event, thereby providing some measure of change.

As far as the political debates were concerned, over a six-month period, starting in advance 
of the 2017 UK general election on Thursday, June 8th, a political engagement campaign called 
#BeTheChange was established. The title of the campaign was in reference to Mahatma Gandhi’s 
famous quote: “You must be the change you wish to see in the world.” The concept of the project 
was simple; that students and staff could gather together, listen to and debate prominent political 
issues. As outlined in table 1, each event had its own theme. Timings of the events were not uni-
form. The launch event was a 24-hour continuous cycle of debate, with hourly themes drawn from 
the key issues that were likely to form major campaign talking points in the forthcoming election, 
including immigration, health care and taxation. At that event, students participated based on 
subjects that they were interested in based on a timetable of activities that were published on the 
university’s website. Other events spanned daytime formats, where students could participate as 
appropriate. At these events, academics with expertise in specific fields were invited to form panels, 
typically of five members, including a chair.43

Table 1. #BeTheChange Events

Date Length Format Location Aims Approximate 
attendees

Wednesday 
May 3 to 

Thursday May 
4, 2017

24-hours

24-hour 
continuous 
activity to 
create a 
university 
manifesto.

Outdoors, 
central area 
of university 
campus.

Organic process 
of harnessing 
student voice 
to create a 
manifesto.

300

Friday May 26, 
2017

11am to 
3pm

3 x 1-hour 
debates of 
manifestos of 
the three main 
UK political 
parties. 

Outdoors at 
Leicester Castle 
Business School.

To discuss 
critical issues in 
the run up to the 
general election.

50

Tuesday June 6, 
2017

11am to 
3pm

‘The Final 
Countdown.’
Two panel 
sessions, made 
up of five 
academics, 
and student 
audience.

Outdoors at 
Leicester Castle 
Business School.

To look closely at 
the final details 
of the three 
main political 
parties manifesto 
proposals.

50
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Table 1. #BeTheChange Events

Wednesday 
June 14, 2017

10:30am to 
12:30pm

Panel of senior 
academics, 
British 
Embassy 
representatives 
and retired 
diplomats, 
student 
audience.

British Embassy, 
Berlin.

To discuss 
the impact 
of Brexit on 
Britain’s future 
relationship with 
Europe.

250

Tuesday June 
27, 2017

8am to 
8pm

12 Hour Be The
Change 
Research
Festival on a
variety of 
subjects and 
relationship
with political
policy.

Various 
locations across 
university 
campus.

To demonstrate 
how research 
relates to society, 
particularly in 
the context of 
political policy.

200

Friday 
November 3,

2017
12pm to 

2pm

‘Keep 
Universities for 
the Many’ – A 
themed debate 
about how 
universities are 
funded. Panel 
of students and 
academics.

Courtroom, 
Leicester Castle 
Business School.

To gather 
opinion on how 
universities 
should be funded 
and gather ideas 
about how this 
might be best 
expressed to 
policy makers.

50

The selected panels had gender-balance and diversity representation. Students and staff were 
encouraged to participate via internal communications messages. The launch event promoted the 
idea that the university would create a manifesto of ideas that could be presented to the three main 
political parties in advance of the general election. It was felt this would empower students to feel 
they had a voice and were able to influence the political process. Staff from across all university 
departments were encouraged to promote the events to students, and also to participate in debates 
that were relevant to their chosen fields. Food and refreshments were served at regular intervals 
as another incentive to bring people together. The initial #BeTheChange events ran concurrently 
with voter registration drives on campus that had previously been launched via a central university 
communications campaign. Approximately 950 faculty, staff, and students attended the events, 
although the precise breakdown of attendees was not registered.

As far as the volunteering program was concerned, the university has a long-standing pro-
gram for students that is widely promoted. The activities are open to everyone and students have 
the opportunity to choose the type of volunteering they wish to undertake and how long they 
spend on each project is at their discretion. Participants are encouraged to give a minimum of 12 
hours to a project. They receive training, health and safety guidance and a Disclosure and Barring 
Service (DBS) check to ensure they are safe to work with vulnerable people and children. A variety 
of opportunities offered to students are often linked to courses. Examples include working with the 
homeless, activities in local schools, food distribution to the poor, work with refugees and support-
ing youth clubs. Many of these opportunities are also offered in an overseas context through the 
university’s international student mobility program. Participants in either context were eligible to 
take part in the research.

To gain insight on the impact of these activities, a quantitative questionnaire was sent to all 
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students who had registered participation in one or more #BeTheChange event and all those who 
had participated in refugee projects. The choice of using refugee volunteers as participants for the 
volunteering research was steered by the high-profile political nature of the subject: US President 
Donald Trump’s “Build a Wall” rhetoric to keep out immigrants and the much debated immigra-
tion issue during the EU referendum, where the plight of refugees and responsibility to displaced 
people had received much media coverage in the UK. The data sought to provide a detailed picture 
of whether either project added any value to universities’ initiatives to tackle the ongoing challenge 
of low voter turnout and which approach could be considered best. The qualitative survey was a key 
part of generating the data necessary to inform the main findings of this research. 

The questionnaire was designed to capture how attitudes toward political engagement had 
changed by asking participants to reflect on their experiences (see sample survey). The majority 
of questions were multiple-choice answers, where the participant was required to give an answer 
chosen from a sliding scale of their experience. Questions reflected the various issues being inves-
tigated in a simple and understandable way for the participant, being mindful that some students 
may have limited political awareness. The questionnaire was distributed via the university’s da-
ta-gathering software called MyGateway, which is regularly used to track student feedback at the 
university, and as such students were familiar with the instrument. The data generated was fed into 
a spreadsheet database enabling the findings to be viewed with ease. Students were incentivized 
to participate through the chance to win a £50 voucher to spend at a local shopping center. This 
incentive is typical of such surveys conducted at the university through MyGateway in order to in-
crease response rates. A 10-day deadline was set to complete the questionnaire, with two reminder 
emails scheduled and sent at day five and day eight in order to pursue a maximum completion rate. 
Within the questionnaire there was an opportunity for further comments and an opportunity to 
volunteer for the focus groups. 

Results 

Be The Change Debate Survey Findings
Precisely 140 students responded to the #BeTheChange survey questionnaire, which was sent to 
approximately 3,000 students on the university’s student volunteering database. Of the recipients, 
an estimated 400 students were eligible to participate in the survey, according to #BeTheChange 
attendance figures. The target cohort of 18–24 year-olds, which is widely recognized as the 
youth vote demographic, was applicable to 86% of responders. A further 10% were in the 25–35 
bracket and the remaining 4% were over 35 years old. United Kingdom-based “home” students 
accounted for 86% of participants. The British Asian demographic formed the dominant group of 
participants at 78%, which was considerably higher than the proportion of British Asian students 
in the university in the 2016–17 academic year (23.7%).44 The gender split was significantly uneven 
with 74% female compared to 26% male, whereas the gender split in the university was 52% female. 
Almost a third—29%—said that they had some sort of disability ranging from physical disability 
to learning difficulties like dyslexia, which was higher than the proportion of students with a 
declared disability at the time which was 17.4%.45 While there was good representation from across 
all university divisions, there were three times as many students from Health and Life Sciences 
(61 = 43% of respondents) than Technology (18 = 13% of respondents). Elsewhere, 38 students were 
from Business and Law (27% of respondents) and 22 students from Arts, Design and Humanities 
(16% of respondents).

Of the participating students, the majority were not a member of a political party (103 = 74%), 
62% (87 students) said they were a member of a club or society on or off campus, while 80% (112 
students) said that they had previously signed a petition. The latter indicates a higher level of civic 
engagement than wider society, which was further confirmed by the fact that a majority of students 
(59%) indicated that they either always or almost always voted in elections, which is considerably 
higher than established voting patterns (figure 1).

https://web.apsanet.org/teachingcivicengagement/wp-content/uploads/sites/9/2021/07/CHAPTER-17-CHARLTON-AND-BLAIR-SURVEY.pdf
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To gain an understanding of students’ engagement with, and understanding of, contempo-
rary events before and after the #BeTheChange events, participants were asked to comment on 
the extent to which they obtained information from social media, newspapers, radio and televi-
sion news as research indicates that the changing habits of young people towards social media 
and away from more traditional sources such as newspapers is linked to a weakening in political 
participation.46 Figures 2 and 3 provide students’ responses about their engagement with media 
sources before and after the #BeTheChange events. Although social media remained the dominant 

Figure 1. How Frequently Have You Voted in Local and National Elections 
Since You Were Allowed to Vote?

Figure 2. How Often Did You Undertake the Following Activities 
Before the Be The Change Events?

Figure 3. How Often Do You Now Undertake the Following Activities 
Since the Be The Change Events?
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information channel where students got information (58% before and 51% after), there was a shift 
toward students gaining information from more traditional news channels. Students reported in-
creased engagement with newspapers (28% before and 36% after), radio (27% before and 34% after) 
and television news (49% before and 51% after) with more students reporting that they very often 
or regularly accessed these sources after participating in #BeTheChange events. This trend reflects 
a self-reported shift toward information sources that are generally regarded as having a positive 
effect on political engagement.

To gain an understanding of students’ active engagement in commenting on or sharing po-
litical content through online media, they were asked to indicate their levels of engagement over 
a number of social media platforms. Figures 4 and 5 highlight that while overall students rarely 
commented or shared political content on social media, there was nonetheless a positive shift to-
wards more students engaging in an active way in political discussions. This was more marked with 
sharing political content on Facebook, where there was an increase from 19% of students sharing 
content before the #BeTheChange events to 24% after. While it is hard to draw firm conclusions 
from such data given the small sample size, the underlying trend was an increase in the number of 
students willing to comment on and share information related to political issues. A sense of politi-
cal awakening was also reflected in focus group discussions, where comments included: “The sem-
inars were very enlightening and I have paid attention because politics and finance play a crucial 
role in our daily lives. Politics plays a crucial role in our lives but most students trivialize the vital 

Figure 4. How Often Did You Undertake the Following Activities 
Before the Be The Change Events?

Figure 5. How Often Do You Now Undertake the Following Activities 
Since the Be The Change Events?
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role of engaging in voting as if government policy or initiatives will not impact them in the future.”
When asked, “How would you rate the impact of the Be the Change Events on your political 

participation?,” more than a quarter of students regarded that #BeTheChange events were highly 
or extremely impactful on their political participation based on a Likert rating scale. This finding 
reflected the follow-up focus group discussions that were held with students, with comments such 
as, “I have realized to see things change for the better, I need to be a part of it and not just a pas-
sive observer. Times are changing and to make them change in a positive way, we need to step in 
and make a positive difference in some instances in our day to day lives.” Finally, there was a 15% 
increase to 68% in the number of students volunteering on university outreach projects locally or 
overseas after #BeTheChange events. A potential conclusion from this, therefore, is to highlight 
that volunteering is not necessarily just a one off activity that students engage in, as is often de-
picted in the literature.

Refugee Project
From the pool of volunteers for the refugee project, 85 students responded to the survey 
questionnaire, which was sent to approximately 3,000 students on the university’s student 
volunteering database, but specifically targeted those who had participated on the numerous 
strands of refugee volunteering opportunities offered by the university’s public engagement team. 
Of the recipients, an estimated 200 students would be eligible to participate in the survey. The 
target cohort of 18–24 year-olds, which is widely recognized as the youth vote demographic, was 
applicable to 80% of responders, with the remainder aged 24 years or older. UK-based ‘“home”’ 
students accounted for 64% of participants. BAME students formed 92% of the cohort. The 
gender split was again significantly uneven with 77% female versus 23% male. There was good 
representation from across all university divisions. Most came from Business and Law (41%), 31% 
from Health and Life Sciences, 16% from Technology, with Arts, Design and Humanities supplying 
the lowest number of respondents with 8%. Of the responding groups, 20% said they had never 
voted, while 37% said they always voted. Other responses were 22% almost always, 13% sometimes, 
8% rarely. Almost a third of respondents (31%) said they were members of a political party, while 
62% said they were members of a club or society.

Following participation, the refugee respondents said attention to political issues grew sig-
nificantly with those regularly or always showing interest growing by 25%, the equivalent of 21 
students in the group surveyed. The number of students discussing political issues with family 
and friends went up 8%, with the underlying trend being one of positive impact as highlighted in 
figure 6. 

When asked to compare the impact of the volunteering activities with refugees on a range of 
activities, figures 7 and 8 highlight that there was a general trend towards students having a high-
er level of engagement in activities that are associated with having a positive impact on political 

Figure 6. How Much Attention Did (Do) You Pay to Political Issues 
Before and After Volunteering with Refugees?
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engagement after volunteering. In line with the #BeTheChange data, out of the 85 students who 
participated in the questionnaire, the number of students watching TV news regularly or very of-
ten increased from 52 to 53% (44 to 45 students). The number of students listening to radio news 
regularly or very often marginally fell from 34 to 33% (29 to 28 students). The number of students 
reading news via newspapers or newspaper websites regularly or very often increased from 31 to 
34% (26 to 29 students). Use of social media to obtain political news increased from 61 to 65% (52 to 
55 students) thereby maintaining its overall position as the most popular form of activity. Sharing 
of political content on Facebook grew from 20 to 22% (17 to 19 students). Tweeting about political 
activity also grew from 22 to 26% (19 to 22 students). Commenting or debating political issues on 

Figure 7. How Often Did You Undertake the Following Activities 
Before Volunteering with Refugees?

Figure 8. How Often Do You Now Undertake the Following Activities 
Since Volunteering with Refugees?
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social media grew from 19 to 27% (16 to 23 students). Commenting or debating political issues on 
websites and forums grew from 14 to 20% (12 to 17 students), while signing online petitions in-
creased from 41 to 49% (35 to 42 students). Attending a meeting or rally about a political issue went 
up from 9 to 14% (8 to 12 students). The number of students joining political groups on platforms 
such as Facebook grew from 13 to 16% (11 to 14 students). Those using Facebook as a platform for 
engaging in political content grew from 20 to 22% (17 to 19 students). Although these self-reported 
behavioral shifts are generally small, they point to increased engagement with political ideas and 
activities. 

Elsewhere, figure 9 highlights that the students indicated a shift toward a more active level of 
discussion of political issues with their friends and family after volunteering. This data was sup-
ported by students’ views in focus group discussions. One student commented, “The whole experi-
ence has broadened my view on refugees and migrants and gave me a much better understanding 
of asylum seekers and the difficult situations refugees and migrants face.” A focus group made up 
of six third year BA students studying Business and Law subjects who had participated in a volun-
teering activity supporting Syrian refugees in Berlin, Germany, took part in a structured interview 
drawing on some of the outcomes of the surveys and reflecting on their experience. Comments 
included:

Student A: “If they (other students) volunteered like we did, they would become 
more aware and actually want to have a say.”

Student B: “To those students not into politics, a vote is just a vote … I feel a lot 
more engaged in it (the refugee issue). I do want to know now about it and if 
there is any more for me to do to help.”

Students C: “I think the news only shows the first aid people provide to refugees. 
It never shows the extent to which integration is needed into society to have a 
normal life there. You won’t see that on the news. Their social wellness, their 
mental health and all that care comes into consideration. For that to happen 
they need professional people as well as communities to help and that is not 
in the news. You only see the extreme and this (volunteering) has made me 
question things a lot more.”

While it is hard to draw firm conclusions from a relatively small sample of respondents, the data 
nonetheless demonstrates a more active level of engagement after the students participated in 
the volunteering activity. These reflections are in line with the way in which students rated the 
impact of volunteering with refugees on their political participation. Moreover, figure 10 shows 
that almost a third (31%) of participants said volunteering with refugees was highly or extremely 
impactful on their political participation.

Figure 9. How Often Did (Do) You Discuss Political Issues with Your Family and Friends  
Before and After Volunteering with Refugees?
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Discussion
This research gathered data from two sets of activities focused on two different types of broadly 
recognized modes of civic participation. Firstly, data was drawn from university activity designed 
to grow political participation through debating key issues and encouraging students to express 
their opinions or listen to the views of others in order to form their views and ultimately use 
this experience to participate in political activity, like voting. The second group took part in 
volunteering activities with refugees that included English classes and organizing sports sessions 
that assisted refugees settle into life in the city of Leicester. Such activities could be considered 
emotive, with students gaining an awareness of the challenges a marginalized group in society 
faces. This group’s activity was designed to enrich their university experience, enhance their CV and 
give something back to society as part of a wider university volunteering program. This program 
included organizing community events that focused on arts and sports, as well as offering practical 
support to students volunteering with the Leicester Race Equality Centre to assist refugees learn 
employment skills, such as writing a CV, how to search for jobs through IT skills and to gain an 
understanding of what the job would involve. The latter is particularly important as a result of 
language and cultural difficulties, given that refugees often come from countries with different 
customs and practices relating to how a business is run. 

In isolation, the results appear to support the premise that both methods of civic engage-
ment have a positive role to play in growing political participation, with a quarter of all students 
who took part in either activity citing that the experience had significantly impacted their political 
participation. Elsewhere, there was a small, but nonetheless noticeable, impact in students very 
often or regularly either attending a meeting or rally about a political issue after participation. For 
#BeTheChange participants, there was an increase from 5 to 10% of students attending either a 
meeting or a rally about a political issue. For the volunteering project, there was a broadly similar 
increase from 9 to 14% of students either attending a meeting or a rally about a political issue. 
The outcome for #BeTheChange could be a result of experiencing the format of a political debate, 
which may have given these students confidence to attend other meetings. This is something that 
could be explored further. 

The refugee project volunteers recorded significant outcomes in three areas. First, students 
paying strong attention to political issues grew by 25%. Second, there was a positive change in the 
way in which students found information about politics, with an increase in participation across 
all media outlets with the exception of radio news which only marginally declined by 1%. Third, 
there was an increase in the number of students recording that they signed online petitions in 
support of causes. Drawing out the themes of the changes, personal attention and interest were 
positive growth areas. Finding a voice—an issue explored in the small refugee project volunteers’ 
focus group—grew. Particularly the idea that opinions on issues relating to the volunteering activ-

Figure 10. How Would You Rate the Impact of Volunteering with Refugees on 
Your Political Participation?
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ity could be challenged or argued based on individual experiences. This was also reflected in social 
media use where material was being shared and commented on. In both cases, forms of expressing 
political participation grew, particularly through social media use and news consumption through 
various media. This was also reflected in the qualitative feedback from students. For example, in 
the #BeTheChange debates, comments from students included, “I have realized, to see things 
change for the better, I need to be a part of it and not just a passive observer,” and “Politics plays 
a crucial role in our lives but most students trivialize the vital role of engaging in voting as if gov-
ernment policy or initiatives will not impact them in the future.” Comments from students on the 
refugee volunteering project included, “The whole experience has broadened my view on refugees 
and migrants and gave me a much better understanding on asylum seekers and the difficult situa-
tions refugees and migrants face,” and “If they (other students) volunteered like we did they would 
become more aware and actually want to have a say.”

A notable outcome of the #BeTheChange political debate was that after the debates, the num-
ber of students volunteering for causes through the university’s volunteer program went up by 15%. 
The motivation for this might link to students wanting to express political activism in their own 
way, which is consistent with earlier literature. The personal backgrounds of students are worthy of 
further exploration. Prior research documents lower voting rates among young people from Black, 
Asian, and Ethnic Minority backgrounds—which represent the majority of the university’s stu-
dents. People whose families are from poorer socio-economic groups also are recognized as having 
low-participation in elections. Future studies are needed to explore such patterns among university 
students.

Conclusion 
The question posed by this chapter was, Can volunteering on “real world” issues influence political 
engagement among young people? From the data gathered in this study, there is evidence that shows 
a positive shift in attitudes toward politics and attention paid to political issues that seems to 
exceed more traditional attempts to engage young people in political participation. While the link 
between civic participation through volunteering or attending political meetings and debates like 
#BeTheChange and the growth of political participation is not a new idea, the role of how higher 
education helps to create a civically engaged electorate is under scrutiny. Some argue that this 
historic role has been eroded by the marketization of higher education and the focus of university 
leaders on enhancing student experiences and academic outcomes. This is a small-scale study of 
one university comparing two of its approaches to growing political engagement. Although the 
students who responded to the survey provide useful data for discussion, the outcomes should 
be understood in the context of the limitations of a single university case study. However, the 
data does provide interesting food for thought, particularly in the context of the wider UK HE 
sector where there has been an increase in the number of students from widening participation 
backgrounds—who are the least likely to vote—attending university. At the same time, attempts by 
the Electoral Commission in the UK have had limited success in growing voter engagement among 
young people through the use of marketing campaigns and voter registration drives. Students 
participating in both projects report growth of political awareness, voice, and activism. Whether 
this leads to the voting booth is unknown. In a university context, both projects were viewed by 
the participants, university staff and student representatives as an extremely positive opportunity 
to provide students with enhanced levels of civic competencies. Organizations external to the 
university also viewed the projects in a positive light, from the local council to local charities. At 
a global level, the university’s work in this area also led to it being named by the UN in 2018 as 
the global hub for Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 16 to promote peace, justice and strong 
institutions. Students who took part were self-selecting volunteers—encouraged only by internal 
promotion within the university—who sought a learning experience outside of the courses required 
to earn a degree. Attendance on neither project was incentivized with a reward nor contributed 
to their degree outcome. One immediate option for recognizing student contributions to civic 
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engagement activities would be development of a civic engagement digital badge that could be 
used as a form of recognition that might positively contribute to raising overall engagement with, 
and understanding of, the importance of civic engagement education.47

While this research does not study why many young people do not vote, it adds to the debate 
among those in higher education tasked with growing political participation. There is no single 
defined approach to how universities grow political participation through their teaching, learning, 
research and extra-curricular activities. Some institutions, by the nature of the young people they 
attract, may already see high-levels of political engagement, because well educated, middle class 
young people are more likely to be politically engaged.48 Other universities, whose intake may typ-
ically be from areas reflecting social challenges of high-deprivation or other recognized “widening 
participation” backgrounds of first-generation undergraduates, Black, Asian, Ethnic Minority and 
other recognized characteristics may face greater challenges to create a political voice within the co-
hort. Moreover, broader economic, environmental and political pressures will, among others, likely 
impact on political engagement in relation to the way in which they consider themselves able to 
change the status quo. This is an important consideration given the pressures that the present gen-
eration of young people have had to face, from the challenges of austerity and war, through to the 
erosion of the natural environment and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.49 These factors will 
influence the approach university leaders might need to take to deliver activities that give young 
people the ability to understand, and get involved in, politics. As universities are regularly asked to 
encourage young people to become more politically active, identifying the best possible approach-
es and demonstrating impacts to improve democracy could be a valuable tool in demonstrating the 
value of higher education in the UK at a time when their role in society is under renewed scrutiny.50 
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SECTION IV: A CALL TO GLOBAL ACTION

This book has presented a sampling of how higher education institutions are working 
to advance civic engagement education inside and outside the classroom, across their 
campuses, and within their communities around the world. Dedicated educators have 
demonstrated innovative pathways to reclaiming the civic mission of our institutions 
as part of our societies’ goals to continually rebuild and maintain our democracies 

and our rights. We are following Saltmarsh and Hartley’s challenge 10 years ago to “reorient… the 
work from a vague emphasis on community involvement toward an agenda that seeks significant 
societal change [and] …link[s] the pursuit of knowledge with the pursuit of a healthier society and 
a stronger, more robust democracy.”1 Still, there are problems, new developments, and structural 
barriers to the progress that this book and those before it have sought to overcome and signs that 
we are at a crossroads where we can decide to invest in a better future for all. 

At a global level, one of the most notable developments has been a restriction in democratic 
freedoms as a result of the way that governments respond to major international disasters such 
as the global pandemic of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19). Although a notable and under-
standable feature of the pandemic was the withdrawal of civil liberties through such public health 
measures as the enforcement of lockdowns, social distancing, the wearing of protective face masks, 
and travel bans, it also highlighted a broader trend towards intolerance, incivility, and censorship 
of viewpoints.2 Some of this intolerance is related to long-standing religious differences which have 
at times been activated from simmering resentments and debates, while political intolerance, in-
cluding a lack of listening to and respecting other peaceful viewpoints, has skyrocketed around the 
world, spurred by leaders with authoritarian tendencies.3 

Domestically, as many authors throughout the book have noted, societies also face reckonings 
regarding ongoing racism, and ethnic and gender discrimination prevent these countries and their 
people from fulfilling their ideals of inclusive opportunities and respect for all members. If all of 
the people cannot fulfill their potential, then they cannot contribute their best to their societies 
and their own lives, needs which are crucial to achieving a peaceful and productive democracy. Civ-
ic engagement education is a vital means to address these and other problems because, when done 
properly, it provides a strong platform for all citizens to build the knowledge, skills, values, and 
sense of efficacy throughout their formative years that they need to become lifelong, participating 
members of well-functioning democratic communities.4

A misperception about civic engagement education is that it is too expensive to provide at a 
moment where countries are experiencing economic hardship.5 Teaching Civic Engagement: From 
Student to Active Citizen, Teaching Civic Engagement Across the Disciplines, and now Teaching Civic 
Engagement Globally demonstrate how this is not the case at any level of education. Further, these 
books provide examples of how civic engagement education can work at all types of institutions, in 
all majors, with traditional and non-traditional age students, with students from a wide variety of 
socioeconomic backgrounds, and with students who hold varying political viewpoints. This book 
takes us a step further by also demonstrating that civic engagement education can work in many 
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cultural and political contexts. It is appropriate at this juncture to discuss challenges and import-
ant considerations as we proceed on a path to even better outcomes for more people. 

First, we need to expand the pedagogical tools for advancing civic engagement education. 
There is evidence that gamification, or using games to teach civic engagement skills and civic in-
formation literacy and inculcate civic engagement values, can be effective with secondary school 
and college students, especially those who start with the lowest levels of political knowledge and 
experiences.6 Teaching technology is rapidly advancing. The COVID-19 pandemic prompted nu-
merous adaptations to civic engagement education, even amidst contentious political times in 
many countries, as a few of the chapters in Section Two explore. 

We are just beginning to learn about the effectiveness of these changes and whether or not 
outcomes include useful lessons for improving future civic engagement education.7 We also can 
learn more about how to best construct and the impact of undergraduate research projects, such 
as the project featured in Chapter 16, on fostering skills, confidence, and student knowledge about 
their local, national, and global communities and the interactions between them, whether these 
projects are student-designed, faculty-designed, or part of an undergraduate research experience 
program.8 Service-learning is a high-impact pedagogy for civic engagement education, as it puts 
students in the position of learning by working with and within communities and testing in person 
many of the theories, ideas, and concepts learned in the classroom. Plus, it provides students with 
an opportunity to explore their own and others’ personal assumptions which may impact policies, 
processes, and institutions.9 Finally, “community action learning,” such as that discussed in Chap-
ter 14, builds upon traditional classroom education by connecting participatory action research, 
project-based learning, and service-learning, meaning developing firsthand knowledge of commu-
nity problems, practicing research, critical thinking, and presentation skills to dissect the sources 
of and potential solutions to these problems, exposing the value of this work, and inculcating the 
confidence to be an active participant and community problem-solver.10 All of these tools can in-
crease the likelihood of current and future civic engagement and leadership capacity.11 

Second, we need to help students work on the skill of deliberation in civic engagement cours-
es, activities, events, and programs.12 As Longo, Manosevitch, and Shaffer explain, “[d]eliberative 
pedagogy integrates deliberative processes of working through issues with teaching, learning, and 
engagement—inside the classroom as well as in community settings.”13 It breaks from expert-driv-
en models, or “sage on the stage” teaching, to invite students as full participants in a learning 
process of talking out ideas and perspectives that can become an inclusive basis for public action.14 
Beginning from a place of listening and respect, this pedagogy can help students build a sense of 
their roles in the “we” of our countries’ futures, a value that is integral to democracy’s success and 
is highlighted in the chapters in this section and elsewhere throughout the book. A diversity of 
voices equally heard in a context of respect and peaceful deliberation is a hallmark of democratic 
civic engagement. In order for that context to grow and flourish, we must create classroom cultures 
of empathy at all levels of education and help students to learn about and appreciate differences, 
communicate within and across cultures, and see all aspects of life from a variety of perspectives 
and experiences.15 In Chapter 12, Webster offers a more inclusive model for global civic engage-
ment that focuses upon communities’ unique perspectives, histories, and narratives to enhance 
critical teaching and learning. 

 Deliberation has many facets, and there are many pathways to deliberative pedagogy. Practic-
ing civility is a core part of deliberation. While civility can be misunderstood as political centrism 
or censorship, civility instead means politeness, respect, and responsiveness. Boatright (2019) adds 
that “it is entirely possible to be civil in discourse yet firmly committed to an ideological agenda…
[and] civility can be an integral and effective part of articulating disagreements within the political 
status quo.”16 Easily accessible tools for deliberation include the National Student Issues Conven-
tion,17 which can be adopted anywhere with cultural adaptations as needed. As the world is increas-
ingly globalized, citizens need to practice civil deliberation to better understand the backgrounds, 
needs, and viewpoints of those in other countries with different cultures if we are to solve our 
common problems, and as we have repeatedly mentioned throughout this book, civic engagement 
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education is incomplete without this global component. 
In addition to deliberative pedagogy, simulations can help to build empathy and the ability 

to navigate through diverse and complex contexts regardless of where a student’s institution is 
located and should also be prominent in the civic engagement education toolbox.18 In fact, Chapter 
8 highlights a simulation situated in Russia, suggesting the pedagogical possibilities of simula-
tions even in less democratic contexts. New research into options such as “contemplative pedago-
gy,” which uses mindfulness practices to enhance concentration and one’s emotional capacity for 
thinking and the social context of learning could help educators to improve civic deliberation and 
students’ sense of political efficacy.19 

However, effective deliberation and building efficacy, as with other aspects of civic engage-
ment education, face obstacles, such as the lack of inclusive atmospheres in some classrooms, 
co-curricular activities, and community situations, where women and people of color are not giv-
en the same opportunities to participate in actual situations. Chapter 1 by Ortbals et al. proposes 
techniques to counteract these potential influences, and Poloni-Staudinger and Strachan (2020) 
remind us that now is the best time for educators to confront this reality precisely because demo-
cratic structures, processes, and values are under threat. 20 This is the case in established, newly es-
tablished, and less liberal democracies, while emerging democratic practices in authoritarian states 
are also under threat.21 

Meanwhile, as access to college expands to more people, educators and administrators face 
a wider range of students’ knowledge and skills when they enter college, which means that in ad-
dition to providing a welcoming community which supports diversity, we also must address what 
Beaumont (2013) terms the “democratic achievement gap.” Some students come from the “polit-
ical haves” situation, meaning higher socioeconomic status and homes which encouraged politi-
cal participation through examples of politically engaged role models, while others enter college 
with lower political interest and experience with political engagement. Indeed, all colleges and 
universities are increasingly concerned about academic achievement gaps.22 But as Strachan (2015) 
reminds us, fostering student learning and student success is complementary to civic engagement 
education in all types of institutions because civic engagement education simultaneously activates 
both academic success and citizenship.23 Thus, we should consider civic engagement education as 
part of our institutions’ plans for completion rates and success in public and private life after col-
lege. As Allen (2016) writes, “education itself—a practice of human development—has, intrinsic to 
the practice, important contributions to make to the cultivation of political and social equality, and 
to the emergence of fair economic orders.”24 She proposes that as we pursue these other education-
al goals, we “routinely leave out the civic,” and when our educational plans lack the “civic,” we are 
left without citizens with the “participatory readiness” that our societies need to address all types 
of issues.25 

Third, critical thinking pedagogy is another important component of civic engagement educa-
tion because it involves students learning the ability for and importance of questioning facts given 
to them, their own and others’ perspectives and implicit biases, and fundamental assumptions that 
one may bring to any problem or discussion.26 As such, critical thinking helps us to develop better 
policies, processes, and institutions for the benefit of all. Teacher-scholars have demonstrated that 
civic engagement education is neither political indoctrination nor an attempt to promote partisan 
viewpoints,27 in part because doing so would be contrary to the very democratic principles, such as 
questioning, that civic engagement education promotes. Thus, critical thinking is a fundamental 
part of a citizen’s ability to participate constructively in a democracy and a foundation of civic 
engagement education. In fact, critical thinking offers the populace an important tool for holding 
government accountable, and as Berthin shows in Chapter 9, pedagogical interventions can be a 
beneficial way of teaching young adults how to hold officials accountable. 

To better pursue critical thinking, we must include information literacy in civic engagement 
education. Several recent articles have explored the significance of understanding where students 
get their information from and how they process and convey this information. Between the rise 
of social media as a dominant format, polarization and in some cases disenchantment with major 
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news outlets, and the popularity of comedy talk-shows, we must consider whether the increase in 
cynicism and decrease in trust in government, particularly amongst youth, are consequences of 
a lack of a strong foundation in knowledge about government laws, processes, and institutions 
coupled with a lack of basic information literacy.28 Further, we need to consider how gaps in access 
to rapidly evolving technology can exacerbate structural inequalities, citizen distrust and dissatis-
faction, and discrimination, even as these technology-based options for citizen engagement with 
their leaders and government offices increase.29 We also must ensure that our civic engagement 
education options do not fall into these gaps when extending such pedagogy across the globe. 

As part of civic engagement information literacy, we need to push students to develop all types 
of data analysis skills, as they must be able to evaluate, for example, both the proposed outcomes of 
polling data and a leader’s oratorical use of this data.30 In addition, information is increasingly pro-
cessed visually, starting with the advent of the television era but evolving rapidly with social media, 
and as such, we should push students to consider how visually-transmitted information communi-
cates political and social messages as part of critical thinking skills needed for citizenship.31

As Teaching Civic Engagement Across the Disciplines (2017) extols, we must provide a space for 
effective civic engagement education in all majors. Chapter 6 even offers a model of how to include 
the arts in such instruction. All students should learn how they can bring the specific knowledge 
and skills from their disciplines to contribute to their communities. Within political science, there 
are calls to consider civic engagement education as a core part of the major as the discipline “redis-
cover[s] its roots in promoting civic and political involvement, bolstered by a vibrant scholarship 
of engagement.”32 Bernstein refers to this as a fundamental mission of the major, or a “citizenship 
imperative.”33 Next, we need to give more attention to thoughtfully designing, supporting, and 
enacting innovative practices throughout higher education, such as on-campus learning commu-
nities discussed by McTague (2017) and the placement of civic engagement in the university core 
curriculum proposed by Huerta and Jozwiak (2008). These practices can help us to reach more 
students and create a ladder of civic engagement education as is asserted in Section II so that the 
students who get one or more civic engagement learning experiences are not the lucky few.34 We 
also cannot neglect the co-curricular realm, both in what types of civic engagement learning activ-
ities and events we support and our need to continually ensure that these are achieving their goals 
for students and their communities.35 

To better understand the outcomes of these efforts, we also need resources to support research 
on longitudinal outcomes at all types of institutions. Battistoni (2019), Harriger et al (2017), and 
McCartney, Chaban, and Rice (2018) have started us on this path of longitudinal studies, but we 
also need more extensive studies and cross-institutional studies to better understand what aspects 
and tools of civic engagement education are and are not working in developing long-term civic 
engagement after college.36 Good starts on this type of work are being pursued by programs such 
as Brandeis University’s Educational Network for Active Civic Transformation (ENACT),37 but we 
need programs which cover more countries and that can engage cross-national comparisons to 
develop high-quality scholarship of teaching and learning.

Finally, as discussed in the section I Introduction, in the two previous books, and in this last 
section of Teaching Civic Engagement Globally, we need to work in civic engagement activities with 
our primary and all types of secondary schools, with those who are training our teachers, and with 
those such as the Educating for Democracy project who are writing the materials and promoting 
reinvestment for civic education at these levels.38 We should also consider the importance of edu-
cating at all levels as some countries have or are considering lowering their voting ages to age 16.39 
If we do not engage students at all levels and participate in the construction and content of civic 
engagement education at all levels, we are either forfeiting to others the opportunity to help to 
develop quality civic learning which must be built over time like all other skills and knowledge, or 
we are simply forfeiting our democracies’ futures. This future depends on citizens who can work 
at local, national, and global levels40 to confront our problems and build sustainable solutions to 
protect the rights of all and bring opportunities for peace, prosperity, and healthy, happy lives to 
people around the world. 
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In no small part, effective instruction in democratic citizenship is a function of educators’ 
preparedness for teaching democratic citizenship. As Diana Owen and Isaac Riddle demonstrated 
in research published in Teaching Civic Engagement Across the Disciplines, high school students who 
are instructed by teachers who went through “We the People” professional development programs 
gained more political knowledge on a variety of subjects than those students whose teachers had 
not received such training.41 Such training certainly does not end in secondary school. The work of 
Sarah Surak et al. has shown that faculty development programming at the college level is valuable 
for ensuring high-quality civic engagement education among university students, and we should 
increase our civic engagement education training of teachers at all levels.42 

In Chapter 18 of this section, Benedikt Philipp Kleer and Johannes Diesing from the Depart-
ment of Political Science at the Justus-Liebig-University Giessen extend this work in their study 
of a cohort of pre-service teachers in Germany. Recognizing the critical role that teachers of all dis-
ciplines play in the political socialization of young adults, Kleer and Diesing’s research is focused 
upon the political knowledge, interest, and attitudes of teachers as they are preparing to teach 
primary and secondary students. Using a combination of survey research data and data gathered 
from focus groups, they find that levels of political knowledge and interest levels vary by teachers’ 
subject matter and more alarmingly, that some teachers’ survey results show support for authori-
tarian modes of government modes as well as tepid support for values such as gender equality and 
free elections. Kleer and Diesing’s work underscores the critical role that preparing primary and 
secondary school teachers to teach democracy plays in the success of civic engagement education. 

Of equal importance to high-quality teacher preparation is equity in providing civic engage-
ment instruction. As indicated in the Introduction to Section I, gaps in educational opportunities 
undermine the health of democracies, and one of the biggest gaps certainly includes education 
in civic and political engagement. Niina Meriläinen from Tampere University in Finland demon-
strates with her research that when civic education is not offered universally, not only do young 
people lose out on valuable instruction in democratic citizenship, but political discourse lacks the 
insights which they might provide. As she points out in her research, vocational secondary school 
students in Finland do not receive the sort of lessons in civic engagement that students who attend 
academic secondary schools receive. Meriläinen’s qualitative research conducted with students en-
rolled in vocational school indicates that these students feel overlooked in their country’s democ-
racy. Although they find other ways to participate in agenda-setting, not only would the political 
process benefit from equitable political preparation of their younger generations, but democracy 
would be strengthened as the capacity for participation is widened. 

A consistent theme throughout this text has been the possibilities for democracy when 
high-quality civic education is offered equitably. Without civic education, democracies suffer no 
matter how seemingly stable they are. Mauritius offers a cautionary tale. The Washington Post 
reports that the Economist Intelligence Unit ranked Mauritius among the 20 most democrat-
ic countries in the world in early 2021 but by March, the V-Dem Institute had placed it among 
the world’s 10 most rapidly autocratizing countries.43 This finding certainly echoes the vignette 
offered in Chapter 20 by Shantal Kaurooa and Sheetal Sheena Sookrajowa from the University of 
Mauritius. Their chapter explores challenges faced by educators and researchers who are seeking to 
strengthen or build stable foundations for democracy in countries with newer democratic systems 
such as Mauritius and calls for a shared commitment to provide this education for democracy not 
only in their country but in similarly situated countries globally. Sadly, their calls for concern have 
proven to be prescient, and as events unfold across the world, we see that their concerns are appli-
cable to a wider range of countries than we would hope. 

Our efforts at building and maintaining democracy worldwide thus have only just begun. As 
such, we end Teaching Civic Engagement Globally with a call to action by Dick Simpson from the 
University of Illinois at Chicago. In his chapter, Simpson uses his own experience in both gov-
ernment service and higher education to explain that we must work with government and private 
sector actors, across disciplines, and across borders if we are to make the connections, revamp our 
legislation, and gain the resources which we need for success in these endeavors.44 His call to action 
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ends with 12 points to guide us in our conversations at our own institutions and with our local, 
state, national, and international leaders. 

Conclusion
To achieve its goals, civic engagement education must be versatile, regularly and widely offered 
to all, include both formal learning contexts and informal learning contexts, and be as inclusive 
as possible. In higher education, it must be available to all students in all disciplines at all types of 
institutions. Hurdles, some of which are inherent to the benefits and pitfalls of democracy, such as 
the anti-democratic social movements which have arisen around the world aided by social media 
and spurred by populist leaders, can seem discouraging.45 Other challenges discussed throughout 
this book remain, such as systemic racism, ethnic and gender discrimination, inequalities, lack 
of information literacy and civility, and insufficient resources for all students and educators. 
This book seeks to show that teacher-scholars around the world are actively confronting these 
challenges within our societies as well as within our own classrooms and programs, as we know 
that there is still much work to be done. For if we do not expand and deepen our civic engagement 
education efforts, we risk losing our societies to the seemingly easy solutions posed by populists 
and authoritarianism.

As Battistoni and Longo exhort, “democratic-minded practitioners who care deeply about 
the civic engagement agenda must now focus on putting students at the center of their efforts.”46 
They and others propose that we answer Harry Boyte’s call for higher education to reclaim its 
“civic mandate.”47 Together with higher education organizations such as APSA, AAC&U, ECPR, 
and PSA, civic engagement organizations such as Campus Compact and the Kettering Foundation, 
and international organizations such as the United Nations, UNICEF, and UNESCO, to name a 
few, we can and should build a better, more comprehensive toolbox so that teacher-scholars of civic 
engagement education can fulfill this institutional mandate with a student-centered focus. These 
concluding chapters help us to navigate these challenges and construct pathways for our future 
conversations as we work to improve and advance civic engagement education around the world. 
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SECTION IV: A CALL TO GLOBAL ACTION

Schools and teachers are essential agents of political socialization, even in long-
standing developed democracies. A teacher’s task is to transfer factual knowledge 
and nurture support for fundamental political values and interest in politics upon 
which a democratic classroom relies. To create a democratic classroom, teachers 
need to be politically interested, knowledgeable, and supportive of fundamental 
political values. This chapter focuses on the importance of strengthening pre-ser-
vice teachers’ political knowledge, political interest, and support for fundamental 
political values while studying at universities. Our analysis shows that pre-service 
teachers differ in their political knowledge and political interest levels depending 
on their subjects. Furthermore, we show that some support authoritarian govern-
ment modes and neglect general political values such as gender equality and free 
elections. For civic education, this result is highly problematic. Our results indi-
cate the need for broader civic education at universities for future teachers.

B. Philipp Kleer & Johannes Diesing
Justus-Liebig-University Giessen

KEYWORDS: Civic Education; Pre-Service Teachers; Democratic Values; Germany; Beutelsbacher 
Consensus

Introduction

Civic education is an essential facet of political socialization in a democratic system. 
Political socialization refers to how children and youth learn political values, norms, 
and behaviors and are influenced by socialization agents such as families, schools, 
or peers. Schools are essential for this process since attending school is mandatory, 
and most peer groups emerge in the context of schools. Studies of political support 

and political culture point out the importance of political socialization during childhood and 
youth.1 Schwarzer and Zeglovits showed schools’ crucial roles as agents of political information 
and knowledge in an Austrian youth election study.2 Young citizens need to learn and understand 
the norms and values of democracy that guide political interaction within the “common rules” in 
order to get engaged and involved as democratic citizens.3 Regrettably, the latest attacks from the 
far-right in Germany aim to diminish civic education’s importance in schools and, particularly, 
teachers’ role in civic education.4

Previous research on schoolchildren has shown that teachers have an essential role in nurtur-
ing schoolchildren’s civic engagement. The way that teachers present civic and social issues mat-
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ters more than other aspects of teachers’ behaviors.5 As Knowles showed, teachers’ values impact 
how schoolchildren present civic and social issues.6 Further, Campbell showed that an open class-
room climate is positively linked to schoolchildren’s knowledge about democratic procedures.7 Ac-
cording to Hooghe and Dassenville, experiences of an open classroom and collaboration in group 
projects, in addition to specific civic studies classes, have positive effects on political knowledge.8 
Finally, Owen and Riddle showed that the construction of civic engagement courses matters at 
these levels, and foremost, an open democratic classroom climate supports nurturing civic engage-
ment.9 In sum, teachers need political knowledge, political interest, and support for political values 
to create and sustain a democratic classroom. The perception of teachers and classroom climate 
influences schoolchildren’s engagement. It is necessary to empower pre-service teachers for civic 
education to strengthen young citizens’ civic engagement in the future.

Depending on the level of development of democracy, civic education has different needs and 
challenges. Even in established democracies, civic education is an essential facet of engaging young 
citizens. Building upon the nearly 50-year consensus regarding civic education guidelines in Ger-
many, we aim to highlight how crucial civic education is for pre-service teachers to prepare them 
for their professional roles as socialization agents.

We begin this chapter by introducing the German educational system’s fundamental ele-
ments, reviewing the relevant literature on political socialization, and outlining our theoretical 
framework and research questions. Next, we describe the data set that we utilized for our study 
and the research design. Our survey data gathered from pre-service teachers allows us to analyze 
their political knowledge, political interest, and support for specific political values. Our analysis 
is complemented with information gathered at a focus group discussion with teaching staff from 
various schools. The purpose of the final section is to discuss possible findings on the importance 
and necessity of civic education for pre-service teachers at universities in established democracies.

Background
Recently, there has been growing interest and even conflict regarding civic education in German 
schools. The extreme right has focused on teachers who are “politically one-sided” and hold a 
liberal-democratic viewpoint. These teachers have been reported to websites hosted by the right-
wing party Alternative for Germany, and teachers were publicly pilloried.10

Before exploring the literature on teachers’ roles in political socialization and outlining our 
research questions, it is essential to provide background on the German educational system for 
teacher training and the particular background of civic education in Germany, the “Beutelsbacher 
Consensus.” As we explain below, the most crucial element of the Beutelsbacher Consensus states 
that civic education is not only restricted to specific politics or social studies classes; it is instead a 
general aim of all subjects. 

Historically, the states were exclusively responsible for higher education in Germany, which 
has led to differentiation at the state level.11 State regulations differ regarding civic education in 
schools and the requirements for teacher training in the universities.12 Our research case is a single 
university in the German state of Hesse, centrally located in Germany. The training of pre-service 
teachers on all subjects and school levels in Hesse includes two different stages (see figure 1). First, 
future teachers must study their specific subjects and additional teaching skills at a university or a 
university of applied sciences.13 After the first state examination, pre-service teachers attend teach-
er training in schools as teaching staff members. Subsequently, pre-service teachers have to pass 
a second state examination before applying to be regular teaching staff. Pre-service teachers are 
students in both stages before they can officially apply for a teaching position at schools.

This chapter focuses on pre-service teachers in the first stage and their initial levels of polit-
ical knowledge, political interest, and support for political values before they attend civic studies 
courses at universities in stage 1. Political science students might be more aware of the need for 
civic education as a cross-sectional task in schools because they chose to study and teach politics. 
This intrinsic motivation for politics could lead to higher levels of political interest and political 
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knowledge. To compare the difference between politics and non-politics students, we divided the 
sample in our analysis.

Despite all of the differentiation resulting from the federal German education system, a set 
of principles has been the common ground for all civic education in Germany in the last 45 years. 
In 1976, Germany adopted the Beutelsbacher Consensus, a program that settled a dispute among 
experts about the foundations and aims of civic education in Germany.14 Under the Beutelsbacher 
Consensus, civic education in schools is not restricted to the subject of politics or civic studies 
classes; it matters in all subjects. Overall, it aims to nurture schoolchildren’s ability to analyze a 
societal or political conflict, their interests, and their capacity to act on their interests.15 

These goals guide teachers and other practitioners in implementing civic education’s general 
tasks in their teaching. The Beutelsbacher Consensus includes three principles:

1. Teachers should not overwhelm pupils;

2. Teachers should present matters which are controversial in society controver-
sially in the classroom; 

3. Teachers should nurture schoolchildren’s ability to analyze a societal or po-
litical conflict, their own interests, and their capacity to act on their own 
interests.16 

All three principles are logically intertwined, and the third principle follows logically from the 
first and second ones.17 These principles focus on skills, and the third principle includes the ability 
to argue about political or societal issues. If teachers seek to nurture the democratic process of 
arguing, they should create a democratic classroom.

These required elements align with contemporary scholarship regarding civic engagement 
education, the need for a democratic culture in their classrooms, and educators’ professional de-
velopment, which enables them to create such a culture. To fulfill the aims of the Beutelsbacher 
Consensus and create a democratic classroom, teachers need to be politically interested and knowl-
edgeable and support a democratic classroom’s underlying political values. 

Westheimer and Kahne introduced a more internationally known concept of citizenship.18 
They differentiate three groups of citizenship conceptions, (1) personally responsible citizens, (2) 
participatory citizens, and (3) justice-oriented citizens. Compared to Westheimer and Kahne’s 
conceptions of citizenship, the Beutelsbacher Consensus aimed to create justice-oriented citizens 
who debate and question (established) systems. Furthermore, the Beutelsbacher Consensus puts 

Figure 1. Process of Teacher Education in Hesse
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weight on the individual’s interests. It encourages pluralism since one should develop their inter-
ests within the larger political and social arena.          

Political knowledge and political interest create an informed background to help people make 
political decisions and enable people to recognize and articulate political preferences.19 Political 
knowledge refers to “the range of factual information about politics that is stored in long-term 
memory.”20 According to a definition provided by van Deth, political interest is the “degree to 
which politics arouses a citizen’s curiosity.”21 Lupia and Philpot emphasize that political interest 
is a motivational component of engagement, and it represents a “citizen’s willingness to pay at-
tention to political phenomena at the possible expense of other topics.”22 It is widely acknowl-
edged that political interest is a motivational prerequisite of political participation.23 While some 
schoolchildren have not accumulated political interest at home, external political influences, such 
as schools, can positively affect their development of political interest.24 In a study investigating 
the development of political interest in early adolescence and young adulthood, Russo and Stattin 
stated that the “impressionable years are the years of early adolescence, and possibly even before.”25 
During early adolescence and childhood, young citizens attend schools. Thus, schools and teachers 
as socialization agents can have a major role in nurturing political interest. 

In civic education, fundamental political values build the foundation of a democratic class-
room. Fundamental political values restrict the possible output of the political system and restrict 
all areas of political interaction to the “common rules.”26 As for socialization agents, pre-service 
teachers need to support a system’s underlying political values positively since they convey these 
rules and values to create a democratic classroom as teachers. This support’s development is main-
ly based on political socialization processes and one’s own experiences with the system.27 

To date, several studies have investigated the civic education of pre-service teachers. Studies 
by Castro as well as Kickbusch examined the political knowledge, political interest, and political 
values of social studies pre-service teachers, and the effects of special teaching programs on the 
pre-service teachers’ political interest levels and support for political values were evaluated. Among 
others, these studies show that social studies pre-service teachers hold differing understandings 
of or beliefs about citizenship when they enter the university, which affect their beliefs about civic 
education.28 Pre-service teachers who support a conservative-based definition of citizenship focus 
on classroom rules, build a classroom community, and practice deliberate or cooperative exercises 
with students. Pre-service teachers who support an awareness-based definition of citizenship focus 
on individuals’ awareness and ability to act in the community.29 Journell also showed that pre-ser-
vice teachers differ in their political knowledge levels: they score high on knowledge about gov-
ernmental institutions and processes but low on parties, political actors, and recent domestic and 
foreign political issues.30 In a study of German pre-service politics teachers’ different dimensions 
of knowledge and professional role understanding, Weißeno, Weschenfelder, and Oberle showed 
that interest in politics is moderately positively correlated to political knowledge.31

Westheimer and Kahne examined the effect of two different teaching programs in the US.32 
Although the programs had a different focus (participatory-oriented citizenship vs. justice-orient-
ed citizenship), they showed positive effects of the programs’ intended directions: the program 
focusing on justice-oriented citizenship nurtured students’ social critique and social activism, 
and the program focusing on participatory citizenship enhanced participants’ capacities for and 
commitment to civic participation.33 In another study, Lake et al. tested the effect of service-learn-
ing on pre-service teachers’ pedagogical skills and enthusiasm.34 Hands-on-activities, such as 
service-learning, had a positive effect and increased pre-service teachers’ enthusiasm about the 
subject. Additionally, Duffin, Ziebarth-Bovill, and Krueger revealed positive effects of a program 
designed to enhance democratic norms, such as the process of democratic arguing, listening to dif-
ferent perspectives, or acceptance of democratic decisions (by majority rule), on pre-service teach-
ers’ support for democratic norms.35 Fischer, Lange, and Oeftering showed that German politics 
pre-service teachers emphasize direct-democratic ideals and the acquisition of democratic compe-
tencies within their civic studies classes.36 

In light of recent attacks in Germany and teachers’ vital roles during young citizens’ political 
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socialization, the relevance of pre-service teachers’ civic education needs to be explored and better 
understood. Much of the literature on democratic classrooms points out the positive influence of 
such pre-service training on developing political interest, political knowledge, and political values 
of politics teachers.37 However, for the general task of civic education, a democratic classroom also 
matters in non-politics classes. By focusing on a German case, this chapter enhances the research 
on civic education in developed democracies. It offers a perspective, particularly for non-politics 
pre-service teachers, based on the background of longstanding civic education experiences operat-
ing under the Beutelsbacher Consensus.

The discussion of the Beutelsbacher Consensus, its prerequisites for its goals, and the prereq-
uisites of sustaining a democratic classroom leads us to the following research questions regarding 
civic education at universities: 

1. What are the levels of political knowledge, political interest, and support 
for political values of pre-service teachers before they attend civic studies 
courses at German universities? 

2. To what extent do preconditions in levels of political knowledge, political in-
terest, and support for political values differ between politics and non-pol-
itics pre-service teachers? 

3. What problems and challenges do politics teachers highlight regarding the 
implementation of pre-service teachers’ civic education at universities?

In the following section, we present the research design and method before presenting the twofold 
analysis results.

Research Design and Methods 
This study uses quantitative analysis to gain insights into pre-service teachers’ levels of political 
knowledge, political interest, and support for political values (research questions 1 and 2). 
Additionally, we used qualitative data to gain insights from current teaching staff from various 
schools to highlight the importance of pre-service teachers’ civic education at universities and their 
challenges (research question 3). By discussing both results in the final section, we highlight the 
importance and necessity of civic education for pre-service teachers.

The quantitative data comes from a survey of pre-service teachers conducted by colleagues 
from Justus-Liebig-University Giessen in November 2016 (https://www.uni-giessen.de/fbz/zmi/
projekte/emel).38 The university is a medium-sized regional university with a broad focus on 
pre-service teachers’ education in all school subjects and school levels in the German state of Hesse 
(https://www.uni-giessen.de/study/courses/teaching). The survey aimed at gaining first insights 
into political attitudes (e.g., free and fair elections, gender equality), civic engagement (e.g., in po-
litical parties, NGOs), media use (e.g., print/online, frequency), and trust in media of pre-service 
teachers. This chapter focuses on the data from this survey related to political interest, political 
knowledge, and support for political values.

The target population of this survey was a specific cohort of pre-service teachers at a German 
university. Pre-service teachers study two to three different subjects (e.g., math, languages, art, or 
even physical education). They choose between primary schools and different levels of second-
ary schools. Besides their specific school subjects, pre-service teachers in Hesse must study four 
basic sciences (Grundwissenschaften) (https://www.uni-giessen.de/study/courses/teaching).39 The 
four basic sciences should provide pre-service teachers with essential knowledge and skills to ful-
fill their general tasks in their role as teachers. This category includes courses in educational sci-
ence, psychology, sociology, and political science. In the basic science political science category, the 
courses focus on civic education in democratic societies regarding the Beutelsbacher Consensus. 
Pre-service teachers learn how to link democratic aspects of society to schools and their profes-
sion. They study basic science political science in their fifth or sixth term (second last academic 

https://www.uni-giessen.de/fbz/zmi/projekte/emel
https://www.uni-giessen.de/fbz/zmi/projekte/emel
https://www.uni-giessen.de/study/courses/teaching
https://www.uni-giessen.de/study/courses/teaching
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year). The survey was conducted within the first weeks of the “Introduction to Civic Education” for 
pre-service teachers, which all pre-service teachers attend first in the basic science political science 
sequence. 

The survey was administered to those in attendance in basic science (a population of 1209). 
Due to the moderate attendance regulations in the basic sciences, the response rate is 33%.40 Over-
all, the sample consists of 399 completed surveys: 122 male, 244 female, four non-binary, and 29 
without an answer on gender. Ninety-five percent of the sample are aged from 18 to 31 years (min-
imum: 17, maximum: 55). The sample includes 89 politics pre-service teachers and 310 non-politics 
pre-service teachers. The sample was not randomized and measures the initial levels of pre-service 
teachers’ political knowledge, political interest, and support for political values. It does not evalu-
ate or measure the impact of the actual program.

Notwithstanding this limitation, this survey’s use helps us to understand the levels of polit-
ical knowledge, political interest, and support for political values that pre-service teachers have 
when they start engaging in their professional roles and general tasks of civic education. As we 
argued before, in order to meet the criteria of the Beutelsbacher Consensus and provide a demo-
cratic classroom, pre-service teachers need political knowledge, political interest, and support for 
fundamental political values.

Pre-service teachers who chose to teach politics in their futures might be more aware of civic 
education as a general task in schools. This intrinsic motivation for politics could lead to higher 
levels of political interest and political knowledge for pre-service teachers who study politics (with 
any other subjects combined). Furthermore, politics pre-service teachers attended political science 
courses (4–5 modules, 11–14 courses) before the courses of civic education (basic science political 
science) start, so there is reason to expect higher political knowledge and political interest levels 
among these pre-service teachers. To compare the difference between politics and all other pre-ser-
vice teachers, we divided the sample in our analysis (see figure 2). Pre-service teachers who study 
politics together with any other subject (e.g., math, art) are in the group of politics pre-service 
teachers. Pre-service teachers who study any other combination of subjects (e.g., Latin and math or 
art and music) without politics are non-politics pre-service teachers. 

The survey included items measuring political interest, political knowledge, and political val-
ues. All variables are at least measured on an ordinal scale. Political interest was measured using 
a five-point scale from not at all interested to very interested. Regarding political knowledge, the 
survey included four items. The index of political knowledge combined two open and two sin-
gle-choice questions on the survey.41 Only participants who answered at least three questions were 
included in the index calculation. Wrong and do not know answers were coded as wrong.42 

The survey included items on support for democracy in general, expert decisions, and a single 
leader. In studies of democratic support, it is well established to contrast support for democracy 
in general with statements on alternative (authoritarian) forms of government.43 The theoretical 
framework holds that democratic citizens would positively evaluate the democratic form and eval-

Figure 2. Example of Sample Division
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uate all alternative (authoritarian) modes of government negatively. Respondents evaluated the 
statements on an ordinal four-point scale from very poor, rather poor, rather good, to very good.

Furthermore, the survey included specific statements and political attitudes that build upon 
the fundamental political values within a liberal democracy. These items capture individual polit-
ical value orientations and reference the general political values that an individual wants to see in 
the political system. These items capture the two distinct overall political values of freedom and 
equality within a liberal democracy.44 The items include support for civil rights, free elections, obedi-
ence to the government, and gender equality. Respondents answered the items on a seven-point scale 
from disagree completely (lowest number) to agree completely (highest number). 

We inspected the variables of interest for our analysis by comparing their distribution within 
the two relevant groups (politics and non-politics pre-service teachers). We then conducted tests 
of central tendency to check if the two groups differed significantly. We used unpaired t-tests for 
all variables on a (pseudo-)metric scale and Wilcoxon rank-sum tests for all variables on an ordinal 
scale. As argued earlier, differences in political knowledge, political interest, or support for political 
values might foster differences in teachers’ attainment of civic education goals. We would expect 
those pre-service teachers who have low levels of political knowledge, political interest, or sup-
port for fundamental political values to have difficulties in providing a democratic classroom and, 
thereby, unable to meet the aim of the Beutelsbacher Consensus.      

In addition to the survey data, we conducted a focus group discussion with current teaching 
staff from different schools in Hesse to get initial insights into their recommendations for pre-ser-
vice teachers’ civic education. We used the format of a focus group discussion to engage practi-
tioners in the conversation about teachers’ professionalism and why civic education is essential. In 
doing so, we wanted to counter some potential challenges that might come with such an approach. 
Focus groups are a valuable form of data collection when a phenomenon under investigation is 
socially constructed. It is also useful when the researcher wants to know how individuals think and 
act in social settings, especially when the research topic is sensitive.45 Educational processes are, 
per se, socially constructed. Teachers and students engage in a social setting, the school. Research 
that touches on the professionalism of a given teacher might have sensitive implications for the 
participants. Focus groups allow participants to take over or own the interview space, which usual-
ly results in richer, deeper understandings of whatever is being studied.46 

The focus group discussion included teaching staff of the subject of politics who teach in pri-
mary, secondary, or vocational schools. We chose to invite politics teachers because professional 
knowledge concerning civic education and its application is a sensitive topic (evaluation of teach-
ers). Non-politics teachers themselves might not indicate their own shortcomings, but their pol-
itics peers might do so from observing their colleagues. The teachers varied in work experience 
(teachers’ training, medium or long-term work experience, and nearly retiring teachers). Eleven 
politics teachers attended the discussion (7 female, 4 male). The focus group discussion was part of 
an advanced training day for politics teachers who registered voluntarily after a public call.47

The focus groups were structured as 30 minutes of discussion in groups of 3–4 persons and 
then 40 minutes of plenary discussion with all participants. We recorded only the plenary discus-
sion, which was, to a limited extent, moderated. Additionally, the moderator took notes on certain 
points of interest. Before the small group discussions, we introduced the teachers to the survey 
mentioned above. In preparation for the plenary discussion, the groups considered and discussed 
four questions in small groups.48 

We used the grounded theory methodology following Strauss and Corbin to analyze the focus 
group discussion’s content.49 After transcribing the audio recording, we started with an open cod-
ing to break down the data and delineate concepts in the raw data. We searched for occurrences in 
which recent teachers emphasized and problematized teachers’ general roles in civic education. We 
then proceeded by axially coding to establish relationships between the concepts. The transcript of 
the group discussion is available upon request of the authors.

We recognize that this research design has methodological limitations. First, the project used 
a sample that only includes pre-service teachers of a specific cohort from a single university in 



Teaching Civic Engagement Globally348

Germany. Generalizations are, therefore, not possible. However, the state of Hesse has the highest 
number of hours of civic education taught in secondary schools in Germany. Thus, this case can 
be seen as a vanguard in civic education. The problems and challenges we encountered in this 
research might be even more pressing in other German states or countries. Second, the group dis-
cussion was comparatively short and moderated only to a limited extent. The length of the group 
discussion may have influenced the depth of the observed conversation. Notwithstanding the lim-
itations, this study enhances research on pre-service teachers and civic engagement education by 
focusing on a German case.

Pre-Service Teachers’ Prior Political Knowledge, Interest, 
and Support
Our quantitative analysis centered around exploring the political interest, political knowledge, 
and support for political values of pre-service teachers and the differences between politics 
and non-politics pre-service teachers. As theorized, given teachers’ roles as agents of political 
socialization, the overall aim of nurturing the development of democratic citizens as proposed in 
the Beutelsbacher Consensus, and the needs of a democratic classroom, teachers need political 
knowledge, political interest, and support for fundamental political values. 

The figures below show bar plots of the distribution on each survey item of the split sample. 
Approximately 65% of politics pre-service teachers were medium interested or interested in poli-
tics, and 34.8% were very interested in politics (figure 3). Non-politics pre-service teachers showed 
only little interest: 3.6% were not at all interested in politics, 22.3% were only a little interested, and 
51.5% showed medium interest in politics. Only 22.6% were interested or very interested in politics. 

The level of political knowledge differs between pre-service teachers who will teach politics 
and those who will not teach politics (figure 4). The questions included basic knowledge of voting 
rights, the year of the constitution’s entry into force, and the foreign minister’s name, who was one 
of the most publicly known politicians in Germany. While 72.8% of the politics pre-service teachers 
answered two or more questions correctly, only 46% of non-politics pre-service teachers managed 
to do so. Up to 53.5% of non-politics pre-service teachers answered one or fewer questions correctly. 
Surprisingly, a quarter (27.2%) of the politics pre-service teachers answered one question correct-
ly. This result shows the need to enhance basic contemporary political knowledge in pre-service 
teachers’ education. 

Table 1 shows the tests of central tendency between both groups on these survey items. In this 
use, significant tests only show essential data patterns; due to the sample selection, results cannot 

Figure 3. Political Interest, 
Frequencies (in Percentages)

Figure 4. Political Knowledge, 
Frequencies (in Percentages)
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be generalized. On average, politics pre-service teachers revealed a higher interest than non-pol-
itics pre-service teachers, and they had higher political knowledge than non-politics pre-service 
teachers do. Both effect sizes are strong between the two groups.

Table 1. Political Interest and Political Knowledge, Comparison of Central Tendency
Variable Mean Difference W-Value / t-value Cohen’s D

Political Interest 1.25*** 3780.5 1.55

Political Knowledge 0.91*** -6.3374 0.80

*** p > 0.0001, **p < 0.01, * p < 0.05

The frequency tables and the central tendency tests show that politics pre-service teachers began 
with higher levels of political knowledge and political interest. Both are a prerequisite for civic 
education as a general task. A teacher who is not interested in politics or does not have substantial 
political knowledge might be less focused on the general aim of civic education.

Regarding support for democratic values, a vast majority of respondents supported the state-
ment that democracy is needed; however, this item’s wording limits our complete understanding of 
this finding. As worded, the question does not specify if it is important for one to live in a democ-
racy or important for all people worldwide (see survey instrument). None in both groups rated this 
statement as very poor; surprisingly, 2.2% of politics pre-service teachers and 0.3% of non-politics 
pre-service teachers rejected the necessity of democracy in a country (figure 5).

Furthermore, most in both groups clearly reject the authoritarian notion of a single leader. 
Around 98% of non-politics pre-service teachers and around 95% of politics pre-service teach-
ers (figure 6) disagreed with the notion of preferring decision-making by a single leader over 
decision-making in parliament. A few pre-service teachers supported this statement, as 2.5% of 
non-politics and around 5% of politics pre-service teachers judged this governance mode as good or 
very good. This support is a problem: as latent socialization agents, teachers should reject this au-
thoritarian notion. One cannot expect (pre-service) teachers who support this authoritarian notion 
to fulfill civic education’s general pro-democracy task.

Another mode of governance which participants were asked to judge was expert decisions. 
Participants evaluated how poor or good it would be if experts made decisions about policy issues 
instead of governments. Although experts’ inclusion (especially from science) is fundamental in 
a democratic decision process, elected representatives, not experts, should make final decisions. 
More than half of non-politics pre-service teachers supported expert decisions compared to around 

Figure 5. “A Country Needs a Democratic System,”  Frequencies (in Percentages)

https://web.apsanet.org/teachingcivicengagement/wp-content/uploads/sites/9/2021/07/CHAPTER-18-KLEER-AND-DIESING-SURVEY.pdf
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35% of politics pre-service teachers (rather good or very good) (figure 7).
Table 2 shows the tests of central tendency for the different governance modes. Pre-service 

teachers did not differ in support for democracy in general or a single leader–a clear authoritarian 
mode of government. On average, politics pre-service teachers favored the statement regarding 
expert decisions slightly less (table 2). However, the effect size is only medium.

Table 2. “Democracy in General”, “Expert Decisions,” “Single Leader,” 
Comparison of Central Tendency

Support of ... Mean Difference W-Value Cohen’s D

Democracy in General 0.00 13,074 -

Expert Decisions -0.24** 9949 0.34

Single Leader 0.06 11,606 -

*** p > 0.0001, **p < 0.01, * p < 0.05

This result is somewhat counterintuitive. Democratic decision-making depends on the pro-
cess of arguments and the exchange of ideas. This process should hear from scientific experts, so-

Figure 6. “A Single Leader Should Make the Decisions Without 
Bothering By Parliament or Elections,”  Frequencies (in Percentages)

Figure 7. “Experts Should Make the Decisions Instead of the Government,”
Frequencies (in Percentages)
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cial groups, or other agencies. The Beutelsbacher Consensus underlines this component of dem-
ocratic deliberation and decision-making as a core component of a well-functioning democratic 
system. Principles 2 and 3 support the idea that schoolchildren learn how to act on arguments and 
interests. Support for outsourcing political decisions to experts contradicts this principle and the 
general aim of civic education in schools.

The following figures (figures 8–12) show the distribution of statements regarding fundamen-
tal political values such as civic rights, free elections, or gender equality. As seen in figures 8 and 9, 
it is apparent that the dispersion on the items differs between politics and non-politics pre-service 
teachers. However, if we compare the total of the positive scale (codings 4 to 6), 93.2% of the poli-
tics pre-service teachers and 91.7% of non-politics pre-service teachers supported the idea of civil 
rights. Regarding free elections, the difference is somewhat higher: around 91% of politics pre-ser-
vice teachers supported the statement compared to 86.1% of non-politics pre-service teachers. Sur-
prisingly, a small but not insignificant group of persons in both groups disagreed completely or 
disagreed somewhat (coded 0 to 2) with  the idea of free elections (politics: 5.7%, non-politics: 5.4%) 
and civil rights (politics: 1.1%, non-politics: 2.3%). Both items represent statements referring to fun-
damental political values of liberal democracy. Disagreeing with these statements is problematic 
for the task of teachers as political socialization agents in schools.

Figure 8. “Civil Rights Defend Citizens from State Oppression,”  Frequencies (in Percentages)

Figure 9. “Citizens Should Vote the Government in Free Elections,” Frequencies (in Percentages)
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Figure 10. “Citizens Should Obey Their Government,”  Frequencies (in Percentages)

Figure 11. “Women Should Have the Same Rights as Men,”  Frequencies (in Percentages)

Additionally, figure 10 shows the distribution of the item obedience towards the government. 
Politics pre-service teachers supported this statement slightly more. Around 38% of politics pre-ser-
vice teachers and a quarter of non-politics pre-service teachers supported this statement (4 to 6). 
Just 43% of politics pre-service teachers and 45% of non-politics pre-service teachers disagreed with 
this statement. The high support for this item is surprising. We might suspect that the pre-service 
teachers are not fully aware of the regulations regarding being a state official and misinterpret obe-
dience in this item. If they do not, these results are problematic for civic education in schools: Civ-
ic education aims to nurture discussions and schoolchildren’s ability to question authority while 
forming their own opinions. Schoolchildren need to learn how to question authorities before they 
decide to obey these authorities. 

Both groups broadly supported the statements regarding gender equality (figure 11). Overall, 
the vast majority within both groups disagreed at least somewhat on the instrumental statement 
of gender equality (non-politics pre-service teachers: 88.9%, politics pre-service teachers: 86.2%, see 
figure 12). Just 11.5% of the politics pre-service teachers are indecisive (neither disagree nor agree, 
middle scale point) compared to 5.7% of non-politics pre-service teachers. About 5% of non-politics 
pre-service teachers and around 2% of politics pre-service teachers agree on the instrumental state-
ment (figure 12). We see that, in both groups, pre-service teachers supported the general statement 
of gender equality strongly. However, if the statement is instrumental, support was lower and more 
dispersed in both groups.



How to Prepare Teachers to Teach Civic Engagement? Insights from a German University 353

Table 3 shows the results of the unpaired t-tests between the two groups on each item. Politics 
pre-service teachers showed more support for the principles of civil rights and free elections. How-
ever, only the difference in civil rights is significant (effect size is medium). Additionally, we see 
that the mean support in both groups differed regarding obedience towards the government. Politics 
pre-service teachers were more in favor of this statement than non-politics pre-service teachers 
were. However, this effect is not significant. 

Regarding gender equality, we see no difference between politics and non-politics pre-service 
teachers on the general item. The mean difference increases with the instrumental statement, but it 
is still insignificant. The two groups do not differ statistically; however, small groups of pre-service 
teachers in both groups disagreed on statements regarding free elections (politics: 5.7%, non-poli-
tics: 5.4%) and gender equality (politics: 1.3%, non-politics: 1.2%). For civic education, this result is 
highly problematic because those teachers might negatively influence students. 

Table 3. “Civil Rights,” “Free Elections,” “Obedience to Government,” “General Gender Equality,” 
“Instrumental Gender Equality,” Comparison of Central Tendency

Support of ... Mean Difference t-value Cohen’s D

Civil Rights 0.38** -3.1229 0.38

Free Elections 0.24 -1.7453 -

Obedience to Government 0.26 -1.4418 -

General Gender Equality 0.03 -0.294 -

Instrumental Gender Equality 0.17 -1.0699 -

*** p > 0.0001, **p < 0.01, * p < 0.05

Prior studies have noted the importance of a democratic classroom and teachers’ unique roles 
to ensure this democratic space.50 Overall, the results indicate that regarding political knowledge 
and political interest, non-politics pre-service teachers showed less political knowledge and less 
political interest compared to politics pre-service teachers. While this result may be expected, low-
er political knowledge levels and lower political interest among non-politics pre-service teachers 
might hinder civic education in German schools because civic education is not only part of the 
specific subject; it is also related to the classroom environment and all teachers’ actual behavior.51 
We see high support for the fundamental values of a democracy (free elections, civil rights, and 
gender equality) in both groups. 

Figure 12. “If Jobs are Scarce, Men Should Get Jobs Rather Than Women,”  Frequencies (in Percentages)



Teaching Civic Engagement Globally354

According to the Beutelsbacher Consensus, the overall aim of civic education is that school-
children should learn to act on their own opinions and interests in discussions on political or so-
cietal conflicts. For example, teachers who favor expert decisions—a majority of non-politics and 
just 35% of politics—might be less aware of civic education’s general task (i.e., nurturing interest in 
political decision-making). They might not be interested in engaging schoolchildren in political 
discussions and nurturing their political interest and political judgment capacity.

What Do Teachers Emphasize Regarding Civic Education of 
Students?
Using the focus group discussion, we tried to learn more about practitioners’ understandings in the 
field. The politics teachers we invited had first-hand experience with their non-political colleagues 
due to interaction in the same workplace. We expected them to be aware of shortcomings in the 
teaching of their colleagues. Specifically, we were interested in finding out how the problems we 
encountered in the survey results may present themselves in the everyday practice of teaching in 
school. 

The group discussion was comparatively short and moderated only to a limited extent. The 
length of the group discussion may have influenced the depth of the observed conversation. In 
summary, the participants raised attention to three major topics:

1. lack of political knowledge and political interest among non-politics teachers;

2. challenges for non-politics teachers;

3. the capacity for political judgment by non-politics teachers.

First, the participants problematized the gap in political knowledge of pre-service teachers. They 
emphasized a general lack of trust in political institutions or actors and society overall among 
non-politics pre-service teachers.52 They treated the lack of knowledge and interest of non-politics 
teachers as problematic for civic education awareness in schools.53 On one hand, they highlighted 
that teachers are a representative subgroup of a society. Hence, support for fundamental values 
may be similarly distributed amongst the general population.54 On the other hand, a single 
participant argued that teachers, as socialization agents, are a unique subgroup of the population. 
Hence, it is dramatic if even a small number of teachers neglect fundamental democratic values.55 
As theoretically argued, the participants highlighted teachers’ specific roles and pointed out that 
teachers should support fundamental democratic values like gender equality. 

Second, the focus group participants were aware that teaching civic education is a challenge 
for their colleagues who do not teach politics or civic studies classes. They identified a problem-
atic lack of knowledge among their colleagues regarding political institutions and actors.56 They 
experienced a tendency to deliver measurable results matching predefined subject objectives in 
their work as teachers. Other aspects of the educational process–like civic education in a biology 
class–tend to get lost within these processes.57 Thus, non-politics teachers are less aware of their 
task of civic education. Based on their own educational experience at universities, they criticized 
the structure and content of civic education for pre-service teachers as rather vague and uninter-
esting, especially for non-politics pre-service teachers.58 In their experience, their former study 
peers (non-politics pre-service teachers) evaluated the basic science political science as somewhat 
abstract and irrelevant. Their peers indicated a lack of specific and practical examples and instruc-
tions regarding linking civic education to their specific subjects (like biology or math).59 A conse-
quence might be that non-politics teachers and pre-service teachers are less aware of civic educa-
tion’s general task and have fewer tools to include civic education.

Third, they stressed the necessity of teaching political judgment capacity as a fundamental 
civic education task.60 Teaching that focuses on the capacity of political judgment is based on the 
third and overall principle of the Beutelsbacher Consensus. Nonetheless, the participants did not 
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mention a concise example of political judgment capacity and how it can be included in teaching. 
They mentioned vague ideas of how politics and non-politics teachers can implement the principle 
of the capacity of political judgment in classes.61 However, they stressed the importance of pre-ser-
vice teachers gaining hands-on experiences in civic education while studying at universities.62

Conclusion and Call for Action
This chapter aimed to explore the importance and necessity of civic education of pre-service 
teachers at universities by focusing attention on expectations of pre-service teachers to fulfill the 
general aims of the Beutelsbacher Consensus once they are in the classroom. Thus, we examined 
political knowledge, political interest, and support for political values amongst pre-service teachers 
and paid particular attention to differences between politics and non-politics pre-service teachers, 
as both are responsible for offering students civic education.

Furthermore, this chapter has examined what current teaching staff perceives as problemat-
ic in their peers’ degree of knowledge and political interest. We also explained what the politics 
teachers who took part in the focus group emphasized as important in pre-service teachers’ civic 
education. Despite its limited scope, this study offers insights into why pre-service teachers’ civic 
education is still needed at universities and suggests that improvements are needed in non-politics 
teachers’ civic education training to maintain our democracies. Teachers are essential socialization 
agents and mediators of political interest, political knowledge, and support for political values.      

In a time of rising populism and continued attacks from the far right to diminish the impor-
tance of civic education in schools, not just in Germany but worldwide, civic education is a means 
of protecting democracies against these threats. Focusing on the civic education of pre-service 
teachers in Germany, our analysis showed that in training future teachers of all subjects, particular 
attention must be paid to increasing knowledge about political institutions, processes, and parties, 
arousing students’ interest in political events, and fostering an awareness of the relevance of civic 
education across all subjects of teaching. With the Beutelsbacher Consensus, Germany is unique in 
its expectation that teachers of all disciplines participate in teaching democratic citizenship. Yet, as 
threats to democracies rise and memories of large-scale wars in which many fought against author-
itarianism fade, it is critical that we fully appreciate all countries’ levels of teacher preparedness for 
and disposition to teaching democracy. Teacher education is an oft-forgotten, but much-needed 
means to preserve peace, maintain democracy, and advance human rights at home and across the 
world.
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SECTION IV: A CALL TO GLOBAL ACTION

The precondition for a healthy democracy is the inclusion of its young people 
from various backgrounds in various forms of democratic participation. Howev-
er, in democracies such as Finland, vocational secondary school students are not 
taught civic engagement and ways of becoming agenda-setters in society, as aca-
demic secondary school students are. In this research, students aged 16–26 years 
old from vocational secondary schools convey that they are not seen in the demo-
cratic development processes in Finland. Thus, their potential as participants in 
democratic processes is overlooked in society and by policymakers. This chapter 
argues that, while vocational secondary students are not given the civic engage-
ment education that they need, they do act as agenda setters in numerous ways. 
The absence of civic education for these students continues to leave a gap in Fin-
land’s democracy. Its educational system fails to value and foster the democratic 
participation of all young people.

Niina Meriläinen
Tampere University, Finland

KEYWORDS: Youth Participation; Vocational Schools; Civic Engagement Education.

Introduction

The precondition for the democratic development of a society is the participation of 
youth from various backgrounds in democratic processes such as grassroots actions 
and policymaking. In particular, if leaders and citizens desire to achieve the goal of 
establishing and maintaining equal, inclusive, and sustainable societies, the active 
participation and empowerment of all youth is an essential requirement for lasting, 

legitimate change. However, all young people may not be empowered, taught, or traditionally seen 
as participants in societal and political change processes. Additionally, officials and politicians may 
overlook the value and expertise of young people from vocational studies backgrounds. Moreover, 
research that focuses on youth participation may only take into account the political participation 
that is tied to institutions, such as voting, official legislative processes, and youth councils.

Finland, as an established, stable, and prosperous democracy, is a suitable case study to ex-
plore the dichotomy between what types and how much civic engagement education academic 
secondary school students and vocational secondary school students are offered. Overall, civic par-
ticipation is taught and encouraged in Finnish society. Yet, in academic secondary schools, which 
traditionally lead to university spots, civic engagement education and related topics are largely 
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integrated into the basic curriculum, whereas in vocational secondary schools, which do not tradi-
tionally lead to university spots and direct youth immediately into the workforce, these topics are 
often only in selective studies categories. These course categories are not mandatory, so encour-
agement and education for active social participation can be missing altogether in their schooling. 
Thus, in Finland, young people are divided in terms of how much—if any—civic education they 
receive in adolescence based on where they have been tracked in their secondary education. 

There has been little research on the views of young people from different secondary educa-
tional backgrounds regarding their political participation and the students’ understanding of the 
nature of participation. Specifically, we do not know how vocational secondary school students 
frame participation and how, if at all, they themselves act as participants in less formal ways and 
how they act as agenda setters in society. By agenda setting I refer to actors, such as young people, 
who can influence discussions and raise issues salient to them in offline and online debates from 
grassroots to policy levels, with the aim(s) of influencing society. Agenda setting is the process 
where actors, including youth, use framing to create their understanding of issues, actors, events, 
and such political concepts as participation. This framing then impacts their views on participa-
tion and how they think that they can best influence and participate in society and even if they 
think that they should or can participate.

It is important to understand how young vocational school students understand participation 
because it is only then that we can formulate an understanding as to how the young people partic-
ipate and by which means, rather than focusing on those traditional means of participation that 
adults view as relevant. The formal and traditional means of participation include such activities as 
law-drafting and participating in youth councils, whereas less formal means of participation might 
include social media discussions and activism, offline grassroot activism, and consumer behavior.1 

This chapter presents some research focused on the participation of youth vocational school 
students and highlights the need for further research on this group. I asked this group: what, if any-
thing, it means to them to participate and whether they see themselves as agenda setters in society. 
From these results, I argue that, if democracies are to be equitable and truly inclusive, we must rec-
ognize, develop, and support the value of participation of young people from all backgrounds. Only 
by also fostering civic participation of vocational secondary students at the same level as secondary 
academic students can we encourage and expect lifelong civic participation, fully representative 
democratic governments, and stable, inclusive societies.

The plan of this chapter is to first review the significance of developing participatory models 
and education for youth in vocational settings. Then, I provide an overview of the methodology 
and parameters of the research and the conduct of the workshops. The next section outlines the 
actual workshop process, explaining how responses were collected. Fourth, I present some qualita-
tive results from the youth studied and combine their responses to form an understanding of their 
frames for participation and their potential roles in social, political, and economic agenda setting.

The Importance of Youth Participation
Although the wider discussion on societal views on youth participation is beyond the scope of this 
chapter, we may note that youth participation is a central principle in Finnish legislation, in the 
UN’s Agenda 2030, which guarantees the rights for all youth to participate in politics and society.2 
Also, Article 10 of the European Convention on Human Rights states, “everyone has the right to 
freedom of expression. This right shall include freedom to hold opinions and to receive and impart 
information and ideas without interference by public authority and regardless of frontiers.”3 In 
addition, the UN’s Convention on the Rights of the Child guarantees the right of children to 
participate.4 Moreover, the EU Youth Strategy 2019–2027 focuses on engaging, enabling, and 
strengthening the participation of EU’s young people in policies and society at various levels.5

Key, powerful actors’ understandings are framed in selective ways.6 Frames create and influ-
ence political, social, and economic institutions and change processes. In practice, this means that 
the gatekeeper’s understandings or narratives are traditionally the salient ones.7 For example, such 
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gatekeeper-designed frames regarding participation may privilege the views of young people in 
traditional youth councils versus those who participate in climate change protests and civil rights 
movements elsewhere. Or, these frames may fail to acknowledge or incorporate the participation of 
young people from non-political studies backgrounds, such as is the case with students from voca-
tional schools.8 An example of this exclusion is the Youth Barometer 2018 study in Finland which 
only focused on measuring interests and participation as voting in elections or being tied to insti-
tutions such as youth councils or political parties and processes.9 In limiting participation to these 
categories, one may incorrectly conclude that young vocational school students are non-partici-
pants, uninterested, and silent. Youth are often studied for their participation,10 but the use of only 
traditional categories for participation may “pit” the two groups of students against each other.

Previous studies, such as Checkoway and Gutiérrez (2006),11 have shown that including young 
people in youth parliament and institutionally-tied mechanisms of participation can advance ac-
tive citizenship and integration into society and societal decision-making structures and process-
es.12 Other studies such as Walsh, Black, and Prosser (2018), for example, focus on youth who can 
be described as agenda setters, with the emphasis on class distinctions, such as belonging to mid-
dle-to-upper class backgrounds.13 Studies like these tend to create a power relationship between 
young people from and at different socio-economic backgrounds, which then fosters the notion 
that participation, agenda-setting abilities, and change agency is tied to existing participatory 
structures which are mostly accessible to wealthier youth who are viewed as “valuable” partici-
pants. Gretschel and Kiilakoski (2012) say that demonstrations are youth-driven ways to partici-
pate in society and are a way to make one’s voice heard.14 Andersson (2018) claims that youth do 
not have influence in the legislative processes because “...decision makers decide what they think 
young people want.”15 Also Walgrave and Van Aelst (2016) highlight the power of the political elite 
to influence or update policies, which can easily lead to excluding vocational school students.16 
Indeed, reasons for encouraging youth participation can vary from being a means to satisfy the 
(economic) interests of decision makers, preparation for ‘real’ political participation in the future 
such as voting, and promoting the right—i.e., approved—behavior based on the interest of decision 
makers, to viewing participation as a democratic and political right. Thus, the identity of who de-
fines ‘participation’ is important. 

Pietilä, Varsaluoma, and Väänänen (2019) use the concept of “societal participation” to refer to 
participation of an individual or a group in the processes of the society, such as voting or participat-
ing in decision making, or engaging in political discussions.17 However, Piškur et al. (2014) assert 
that (social) participation has not been explicitly defined.18 Some argue that societal participation 
must have intersectional views. Hästbacka, Nygård, and Nyqvist (2016) say that the complex con-
cept of societal participation can mean various things and is highly related to the context of the re-
search and participation.19 The authors continue to state that the term “societal” can be connected 
with other dimensions of one’s life, such as political participation or employment. Some authors 
press the connection between societal and political participation. For instance Ekman and Amnå 
(2012) highlight the multidimensionality of both concepts.20 Meriläinen, Pietilä, and Varsaluo-
ma (2018) examine youth participation in societal issues in the context of a wider human rights 
perspective of exclusivity and accessibility, as well as in the realms of digital services.21 Moreover, 
Merilainen and Piispa (2020) researched the participation of vocational school students and found 
many ways in which young people participate in climate change actions by using formats outside 
of the institutional forms such as law-drafting and voting.22 Students’ participation in demonstra-
tions and the usage of social media are part of self-determined means to use one’s voice and to 
execute democratic participation regarding climate change. 

Still further, Cahill and Dadvand (2018) argue that we should acknowledge that not every-
one has equal access to the discourses that allow them to take up certain positions because some 
may adopt more dominant roles, while others may be relegated to subservient positions within 
the social space.23 This can manifest in interpersonal relationships as well as within institutional 
practices and structures. Ten Brummelaar et al. (2018) found various narratives that illustrate how 
young people have limited possibilities for ‘meaningful’ participation in decision-making and their 
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participation does not always seem meaningful or really impact a decision concerning them.24

In other cases, the lack of civic engagement training of vocational students has a clear impact. 
For example, those who have a legal education and can speak the legal language have an advantage 
because of their knowledge of legal language, concepts, and mechanisms.25 Actors such as civil ser-
vants, those in the economic sector, and researchers have more powerful positions in the law-draft-
ing process than other actors because of their knowledge and experience.26 Cahill and Dadvand 
argue that participation may or may not produce social good, since it may replicate the patterns of 
inequality or the status quo, or even deepen discourses which categorize, segregate, and stigmatize 
those who do not attend university.27

Finally, evaluation of political participation of vocational secondary school students is largely 
missing from international literature on youth political engagement. A recent study by Meriläinen 
and Piispa (2020) is a step to bridge the gap by showing that vocational school students do indeed 
participate in the society as agenda setters and are interested in political issues such as climate 
change and human & LGBTQI rights, while some studies tend to paint the picture that vocational 
school students are not interested.28 The authors did show that Finnish vocational school students 
are not silent, but in to some degree believe that their participation is not valued, seen, or heard in 
the society. These researchers explored the participation of vocational school students and found 
many ways in which young people participate in climate change actions outside the traditional 
ways tied to institutions, though young vocational school students felt that their participation was 
not seen or taken seriously. This topic was not previously studied among vocational school stu-
dents. Climate activism studies in particular can be almost inclusively done among so-called youth 
activists and among those who are titled as youth activists. Mirroring the results from Meriläinen 
and Piispa, in a recent youth survey done in a medium-size city in Finland, 74% of the respondents 
said that they act more environmentally friendly in society, but adults do not take their forms of 
climate participation into account.29

Overall, as Kallio and Häkli (2013) argue, youth participation can increase if practical means 
to do so are provided to them.30 Their forms of participation need to be seen, as they may not be 
heard or included in traditional legislative processes,31 and we need ways to measure these forms 
both before age 18 and afterwards. We also need to acknowledge that, as Head (2011) argues “[the 
final] argument in favor of enhanced youth participation centres on the developmental benefits 
which are claimed to emerge from the experience of young people being engaged in various forms 
of social participation. These benefits may be at the individual or the wider social levels.”32 Being 
heard and the hope that this voice gives them helps young people to learn that they can be con-
structive members in society as we build solutions to problems such as climate change, racism, and 
other human rights issues.33 Young people who are not active in traditional ways may be regarded 
as non-active or gated from participation, despite perhaps being active elsewhere in other issue 
arenas such as hobbies, social media, or local demonstrations.34 In some cases, young people are 
not empowered as they do not have the information needed to participate, while others may sim-
ply not be interested.35 Or, some young people may be disregarded because their views do not fit 
into current political agendas.36 Also, Fridkin, Kenney, and Crittenden (2006) claim that “minority 
youth lag behind Anglos in terms of their opportunities to practice democratic skills and their un-
derstanding of politics” to which they add “minority students hold more negative attitudes about 
politics and are less attached to the political system.’’37 Indeed, distributions of power, position, 
and resources permit some youth to become gatekeepers, while others remain gated and have a less 
influential position in decision making processes.38 In this line, Feldman (2000) states that power 
relations and narratives influence legislative processes, which may result in silencing, excluding 
and othering groups such as minorities, and disregarding their views.39 These concerns are all tied 
to the issue of real participation and who in fact participates.

Methodology and Workshop Design
Vocational training and education is designed both for young people without upper secondary 
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qualifications and for adults already in the workforce. Traditionally young people apply, and if 
accepted, enroll in vocational school or high school education after elementary school. Some 
young people complete a joint degree where they study in vocational school and also complete 
the matriculation examination from high school. This study focused on youth, which, according 
to the Finnish Youth Act, refers to people under 29 years old, though this sample only includes 
those aged 16–26 years old. The dataset consists of 185 vocational school students who provided 
qualitative responses gathered from questionnaires and written workshop works obtained in 23 
workshops held at vocational schools in five municipalities in western Finland between 2018–2020. 
The workshops were held in classes which focused on various fields of study to reach as diverse of 
a group of students as possible. This research was conducted with students in their own language 
(Finnish) and gathered where young people were easily approachable as research partners—the 
schools. 

Workshops were chosen as a process to gather information because they can be conducted in 
more open and free learning atmospheres and surroundings versus traditional classroom teaching 
settings, which may also increase their utility as a teaching method for civic engagement. Work-
shops have also been shown as a useful teaching method to engage with young people and get 
their viewpoints directly from them.40 If researchers seek to gain insights from young people, they 
should listen to people in their own surroundings and go where those people are. Echoing the 
findings of Lapadat et al. (2020), when young people are given clear tasks but also the option of 
movement to be creative in an engaging context, workshops are a useful method, but they call for 
careful planning.41 When workshops are designed, multiple factors must be addressed. For exam-
ple, Lapadat et al. and Cahill and Dadvand have observed that power relations between young 
people and adults exist.42

Moreover, these researchers raise the need to allow young people anonymity, the importance 
of understanding ethical issues such as various disabilities, differences in language skills, and dif-
ferences in accessing information in dealing with young people, and their time constraints. Also, 
anonymity allows young participants to express their opinions freely, especially if the purpose is 
to gather information from young people. As Lapadat et al. say, research that involves youth may 
involve additional time, communication, support, and attentiveness to the power differentials.43 
Further, the youths’ motivations in participating in the workshops may differ from adults and ac-
ademic researchers, and it is important to acknowledge both groups’ priorities. These may be, for 
example, researchers’ time restrictions and need to gather data quickly, or young people’s need to 
simply get a mark of attendance from the workshops.     

The vocational school research was designed, carried out, and analyzed by the author alone. 
The author consulted teachers at the vocational schools throughout the design process in case 
questions arose. Also, during the workshops, if any impediments arose, the workshop plan was al-
tered to fit the goals of the researcher and the needs of the students. A clear example of this adapta-
tion was a behavioral issue—bullying—which arose in two workshops where students bullied each 
other before the workshops in other classes. The bullying was addressed head on by the researcher 
in front of the group and one-on-one with the young students involved to ensure that no more 
bullying occurred. Finally, one can also say that the vocational school students acted as consultants 
by evaluating the workshops.

The following steps were taken to set up the cooperation between the researcher, vocational 
school students, and vocational school teachers. First, preliminary discussions occurred in person 
between the researcher and the vocational school about the possibility of conducting the research, 
the purposes of the research, the operative plan of the research, and the expected outcomes. After 
these meetings, the university where the author was working compiled the research permit be-
tween the City of Tampere and the vocational school. Next, oral agreements and email discussions 
finalized agreements between the researcher and the vocational teachers regarding the parameters 
of cooperation, design, and conduct of the research. For the sake of the youths’ anonymity, the 
names of the participating municipalities are not stated here per those agreements and the per-
mit. In the age of social media, there is a possibility that the students could be identified through 
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coordinating identifiers like field of study and municipalities named in the answers, and thus no 
identifying information was gathered, even though this information may have bolstered the re-
search. Finally, the timetables for the workshops depended on the time slot in the curriculum in 
each municipality.   

In these workshops, the young vocational students participated in discussions of various is-
sues. The workshops were designed to fit the existing curriculum, were integrated into multiple 
study subjects, and were between 2–3 ½ hours long. The issues were chosen by the researcher to 
focus on the topic of the research project she was working on at the university. The research focused 
on the participation of vocational school students in the society. However, the discussions were in 
no way limited to those topics, as the students were free to bring about notions from other areas as 
well. Discussion was based on open communication and free expression. The data collected includ-
ed written workshop documents and post-workshop questionnaires which were distributed during 
the class in a Word document. They were sent back to the researcher via email either by the stu-
dents or by the teacher as a Word document (see questionnaire). The results were then divided into 
four narrative categories, with presentation of select direct quotes below to illustrate the findings.  

Narrative research has previously been utilized in traditional communication and organi-
zational as well as multidisciplinary human rights and power relations research.44 This research 
framework maintains that different frames, and thus understandings, by various actors have to be 
communicated for change to happen.45 Framing is a mandatory and essential aspect of any social 
context, such as discussions, including policymaking, and every actor uses it.46 In this case, I sought 
to reveal how young vocational school students frame, and thus understand, their participation, 
how they view themselves as agenda setters in society (or not), and what barriers they see which 
may limit or block their political and social participation.

This research does have limitations. First, it was not designed as a comparative experiment. 
Thus, there is no comparison in the data with academic secondary school students or with voca-
tional secondary school students in other countries. Second, no quantitative data was gathered, as 
this was exploratory research to determine if larger studies are warranted. The only requirements 
for participation were enrollment in one of the selected Finnish vocational schools and being part 
of the 16–26 age group. Third, no identifying information from the students was collected, as ex-
plained above, so differences based on different gender identities, those who are in the older youth 
group versus the younger youth group, or the groups at various locations cannot be ascertained. 
Fourth, there was no quantification of the coding of the qualitative data (example: how many times 
a certain word or phrase appeared) due to language translation issues. Nonetheless, it is hoped that 
the lessons learned from this study will spark further research and changes in vocational secondary 
education around the world which include increased civic engagement education.

Workshop Process And Data Collection
During the researcher-led workshops, the students discussed and answered qualitative questions 
on topics such as, but not limited to: their lives, hopes, dreams, their areas of study, their views 
on social and political participation, law, and climate change. Each student was given a laptop to 
use by the vocational school, which is common practice in Finland, or desktop computers were 
made available. Also, once the workshops started, students were welcomed to use other devices, 
such as cell phones if they had them, to find information, initiate discussion on the topics of the 
workshop, or provide written data to the researcher. The written works and the questionnaires 
could be returned to the researcher during the workshops on paper, printed on the school’s devices 
and returned to the researcher, or sent to the researcher’s work email address. If the data was 
emailed, the researcher added the data to the collection site on the university’s internal server and 
completely deleted the email.

There were two periods of data gathering April 2018–May 2019 and October 2019–March 
2020. In the first set, which included 17 workshops of 90 total students, the topics that we discussed 
included participation, equality, bullying, sustainable development, a happy life, and legislative 
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processes under the larger umbrella of human rights. After discussing the themes in a free-flowing 
manner, the students prepared and wrote short presentations on the topic(s) of their choosing in a 
style of their choosing and presented them to the class. In the second set, which included six work-
shops of 95 total students, the main topics were participation, influencing society, climate change, 
and youth views on what constitutes a good life. There were fewer workshops than planned in the 
second data set due to the coronavirus pandemic. 

The workshops started in the students’ regularly assigned classrooms. The vocational class 
teacher introduced the researcher, and then the researcher started the workshop by presenting 
the project, its design, and its purpose. First, the researcher led the discussion to get it started. 
The discussions continued first in one big group with all the students and then the students broke 
into small groups. The students could choose a small group of two to five people or do individual 
assignments to discuss with the researcher. After this beginning, students were free to use the other 
facilities of the vocational school, such as cafes and hallways. Some used the classroom, while oth-
ers took advantage of other places on the school grounds. Students had the formal right to decline 
to participate in the study individually or in the smaller groups. They were free to ask questions at 
any time during the study from the researcher.        

Given the purpose of the project to understand their definitions and their frames, students 
were not provided with an adult-derived definition of participation. To ensure equal possibilities 
to participate online and offline, participatory methods were created to help those with various 
disabilities or language barriers or anxiety in group situations. Help was provided by first identi-
fying the need for help, and in one case, a student acted as an interpreter between another student 
and the researcher because the young person could not speak Finnish or English but was willing to 
speak in her native language. To offer help and to diffuse these situations, the students were free to 
leave the workshop if they wished and were free to complete the workshop work at home. 

Students were given various options to participate. The students could also use pen and paper 
if they felt uncomfortable using computers or laptops. The researcher offered to help with writing 
either by using paper or a computer. Also, if anyone felt that they did not or could not write, the 
researcher interviewed or simply talked with the young person/persons and made notes. Students 
were not forced to do group assignments or to speak out if they felt pressure or anxiety speaking 
out loud. The students had the possibility to work alone, do written assignments and leave the 
workshop if they felt uncomfortable. 

The Results
The resulting qualitative data was coded and analyzed to develop a picture of how youth vocational 
secondary school students understand or frame participation, how they see themselves–if at all–as 
participants, and what barriers they perceive to participation. Through this content analysis, five 
categories or narratives emerged:47

• Narrative 1: Participation as understood by youth vocational secondary school students.

• Narrative 2: How young people from vocation schools participate.

• Narrative 3: How they feel that participation is viewed by decision makers.

• Narrative 4: How vocational school students view participation in legislative processes.

• Narrative 5: How young people name obstacles in their participation. 

This research method has previously been utilized in various studies relating to human rights, 
youth participation, and power relations research.48 Based on the results, the workshops were useful 
in creating discussions between young people but also between young people and the researcher, 
and sufficient data was acquired to make some conclusions, discussed below. Overall, the youth had 
varying understandings of participation and how youth could participate to address issues such as 
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climate change and racism. Only a handful of participants were interested in institutionally-tied 
types of participation, such as legislative processes.  

Narrative 1: Participation as understood by youth vocational secondary school 
students
Based on the data, the students had several frames of participation which they used to create 
their understanding of participation. For them participation is about “being part of something” 
and “having an influence.” One student said that “participation is about the feeling of being part 
of something bigger, and also the feeling of being able to influence it [without defining “it”].” 
Similarly, another said that participation is having one’s voice heard:

“There are many good ways to get your opinion out, but then the content needs 
to be thought-provoking and have an emotional impact in order to change 
people’s attitudes.”

Interestingly, based on the students’ answers, for them participation was not simply “having an 
impact.” Rather, it was a combination of taking actions, being connected, making personal choices, 
belonging, sharing opinions, and having an impact. Moreover, participation included areas of life 
such as relationships, studying, work, and hobbies as well belonging to an NGO and influencing 
(something) through those organizations. This example is telling:

“I could have influence by joining some youth influencer organization and 
share my opinion via that.”

Also, some students had thought-provoking ideas regarding participation.

“The experience of participation arises when you are involved in something that 
has effects beyond yourself, such as people or the environment. The opposite of 
this is the feeling of incompetence, it is a common curse in societies that have 
lost their lives, that individuals feel separated from the group and loneliness 
and consequently helplessness take them over.”

Narrative 2: How young people from vocation schools participate
This narrative illustrates how young people framed their own participation in society, whether they 
did participate, and where, if at all. Based on the data, the students did participate in societal issues 
such as fighting against climate change and for human rights issues. They participated in various 
ways, mainly through personal choices, for example, by engaging in discussions about climate 
change with friends, classmates, and family members, discussing the untold negative effects of 
electric cars on social media, engaging in recycling and responsible consumption, reducing their 
use of plastics and waste packaging, buying from flea markets, eating sustainable foods, and 
being part of student organizations, which are common in Finland. These organizations focus on 
students’ wellbeing and education but also on societal and political debates. Some students felt 
that their field of study made them more prone to participate and did not feel that anyone was 
silencing or “gating” them. 

When asked if the youth could detail any experiences of participation, the students mention, 
for example, taking part in LGBTQI Pride demonstrations or signing petitions for human rights, 
peace, or advancing a cause. Moreover, for some the reality was not an either or situation but rather 
one where they “cannot” participate or “don’t know” about participation or ways to participate:

“My chances of influencing society at the moment are quite slim. Only by 
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voting can there be some effect, because again boomers do not want to listen to 
or believe the youth about what would be best for the society, for example, on 
equality and protection of nature and the climate.”

“I don’t really feel that I have an impact on society, at least not yet, maybe when 
I’m older and when my name counts for more.”

Some youth were skeptical and not interested in social and political participation.

“There may certainly be opportunities to participate, but I have no interest in 
influencing or participating.”

“I guess there are those possibilities but I will not use them.”

“Not participating is just great, [I] don’t have to take a stance on anything.”

Overall, what emerged was that vocational school students have several understandings of what 
participation is, and they frame it in various ways. They participate by taking everyday actions 
online and offline, also as consumers; they are concerned with issues such as climate change, 
electric cars, racism, and bullying; and they take part in demonstrations. Moreover, their concerns 
causally flow through their personal lives to studies and future employment. They are active in 
discussions at school, speak with friends online and in social media, disseminate information, and 
sign petitions, and they have casual means of participation that are akin to bandwagoning. For 
them, this is social and/or political participation.

Narrative 3: How they feel that participation is viewed by decision makers
Similarly, the actions of decision makers were mentioned as an important factor in the students’ 
participation. Some students said that decision makers do not care about young vocational school 
students, whereas others simply wished for respect when they participate:

“Participation makes a person feel that they are part of something, for example, 
an organization or just one’s schoolmates. Appreciation and respect within 
one’s own community is part of participation.”

However, some of the students felt powerless and even apathetic because they saw that their 
participation was not appreciated or seen as credible by the decision makers. Also many young 
people said that they do not have “word power.”

“It’s hard for a small person to get their voices heard. Small everyday actions are 
the ones where you play your main part in changing things.”

“I’m not interested in influencing society, because I don’t believe I have enough 
strength to influence things and it is useless to use up energy for such issues 
which I get nothing out of.”

Narrative 4: How vocational school students view participation in legislative 
processes 
Although some young people did see themselves as influencing society and participating in social 
and political issues in various ways, traditional legislative processes were more unfamiliar to the 
students. Though the students could name various laws and detail their content in relation to 
their lives, the world, and their future professions, many saw no reason to change them. The laws 
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that the youth discussed were tied to their own lives or area of study and the future profession for 
which they were studying. Many of the students regarded the current laws they knew about as 
“functional,” but some argued that they should be taught more at vocational schools. According 
to the students, the most taught laws connected to their fields of study, human rights, and labor 
rights.

“In my opinion there is no need to change the laws because they are functional.”

“I feel that the laws related to my field of study are functional and I don’t 
feel that they need to be changed. However I do feel that there needs to be 
improvements in teaching about them and how they are highlighted. It would 
have been nice to learn more about them during the first year [of studies].

“I have not yet encountered a law that would not be functional. Only shortages 
in actualization of laws.”

However some students, with a few skeptical exceptions, did say that laws have already been 
modified and need to be even further modified to improve working conditions and equality in 
society, for example, as well as to tighten up the penal code with regard to environmental laws 
or to combat climate change. Some students were afraid of the improvement of women’s rights, 
and some students stated that issues such as bullying and human rights violations towards the 
LGBTQI need to be addressed better in legislation.

“Yes legislation should be modified so that everyone should have some kind 
of position, for example, in how to act in cases of bullying or in some other 
situations.”

“ICT [information and communication technology]-sector….in many laws, the 
politicians can be very far behind.” 

“Improving equality is challenging because it affects almost everything we do, 
but it is not impossible.”

Many students said that the way they have become familiar with the laws was through studies, 
work, and other aspects of their own lives. One student became familiar with marriage law 
through a family member and a reality TV-personality. This example shows how young people get 
information from non-traditional ways and how they tie the information gained from celebrities 
to their own lives, also related to laws and legislation.

“[Kim Kardashian] wondered if it would be worthwhile for her to change her 
last name after her wedding or to take a combination last name and how those 
names would work. I have also come across other laws.”

When asked if they would be interested in being part of the legislative process, the majority of the 
students said they were not. However, others did say that they are interested in being part of the 
legislative processes either alone or with a larger group in order to change laws. Some students said 
that they would like to be involved in discussions with decision makers, the police, and other actors 
involved in legislation to hear “why they decided the way that they did.”

The responses below show some of the students expressing a desire to be involved in legisla-
tive processes:

“I would always like to be involved in the consultation processes that address 
the facilities I have designed or projects that I have been involved in. I would 
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like to be present in a concrete manner or have a conversation with someone 
who is involved in the [the law drafting] process.”

“I would be interested in giving ideas based on my experiences to a member of 
the parliament or independently [to someone].”

“I would be interested to take part through an organization. I could hear various 
points of views from the other members of the organization… and I could 
widen my own viewpoint in this way. From the organization I could also get 
my own kind of assurance... Thru an organization, issues would be taken into 
consideration more easily than hearing about it from the mouth of only one 
person.”

“If there would be a possibility, I could participate independently.”

One student had a strong vision of who should be listened to in legislative processes:

“Marginalized, lonely and those rejected by society as well as those who many 
believe belong to the lower class [should be consulted during the law-drafting 
processes] because they often have real experiences and views regarding this 
world and its legislation, and when it has not worked or treated people as people. 
Those are actors who truly have that grassroots understanding of issues!”

Narrative 5: How young people name obstacles in their participation 
Relating to the focus of the research, the data shows that young people said that they can participate 
in society in various ways. However, they felt that they are not listened to in society and that “old 
people” and “boomers” do not want young people to participate. Also, some said they do not care 
whether they are listened to or not. Interestingly, some said that they are scared to take part as 
agenda setters and are afraid of being bullied by friends, other young people, and adults—basically 
anyone who sees their participation online and offline. They said they do have possibilities to 
participate but still feel invisible, lacking the power to be active and visible. Most notably, many 
youths felt that their participation does not matter since they are seen as the “silent” ones.

Even when young people said that they participated, some felt apathy, believing they would 
not be listened to by gatekeepers or other adults. This points to a lack of empowerment and also 
perhaps to the effects of negative experiences, such as bullying, and is highlighted in this remark: 
“You are the first one who has shown any interest in what I think about things,” while another 
said,“I don’t know how to say it in a smart way,” showing that some of the students framed them-
selves as gated actors. One student said that it makes them sick that gatekeepers such as President 
Trump and other “grown-ups are bullying Greta [Thunberg],” which in turn makes participation 
less appealing and contributes to an understanding that participation is scary and results in being 
bullied by the central gatekeepers—boomers.

“If the issue is important, then it would be nice to be making decisions… 
however societal discussion and decision making feel distant.”

“Comes the feeling, that I guess I sit silently.”

“It does not feel good to be silenced. Society silences.”

“I don’t really feel that I have an impact on society, at least not yet, maybe when 
I’m older and when there is more power in [my] name.”

Moreover, based on their answers, they strongly felt that they are not “smart” or knowledgeable 
enough to participate:
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“I could not create a rational/sane law, so I will leave that to smarter [people].”

“A lot should be done but you cannot do everything so you get the feeling I am 
completely useless.”

On the other side, some students were very clear they did not want to be part of the legislative 
processes and have no interest in laws because the subject was “boring.”

“[Regarding legislative processes,] I’m not interested because I feel that the 
subject is boring.”

Based on the results, young vocational school students participate in society as agenda setters. 
They are interested in profound societal and political topics such as climate change, racism, human 
rights, and their and others well-being. However, at the same time, those acting as agenda setters 
fear bullying, and silencing in society hinders participation. They also fear that adults will bully 
them if they become agenda setters. At the same time, not all students cared to participate and they 
were uninterested in issues outside their own living spaces. 

Based on these narratives, young vocational school students had various understandings of 
what participation was, how they participate, and what motivated them but also who should be 
listened to in the society—including young vocational school students. 

Conclusion
The study suggests that young people in vocational secondary schools need to be educated, 
inspired, empowered, and seen as legitimate actors in grassroots and legislative/policy making 
processes to create better and more sustainable social, political, and economic policies. Their non-
traditional forms of participation must be recognized in society, and vocational students must be 
respected as equal, active participants. Additionally, leaders and gatekeepers may overlook the 
possible hidden expertise and not recognize the value of the participation of these young people, 
and they should take a long-term view of these youths’ voices rather than stay tied to their own 
frameworks and political agendas. Several students knew about and showed specific knowledge of 
various laws and spoke about how to apply the laws to their own lives, for example, their interests 
and future professions. Yet, officials and policymakers may be disregarding young people who do 
have knowledge that is in fact relevant to the democratic political process. 

At the worst, this situation creates apathy, ignores the benefits of the development of long-
term and inclusive citizen participation, and fosters a gap between young people by creating some-
what artificial distinctions between active and less-active youth, thus gatekeeper and gated youth. 
It speaks more to the assumed credibility and decision-making power of the gatekeepers and their 
perceived unwillingness to listen to those young people who have traditionally been invisible and 
inactive in the eyes of policy makers. This positioning could be amplified in years to come and cre-
ate a wider gap between those who attended vocational secondary schools and others who attend-
ed academic secondary schools, perpetuating class and workforce distinctions which may divide 
rather than unite society. Further research is needed beyond this preliminary study to explore this 
gap in the civic engagement education literature throughout different countries if we are indeed to 
build stable, healthy democracies. In the meantime, leaders and educators can act now to recognize 
this gap and improve civic engagement education opportunities for all secondary school students, 
regardless of the type of institution. If all of these students really are to be equal participants in 
our societies, then we must start by giving them equal support, tools, voices, and experiences to 
contribute to our democracies.

The empirical data collecting was part of the ALL-YOUTH Research project. The project is funded by the Strategic Research 
Council (SRC) at the Academy of Finland decisions 312689 and 326604. The analysis and writing process was supported by 
a personal research grant from The Helsingin Sanomat Foundation, Finland.
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SECTION IV: A CALL TO GLOBAL ACTION

This chapter explores the importance of civic education in both primary and sec-
ondary school curriculum in Mauritius. Civic education is not prioritized as a 
subject in Mauritius. In the interest of upholding the country’s democratic ideals, 
it is critical to educate youngsters to be engaged citizens throughout all of their 
schooling. Such education is especially important in newer democratic states such 
as Mauritius. The vignette we offer in this chapter explores the challenges faced 
by educators and researchers who are seeking to strengthen or build stable foun-
dations for democracy in countries such as Mauritius and encourages a shared 
commitment to providing a democratic education not only in Mauritius but in 
similarly situated countries globally.
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Introduction

As Brennan writes, civic education builds a virtuous and knowledgeable civic culture 
supported by active committed citizens. Without this foundation, a country is static.1 
Many established democracies have become more reflective on ways to build youth 
civic participation as a means of ensuring a stable, and democratic future. Scholars 
and educators agree that this path to building youth participation should occur both 

inside and outside of the classroom, as institutions of education at all levels are the incubators and 
custodians of active citizens for the future and current success of democracies around the world.

In less developed states, however, some of the tools to build and foster civic education may be 
minimal or absent entirely. An absence of political knowledge and skills leads to a lack of efficacy 
and declines in youth voting, which will then impact future political and civic engagement in these 
countries.2 In the case of Mauritius, civic education has not been prioritized in the school curricu-
lum and remains a neglected subject, hindering the political socialization of young Mauritians. As 
Tovmasyan and Thoma advocate, “the ultimate goal of civic education is to prepare generations for 
the essential principles and values of democracy embodied with a high sense of responsibility and 
active engagement in issues the society, community, or state face in their everyday life.”3 

This chapter explores challenges faced by educators and researchers who are seeking to 
strengthen or build stable foundations for democracy in countries with newer democratic systems 
and calls for a shared commitment to provide this education for democracy not only in Mauritius 
but in similarly situated countries globally.   
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Challenges
As this book and previous APSA books on civic engagement explain, civic education is a formative 
learning experience focused on democratic principles which frames democratic competence, 
meaning the necessary knowledge, skills, beliefs, values, attitudes, and dispositions for rational 
human action to enhance decision making and responsibility in the democratization of society.4 
Hess and Torney demonstrate that children can develop political experience as early as elementary 
school. By the end of primary education, they show that children can expand their political 
efficacy more clearly by cultivating informal methods for political engagement.5 Before the age 
of 10, Piaget explains that children see class rules and body of laws as autocratic, but at 10-years-
old they start to discover democracy by respecting and observing rules as a means of promoting 
an ethical community.6 Lee Ehman affirmed that early to mid-adolescence (11–17 years-old) is a 
period when students can engage in political thought with abstractions. Henceforward, we can 
see that adolescence brings a remarkable watershed of political idealism fed by utopianism, where 
teenagers search for ideologies for an ethical society. The National Assessment for Educational 
Progress (NAEP) showed that from 1969 to 1976 in the United States, students between the ages of 
13 and 17 had noteworthy changes in their political attitudes.7 

In the case of Mauritius, such a change was witnessed during the 1970s when student move-
ments made a great impact on society. Mauritius gained its independence from the United King-
dom in 1968, and leaders quickly established a democratic government with a substantial welfare 
state which included free education. Universal adult suffrage was granted in Mauritius in 1956 
when both men and women could vote at the age of 21, and in 1976 the voting age was reduced to 
age 18.

As the new Mauritius was established in the 1970s and 1980s, leaders recognized that the 
youth must be educated about the new government and political system in order to build and sta-
bilize the multi-ethnic country. Thus, secondary school social studies textbooks in the 1980s had 
a complete unit titled, “How is our society governed?” with sub-topics such as “our constitution,” 
“general elections,” and one for each branch of government. The text even included a case study 
of how the government functions to enhance informed awareness of what happens in governance 
and how it happens.8 In the 1980s and 1990s, though led primarily by only two governing families, 
Mauritius had become a largely stable and prosperous country, reaching the high human develop-
ment category of the United Nations Development Program’s Human Development Index in 1996.9  

The economic development of Mauritius has been termed the “Mauritius Miracle.” The econ-
omy is fueled by exports of sugar and textiles, tourism, and financial services, and the country has 
a diverse set of export and import partners. The average gross domestic product per capita totaled 
US $22,870 before the coronavirus pandemic, placing it at 85th in the world, which is striking for 
a population of just over 1.3 million people. Literacy is high at 91% of the population, and while 
overall pre-pandemic unemployment was low at 6.65%, youth unemployment (24 years old and 
under) totaled 21.8% in 2017. Poverty is not unusually high in Mauritius, at 10.3%. This economic 
success after independence has helped to support democratic governance, even though leadership 
has been largely controlled by two families.10   

Mauritius has no indigenous population. Instead, its people are the ancestors of those brought 
by British, French, and Dutch colonial powers to the island. The resulting population includes 
those with backgrounds from Hindu and Muslim Indians, Chinese, and various African countries, 
in addition to the European colonial groups. The country has not included questions on ethnicity 
in its census since 1972, and thus such demographic or identity data do not exist. The dominant 
language is Creole, though English, spoken by a small percent of the population, is the official 
language of the government. Almost one-half of the population considers Hindu their religion; 
one-quarter adhere to Roman Catholicism; and about 17% are Muslims.11 In this multi-ethnic con-
text, preserving the common foundational values of Mauritian democracy is of great importance.12 
According to the National Curriculum Framework under the Mauritius Institute of Examination, 
the subject of social studies is supposed to nurture informed and engaged citizenship and to en-
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hance harmony and unity in society.13   
However, there are concerns that more recent leaders are dismantling the educational sup-

ports for Mauritian democracy. In 2013, new secondary school social studies textbooks were is-
sued, but the previous extensive sections on democracy and governance were eliminated. Starting 
in 2005, education became compulsory up to age 16 with the introduction of mandatory 11-year 
schooling.14 To strengthen its education system as a knowledge hub empowering versatile youth, 
the Government Program of 2015–2019 included a launch of the Nine-Year Continuous Basic Edu-
cation Reform (NYS).15 This reform brought forth new versions of the textbook that grouped social 
studies knowledge into three main areas—history, geography, and sociology. 

The history section helps students to learn about past events, examine different values such 
as social justice, and challenge viewpoints of diverse groups in society. History helps them to as-
sociate with their ancestors and preserve their own culture and heritage which fosters a sense of 
patriotism, hopefully promoting national unity. The geography section explores the interaction of 
human beings within the physical environment and how changes in this environment affect their 
lives. The goal is to help students better understand the consequences of people’s interactions in 
their surroundings and the ways that they can improve resources and institutions. The third sec-
tion—sociology—examines current issues and the way of life in Mauritius’ changing society. Stu-
dents are exposed to influential societal forces and are educated to confront the challenges of social 
reality. This section purports to emphasize ways to develop active citizenship so that young people 
can make better decisions concerning the country.16 

Yet, while the 2015 reform acknowledges the importance of citizenship education in primary 
school education (grades 1 to 6) and includes “Values and Citizenship” as a single subject which is 
integrated across all subjects, the same learning area is omitted from grade 7 and above.17 The new 
secondary social studies textbook’s section on sociology mostly covers law and order issues, with a 
mere six pages for a section titled, “Developing Responsible Citizenship.” Significant explanations 
of the government and the constitution and how they work are absent. Though updates were cer-
tainly needed from the 1980s text, crucial basic information on democracy and the vibrant section 
on how governance works in practice have been eliminated.

Recent interviews with former government ministers and members of parliament reveal their 
concerns about the future of the country when education about government is diminished in sec-
ondary schools.18 One minister stated that citizenship education (his preferred term) needs to be 
properly conceived as an interactive process relating topical issues such as the death penalty or 
legalization of cannabis to governance. He proposed active learning formats, such as debates in 
any language which students want, and research projects constructed as opportunities for students 
to speak up and interview people. He raised the examples of Singapore and Scandinavian countries 
as taking more than 40 years to build the kind of citizenship that they have and to which Mau-
ritians should aspire, meaning disciplined, responsible, and productive citizens who participate 
regularly in democratic governance.

Another former minister stated that, above all, civic education should be student-centered and 
not exam-based. He also highlighted that students should learn about the parliament, the constitu-
tion, and basic political processes from the beginning of their education and build this knowledge 
at different stages. Both former ministers also emphasized that the government should support the 
kind of citizens that Mauritius wants for its future and, as such, the students who are Mauritius’s 
future must understand our democratic system, their human rights, the importance of voting, and 
law and order issues. 

In contrast, a senior educator believed that learning the basics of the political system at an 
early stage is sufficient since pupils are already overloaded with dozens of subjects in secondary 
school. One of the social studies teachers stated that they saw politics as a vicious circle, noting 
some negative images of our politicians, and proposed that the introduction of civic education 
would be a waste of time. This dichotomy between the views of this small sample of ministers 
and educators is by no means conclusive, but it does highlight some potential rifts in seeking to 
advance civic engagement education in Mauritius.
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Informal interviews with a small sample of Mauritius students reveal some possible conse-
quences of the lack of civic education.19 A quasi-structured survey was given in December 2017 to 
200 secondary school and college students, which included 38.5% males and 61.5% females. While 
more research is needed to clarify results, one theme was clear—a large majority did not understand 
even basic components of the government and how it works. These students have experienced the 
new curriculum, and the results suggest that the lack of civic education is impacting their ability to 
engage as knowledgeable and active citizens. 

Educating for Mauritian Democracy: An Example of Needs 
for the Future
Mauritius is at a crossroads in its political future. The generation which built its independence is 
retiring, and the newest generation has not received a comprehensive education in politics and 
citizenship. This lack of knowledge about how their government works is certain to have negative 
consequences for the democracy that previous generations sought to establish after centuries of 
colonial rule. Youth comprise just over one-third of the population, and if their civic education is 
neglected, this situation could be dangerous for democracy.20       

 Further, researchers face other challenges in collecting and evaluating accurate data about 
youth participation because key data, such as voting participation by age group, is not gathered by 
the government. Much political participation data is not gathered by ethnicity as government lead-
ers in the early days of Mauritian democracy were concerned that requiring reporting by ethnicity 
could exacerbate existing ethnic tensions. Yet, data by age group in measurable areas such as voting 
could help policymakers, educators, and researchers discern where gaps in political participation 
exist for all groups. This information also could point to interventions in the educational system, 
especially the secondary education years that lead directly into voting and adulthood, which could 
support the future of democracy in Mauritius and in other countries with a colonial history and 
fairly new democratic governments. Finally, while relative economic prosperity in the past 50 years 
has helped to stabilize Mauritian democracy, the economic impacts of the pandemic on crucial 
sectors, such as tourism, demonstrate that this factor cannot be taken for granted as a structure to 
support democracy. 

Overall, this chapter points to the role of education in the future of post-colonial democracies. 
Whether in multi-ethnic or homogenous contexts, poor or more developed economies, post-co-
lonial democracies need to invest in quality, comprehensive civic engagement education and re-
search at all levels, especially as the generations which fought to establish these democracies pass 
on governing to a new group. This next generation must have the tools to face increasing complex-
ities and challenges to democracy at all levels of government. 
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SECTION IV: A CALL TO GLOBAL ACTION

Democracy around the globe is under attack which is why we need to increase the 
teaching of civic engagement. Additionally, civic engagement can be taught even 
in non-democratic countries using different techniques. A further goal is to create 
global citizens who think beyond their own community and nation. But to be able 
to teach civic engagement globally we need to have a new commitment, apply new 
methods, and obtain greater funding. We will need support at the international 
level as well. Based upon the experiences detailed in this book, we have created a 
joint agenda for change in order to better teach civic engagement globally.

Dick Simpson
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Introduction

The last decade of the 20th century was marked by a major advance in creating more 
democracy in countries around the world. The beginning of the 21st century, though, 
has brought a backsliding of democracy with populism and authoritarianism on the 
rise in both developed and developing countries. In the United States (US), the Donald 
Trump era brought an insurrection in the US Capitol. In the United Kingdom (UK), 

Brexit undid decades of developing a European Union. Some former Soviet Union countries fell 
back into autocratic ways. China cracked down on Hong Kong. Indonesia had a military coup. 
The Arab Spring mostly failed to achieve more democracy in the Middle East. And so it has gone 
around the globe.

As Freedom House observed:

These withering blows marked the 15th consecutive year of decline in global 
freedom. The countries experiencing deterioration outnumbered those with 
improvements by the largest margin recorded since the negative trend began 
in 2006. The long democratic recession is deepening… Nearly 75 percent of the 
world’s population lived in a country that faced deterioration last year.1 
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The 15-year decline in democracy and the global increase in authoritarian tendencies needs 
to be countered, as Lynn Pasquerella has written in the foreword of this book, by “renewed global 
leadership and solidarity among democratic states.” She further urges that colleges and universi-
ties demonstrate “the value of civic education in safeguarding democracy and countering author-
itarianism.” As the report on “The Role of Education in Taming Authoritarian Attitudes” from 
Georgetown University argues, “higher education is the cornerstone of successful democracies not 
easily shaken by authoritarian threats.”2 

As Steven Smith wrote in the preface to this book, “Given the volatility and unpredictability 
of different country politics, active citizenship becomes increasingly important for the future of 
democracy and good governance. Citizens participating in their communities through the electoral 
process and civil society organizations are critical to the building of social capital and effective pub-
lic policies. This active citizenship requires comprehensive and informed civic education through 
elementary and secondary schools and higher education institutions.” Thus, the development of 
civic engagement globally using techniques appropriate and effective in each country is essential.

As the authors in this book have written repeatedly, it is necessary to educate every generation 
about democracy and to provide them the skills and values of democracy. We do this to maintain 
democracy because democratic citizens are not just born—they learn to become citizens through 
education and engaged participation in the democratic process. In this book we focus especially 
on how colleges and universities can be active in reversing rising challenges to democracy and the 
low participation across the world. If we fail in our mission, our countries face backsliding into the 
authoritarianism and disregard for human rights once again.3

Dmitry Lanko from his work in Russia adds that “Teaching civic engagement in international 
relations involves helping students to develop the skill to think beyond oneself, one’s community, 
and even one’s country.”4 Creating global citizens requires us to help students engage meaningfully 
with other people, places, and events. Thus, our authors work on establishing a global classroom 
and developing innovative new experimental methods which enlarge students’ development as 
both national and global citizens in ways that can be duplicated in different circumstances. The 
purpose of this book has been to provide “a set of evidence-based best practices in how to foster civ-
ic knowledge, skills, and dispositions” which can guide the development of these different courses 
and education programs.5

Figure 1. A Growing Democracy Gap: 15 Years of Decline

Source: Freedom in the World 2021, Freedom House; For past editions of Freedom in the World and more information on the report methodology, 
visit freedomhouse.org. 

http://freedomhouse.org
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There is an especially great need for civic engagement education globally now. Even where 
democracies exist, such as in the US and Europe, there is a need for reforming undemocratic fea-
tures like the Electoral College and the US Senate’s use of the filibuster. A recent survey by the Pew 
Research Center found that “roughly two-thirds of adults in France and the US, as well as about 
half in the United Kingdom, believe their political systems need major changes or need to be com-
pletely reformed.” As many as two-thirds of Americans believe “most politicians are corrupt…. And 
those who say most politicians are corrupt are much more likely to think their political systems 
need serious reform.”6 The Pew Center further found that trust in government across most West-
ern democracies surveyed was only about 50% and only the same percentage think that “ordinary 
people, can do a lot to influence the government.”7 

Given the growth of autocracies, populism, and the lack of trust in government even in estab-
lished democracies, the task of strengthening democracy around the world is especially crucial in 
the coming decade following the COVID-19 global pandemic. The pandemic, and the economic 
recession which it caused, demonstrated the failure of governments around the world to safeguard 
and protect their citizens. Central to the task of rebuilding, reforming, and strengthening our coun-
tries is increasing civic engagement by youth—especially high school and college students. In many 
countries, they lack civic knowledge, skills, and motivation. Our task is to change that condition.

Any program of teaching for democracy must be done across disciplines, across universities, 
and across the globe. It will require a concerted effort, but it will take different forms in differ-
ent countries. It will also take “scaffolding learning or successively building upon students’ civic 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes throughout their schooling.”8 It can’t be done by a single faculty 
member or accomplished in a single course. But as the assessment of the courses and programs 
around the world represented in this book demonstrates, major gains can be made when they are 
done intentionally.

Call to Action
One of Lenin’s books is entitled: What is to be done?9 That question confronts us today. There is 
overwhelming evidence that democracy is in trouble in different countries around the world. 
And whether or not a country is currently democratic, there is a need to provide civic education. 
Educators have been particularly concerned to develop a “toolbox” of effective instructional 
techniques for teaching citizenship.10

As the chapters in this book illustrate, there is a growing effort in all parts of the world to 
increase civic engagement. These experiments allow us to share insights and best practices on an 
ever-expanding basis. Civic education efforts have progressed from just a few courses in selected 
disciplines like political science, urban planning, or social work to coursework across the disci-
plines and campus-wide. Efforts to teach civic engagement are expanding across universities and 
through multi-university efforts like Model United Nations or the National Student Issues Con-
vention in the US. We even have reached the stage where explicit collaboration across countries 
is also possible. New technologies like Skype and Zoom make this collaboration easier as several 
chapters in this book illustrate. 

The level of civic participation depends upon many different factors beyond the classroom, 
such as appeals by candidates, political parties, and social movements. But civic engagement edu-
cation can make a critical contribution to building civic society. While there are different challeng-
es in our local communities and countries, civic engagement efforts in our universities and com-
munity colleges are beginning to have real and measurable effects as demonstrated in the reports 
in our book.

To use my own campus, the University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC), as an example, we have 
increased student voter registration by several hundred percent over the last decade since we be-
gan concerted planned civic engagement efforts across the university. Our rate of student voter 
registration grew from 58% to 71%, and student voting grew from 41% to 55% between 2012–2016. 
They increased again to 20,629 registered voters and 67% student voting in 2020. Comparable data 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/03/31/many-in-us-western-europe-say-their-political-system-needs-major-reform/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/03/31/many-in-us-western-europe-say-their-political-system-needs-major-reform/
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from many campuses in the US prove that teaching civic engagement and providing curricular 
and co-curricular civic engagement opportunities make concrete differences in civic outcomes.11 
As several chapters in this text demonstrate, the positive benefits of embedding civic engagement 
education into higher education also can be seen on campuses across the globe.

This book is unique because it documents the focused civic engagement efforts in different 
countries—from so-called developed democracies to autocratic countries and failed democracies 
that have slid back towards autocracy. Civic engagement efforts and experiments over the last de-
cade have made it possible to undertake successful civic engagement education in autocratic coun-
tries like China and Russia, more conservative countries like Singapore, and developing countries 
like Belize and Guatemala. It is also possible for college students in one country to engage success-
fully in experiences in other countries through study abroad programs and joint distance learn-
ing classes. Students then bring those new-found experiences, commitments, and understandings 
back with them to their home countries and communities.

In the US, efforts to promote civic engagement of college students have increased since the 
publication of Educating for Democracy in 200712 and A Crucible Moment in 2012.13 Civic engagement 
efforts have been further documented by the previous books in this series of Teaching Civic Engage-
ment that the American Political Science Association initiated in 2013.14 Teaching Civic Engagement 
Globally joins that literature in documenting the advances in civic engagement and offering new 
ideas to teachers around the world to help them to implement civic engagement programs that 
best fit their local and national situations. It shows how civic engagement education can happen 
in any country’s community colleges, high schools, four-year liberal arts colleges, technical schools, 
and research universities. We expect that the publication of ideas on future teaching civic engage-
ment globally will lead to an expansion in journal articles and books so that future students can 
benefit and so the dismal decline of democracies can be reversed.

However, for now, there are still major gaps in civic engagement education globally. For in-
stance, the low level of teaching civic engagement in vocational schools and community colleges, 
as opposed to what is available at traditional high schools and colleges, is acute. In the US, many 
individual community colleges and professors have promoted service-learning and are moving to 
civic engagement. Some national organizations like The Citizens Campaign are launching exper-
iments in civic engagement education at community colleges.15 But these community college pro-
grams are still only beginning to be developed. Similarly, almost no civic engagement education is 
provided at vocational schools around the world. This situation needs to change if we are to spread 
education for democracy to the youth and future citizen-leaders.

Another example of efforts to significantly expand civic engagement education at the ele-
mentary to high school level is CIVIX Now, a “national cross-partisan coalition of over 100 orga-
nizations focused on improving our nation’s K-12 in and out-of-school civic education.”16 One of 
CIVIX Now’s projects is to encourage states to adopt formal civic engagement education courses 
in elementary and high schools as a requirement of graduation. This legislation is an attempt to 
close the gap between states with little civic education and states with better programs as a way 
to secure additional funding from the federal government to make civic education a priority as 
STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) education is currently. There are, of course, 
significant gaps between the level of civic engagement in different countries. These parallel a major 
difference between states in the US which require civic engagement education courses to graduate 
high school and those that do not.

This example illustrates that our challenge is not simply a matter of developing and sharing 
pedagogy. A political effort is also required to get government sponsorship and resources for the 
effort.
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What is Happening in Civic Engagement Education Today?
One of the primary purposes of this book has been to survey teaching civic engagement projects 
which are happening around the world. We wanted to highlight the teaching of global and 
international affairs in a way to move beyond simply knowing facts like the location of a country 
on a map or simple information like a country’s governmental form and structure. 

There is a major effort underway to teach in different countries the knowledge, skills, and 
motivation to be effective citizen participants. Of course, this is done differently in established 
democracies, autocracies, developing democracies, and failed democracies. Different methods are 
required to build and employ social capital effectively under different regimes. Yet our overall goal 
must be to support and reform governments so as to involve citizens positively in their communi-
ties, societies, and governance. In this book we seek to catalogue some of the myriad ways in which 
civic engagement is taught. Whatever our circumstances, we can learn from these experiments and 
adapt them to our classes, colleges, and universities.

Since there is no global index or encyclopedia of civic engagement, we began the basic task 
of describing the state of affairs in our world today as we move into the post-pandemic era. This 
is particularly important as we begin the task of rebuilding our economies, societies, and govern-
ments after the pandemic and the economic recession that it caused. Simply documenting success-
ful efforts helps others to adopt best practices rather than having to reinvent the wheel.

The advantage of this approach is that it also allows us to describe interventions which may 
be effective in diverse countries and to suggest improvements that may make those interventions 
more successful. It adds to our toolbox and widens the lens with which we view civic engagement 
education.

In addition, we undertake at this stage of development an objective evaluation of various ef-
forts to teach civic engagement using both quantitative and qualitative methods. We judge and 
measure the degree to which these interventions from classes, workshops, community campaigns, 
and creative techniques help to create better citizens and improve communities and societies more 
broadly. It is not enough to report what we have done; we also need to provide an assessment of the 
successes and weaknesses of different techniques.

From this accounting, it becomes immediately clear that no single intervention, workshop, 
class, or project by itself can help students to become the most effective citizens and leaders pos-
sible. Even in universities that take teaching civic engagement as one of their primary missions, 
a single intervention cannot accomplish this task. We not only map the effect of each technique, 
but where multiple interventions are used, report their overall success. In general, we find that 
no one class or exercise is sufficient, but efforts across disciplines and across the entire university 
or college are the most effective in improving concrete outcomes like higher levels of voting and 
participation. 

In section I, we appreciate the differences in such countries as the UK, China, Brazil, Singa-
pore, and the United States in their history and in their degree of openness to civic engagement. 
The authors demonstrate that the techniques which work in any one country must be responsive 
to different cultures and societies and modified accordingly. Yet, there are useful lessons from each 
to be applied to others.

Each country has a slightly different history of teaching democracy. For instance, as Craig 
discusses in chapter 5, in the UK, Oxford and Cambridge originally had an elitist and paternalistic 
approach to training the elite who ran the country and British empire. Today, there is broader cit-
izenship education for all citizens. There is a near universal need for civic engagement education 
advocates and new methods in all countries.

This section focuses upon our role as educators in fostering civic engagement among all our 
students in different countries. We define this civic engagement education as “an evidence-based 
pedagogy which includes a wide range of activities … that develop knowledge about the commu-
nity, its systems, and its problems, seek constructive solutions to these problems…build skills to 
enable students to pursue these solutions…[and] to build a sense of efficacy that one’s voice and 
actions matter.”17
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Section II records the wide range of civic engagement pedagogy and begins to assess the suc-
cesses and challenges of each approach. We learn how students in different countries perceive civic 
engagement differently and how diverse classroom techniques can enhance their knowledge and 
skills. Finally, we consider how civic engagement education can teach agency, create a sense of 
efficacy, and empower our students. 

In Section III, we learn about the need to develop educational institutions as opposed to only 
pursuing individual classroom interventions. New concepts like Work-Integrated Learning and 
new techniques like the use of theater in Brazil and critical study abroad within communities in 
The Gambia and Senegal are explored. This section expands civic engagement education for all 
students through both curricular and co-curricular programs.

Finally, in Section IV we develop a call to global action and an agenda for change for the de-
cade ahead. We consider not only the development of individual students through teaching civic 
engagement, but also how we teach teachers and change curricula. Our agenda for change ranges 
from changing our own pedagogy to developing future books and journal articles on critical civic 
engagement efforts around the world to changing national laws and international norms.

This is only a beginning map of the possibilities for creating a new generation of more active 
citizens able to reshape the globe into a more democratic and humane world.

Priority and Funding
Perhaps one of the most troubling findings in our book is that there is little recognition and 
inadequate funding for civic engagement education. However, new campaigns are beginning to 
increase awareness of the need and importance of civic engagement education. Efforts are underway 
to increase the funding. For instance, the Civics Secures Democracy Act has been introduced in the 
US House of Representatives to provide major new funding for civic engagement education on the 
model by which STEM education has been funded over the last decade in the US. 

Some countries provide civic engagement education as part of the regular high school curric-
ulum and fund it accordingly, but most do not. There is no doubt that there is a need to make civic 
engagement education a priority and to provide adequate funding. This is missing in most coun-
tries, today. Thus, the highest priority on our action agenda is to gain greater recognition of the 
need for civic engagement education and sufficient funding to provide it to all students. 

An additional goal of this book is to provide a pedagogical “toolbox” from experiments around 
the world and examples of “best practices” under different social and political conditions. As ed-
ucators, administrators, and public officials, we need to know what works and what does not. We 
also need better assessments of these efforts. As was made evident during the COVID-19 global 
pandemic, we need “evidence based” policies and techniques to address public health emergencies. 
This is true of civic engagement education as well.

That is why the commitment of national educational organizations like the American Political 
Science Association and American Association of Colleges and Universities is so essential. This is 
true for disciplinary and educational organizations in all countries.

The next steps in improving civic engagement in most countries is the passage of legislation 
at the national level to adopt the goal of civic engagement education more broadly and implement 
“best practices” at the university and high school levels. In all countries, there needs to be more 
attention to developing and implementing quality civic engagement education for all students. 
Reaching this goal requires legislation and funding at the national and/or local levels. 

Training and Rewarding the Teaching of Civic Engagement 
Over the last decade or so there has been a gradual recognition of the importance of teaching 
civic engagement, especially in response to the increase in authoritarianism and the decrease in 
democracy around the world. However, while we know much more about “best practices” and 
exciting experiments than we did a decade ago, there is still the need to train faculty to succeed 
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in this work and to provide the resources they need to be effective. So, one priority is to develop 
the materials and “trainers” to provide faculty the tools they need. However, when faculty do 
undertake this work, it is usually not well rewarded. Faculty in many colleges are promoted based 
upon publications they produce or the number of classes they teach. Almost no one is promoted 
because they have successfully taught civic engagement. The promotion and tenure standards will 
have to change around the world if more faculty across disciplines are to take the extra time and 
effort that teaching civic engagement requires. Even more so, teaching civic engagement globally 
to create more global citizens in the 21st century is underdeveloped and under-rewarded. At a 
minimum, it needs to be counted positively as teaching or service in promotion, tenure, and salary 
raise decisions.

A New International Commitment 
One example of the slowly developing international commitment to civic engagement is that the 
current UN Youth Declaration adopted in 2018 declares that youth will:

Become active global citizens supporting our peers across their spectrum of 
needs, from ending poverty in all dimensions, supporting women and girls, 
to quests for public office and other leadership positions in service of the 
community. We also proactively demand space for youth in all public fora.

The youth declaration further calls upon governments to back educational efforts:

States to ensure access to quality and culturally-relevant education for all, 
reaching even the most vulnerable communities, providing the materials and 
knowledge to cultivate independent learners. 

States to integrate Agenda 2030 into all facets of their education curricula, 
considering informal, nonformal, experiential, service-based and 
interdisciplinary education as emphasized elements of the learning experience. 

States to consciously design their education systems to enhance global 
citizenship by fostering inclusivity, developing leadership, and encouraging 
innovation and creativity in youth. (emphasis added)18

Despite such declarations, international agencies like the United Nations and the World Bank 
have yet to promote civic engagement education in any meaningful way. If we are to create new 
global citizens in the next generation, we need an international commitment to do so.

Critical Civic Engagement
As Nicole Webster and other authors in this text make clear, uncritical civic engagement measured 
by simple performance data like the rate of student voter registration, voting, or service-learning 
activities is insufficient. This is especially so for global civic engagement where too often actions 
are considered without regard to structural injustices, “while a critical approach examines the 
efforts while exploring structural injustices” in the hope of transforming the students into critically 
aware global citizens and inspiring sustainable community improvements abroad.19 

So, this book aspires not only to multiply the global civic engagement opportunities at uni-
versities and other educational levels by providing a menu of possible techniques, workshops, and 
class alternatives. In addition, this text seeks to foster more international cooperative efforts as 
well as provide faculty and administrators with an appreciation of more critical civic engagement 
education occurring globally. Hopefully, we can move from surface contact and feel-good experi-
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ences to widen student horizons with civic engagement learning activities, creating genuine per-
sonal transformations and community enrichment.

As the pandemic and economic recession have taught us, the 21st century will be filled with 
challenges like climate change, institutional racism, sexism, and economic injustice. These chal-
lenges cannot be solved by local actions alone. They can be ameliorated only by a global approach. 
If we are to enlarge democracy, increase citizen empowerment, and oppose populism, we must help 
our students to become global citizens and leaders.

One Size Doesn’t Fit All
What this survey of civic engagement around the globe shows is the diversity in what is being 
accomplished and the clear limits of what is possible now. What can be done in less liberal 
societies like China and Singapore is quite different from what is possible in more liberal societies 
like Australia and European countries. Even the definition of what civic engagement can be 
differs in different places. In Singapore it is to “educate citizens of the world…and encourage an 
ethic of service.”20 In more liberal countries, the definition of civic engagement includes citizen 
participation in politics and government, if not protests and challenges to government policies and 
programs. In liberal countries, civic engagement might include challenging social norms such as 
institutional racism, climate change, and inequality. In less liberal societies, there is a high priority 
“on social stability and the need to avoid anything that might destabilize the country” and student 
civic engagement is expected to focus on “civic society,” voluntarism, and consultation.”21 While 
they can push norms and laws in the name of civic engagement, students also must adhere to them 
and stay within existing societal and governmental boundaries.

Thus, the social and political context of each country, university, or educational system pro-
vides a different beginning point, different barriers, different opportunities, and different possi-
bilities. Yet, American and European universities would still benefit from adopting some of the 
core curriculum from Yale-NUS in Singapore, while other countries could benefit from some of 
the American experiments in political science and across the disciplines documented in previous 
APSA books on teaching civic engagement.

Our goal should be to advance civic engagement education across disciplines, across countries 
and across the world. We should celebrate and support these efforts in every country. We should 
borrow techniques and ideas without the false belief that we are creating one plan, one curriculum, 
or one standard of what civic engagement means. States which have the most similar social, eco-
nomic, and political circumstances should collaborate as to what works best in their circumstances, 
but we can all borrow ideas from each other. We can benefit from achievements in other countries 
as we push our own countries to provide more resources and more latitude in encouraging civic 
engagement by all citizens and in teaching civic engagement to our youth.

One lesson that the Singapore example provides is the need to promote civic ties and en-
gagement not just within, but across countries. Some study abroad programs and simulations like 
Model UN achieve this goal. With new technologies like Skype and Zoom, it is possible to engage 
students in other countries in conversations and debates in ways that were not possible on a large 
scale before. One of the best ways forward is to increase the number of international students on all 
of our campuses while at the same time finding better ways to incorporate them into student and 
community life. This allows local students to learn from the perspectives, traditions, and cultures 
of students from abroad and international students to learn from living and studying in another 
country. While we have some programs for international students like teaching them the language 
in the country where they are studying and brief campus orientation programs, we have paid too 
little attention to the ways in which the next generations might better use these experiences to 
become citizens of the world. We need to facilitate more students obtaining international contacts 
and experiences.

We use slogans of global cooperation and understanding, but our civic engagement education 
agenda rarely has a global perspective. We are pleased if we are able to help our students meet with 
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local officials to promote a policy proposal or if more of them register and vote in national elec-
tions. But as many of the chapters in this book indicate, there are deeper possibilities of global civic 
learning such as critical study abroad programs with a civic engagement focus. There are opportu-
nities to turn our campuses into incubators for global citizens. Previous decades have brought the 
invention of programs like the Peace Corps in the US to send former college students around the 
globe on missions of peace. What will be the equivalent of the Peace Corps in the post-pandemic 
era? We have yet to invent and advocate for such programs today. The challenges of our time de-
mand that we do so now.

A New Era of Civic Engagement
So civic engagement has entered a new phase—global, diverse, and inventive. A beginning agenda 
for teaching civic engagement globally must include:

1. Better recognition and greater funding at the national and university levels 
for critical civic engagement education.

2. New laws mandating minimum levels of civic engagement education for all 
students.

3. Requiring civic engagement education at elementary and high school levels.

4. Increased civic engagement education at community colleges and vocational 
education programs as well as at four-year colleges and universities.

5. Developing model civic learning programs in countries around the world 
including both less liberal and more liberal countries from autocracies to 
mature democracies.

6. Developing civic engagement activities which create genuine personal trans-
formations and community enrichment rather than activities which train 
students only for passive citizenship.

7. Adding to the scholarship on teaching civic engagement globally by promot-
ing the publication of research on civic education in refereed journals and 
university press books. 

8. Adopting civic engagement education as a core function of national and in-
ternational educational associations such as AAC&U and APSA.

9. Making teaching civic engagement a meaningful component of promotion, 
merit, and tenure decisions for faculty.

10. Increasing the number of international students on our campuses and pro-
viding better opportunities for them to share their insights with domestic 
students.

11. Developing large national programs to encourage the creation of global 
citizen leaders through programs like study abroad and expanded Peace 
Corps programs, perhaps under the auspices of the United Nations.

12. Adopting a new United Nations Declaration or an Amendment to the 2018 
UN Youth Declaration which focuses on building youth world citizenship 
and the need for critical civic engagement education worldwide.

There is much work to be done to provide civic engagement education globally. Much of it can 
be done in our own classrooms or locally at our own educational institutions. But some of it will 
require new national and international commitments and resources. For this we will need not to 
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service-learning programs. Whitehead earned her PhD from Indiana University, Bloomington.
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A thriving and peaceful democracy requires an informed and engaged citizenry, but such 
citizenship must be learned. Educators around the globe are facing challenges in teaching 
politics in an era in which populist values are on the rise, authoritarian governance is 
legitimized, and core democratic tenets are regularly undermined by leaders and citizens 
alike. To combat anti-democratic outcomes and citizens’ apathy, Teaching Civic Engagement 
Globally provides a wide range of pedagogical tools to help the current generation learn 
to effectively navigate debates and lead changes in local, national, and global politics. 
Contributors discuss key theoretical discussions and challenges regarding global civic 
engagement education, highlight successful evidence-based pedagogical approaches, 
and review effective ways to reach across disciplines and the global education community. 
Most importantly, the book provides tangible steps to link democratic education research 
with action that reflects contemporary global circumstances.

Today’s students are committed as never before in wanting to redress widespread economic inequality, 
improve global healthcare, and solve the climate crisis. Offering global perspectives and focused case studies 
that unite policy and action, Teaching Civic Engagement Globally will help colleges provide students with 
effective strategies to become engaged global citizens. This groundbreaking collection of essays transforms 
“civic engagement” into civic education for democracy worldwide and could not be timelier. Students will 
discover new approaches that broaden social participation in communities across the globe and be inspired 
by models of active citizenship that defend the common good. 

—Jeff Rosen, Vice President, Higher Learning Commission

Pain and sorrow can midwife remarkably profound learning and growth, as long as hope is not lost. Delivered 
in the context of the ongoing COVID-19 crisis that has revealed the enormous magnitude of inequality and 
injustice across the globe, Teaching Civic Engagement Globally promises to elicit birth pangs for unprecedented 
sociopolitical change. With its creative, innovative, and transformative approaches and pedagogies, the 
book moves readers beyond theoretical knowledge and practical skills to focus on values, the software of 
sustainable development. What a gift of hope not just for faculty and students of political science, but for every 
person interested in authentic development! 

—Eunice Kamaara, professor of African Christian Ethics at Moi University, Eldoret, Kenya
2019 WHO Africa Top 30 Social Health Innovator

With each passing day, we see ever more examples of democracies under threat, as shown by declining 
turnout levels, rising voter volatility and the growing prominence of extremist populist politicians. Teaching 
Civic Engagement Globally is a timely and important study of the vital role that universities (and colleges) can 
play in helping to build a more educated and engaged electorate, one that is prepared to take on the fight to 
protect and nurture our vital democracies. 

—David Farrell, University College Dublin


