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“Midwife to Democracy:” Civic Learning in Higher Education 

Dr. Jennifer Forestal, Stockton University 

“… whether this educative process is carried on in a predominantly democratic or non-democratic way becomes therefore a 
question of transcendent importance not only for education itself but for its final effect upon all the interests and activit

civic education programs in institutions of higher education. In drawing its conclusions and making 
recommendations, the report draws from the civic learning literature developed in K- 12 systems; reports 
from the United States Department of Education, the Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools, the 
National Center for Lear ning and Civic Engagement, Campus Compact, and the American Association of 
State Colleges and Universities; literature on engaged pedagogy in political science; and established works in 
democratic theory.  
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only 38% of adult citizens could name all three branches of the U.S. government; a third (33%) could not 

name any (“New Annenberg Survey Asks: ‘How Well Do Americans Understand the Constitution?’” 2011). 

And these low levels of knowledge in adulthood reflect similarly low levels while in school. In 2010, in a 

decline from earlier years, only 24% of graduating high school seniors scored at the proficient or advanced 

level in civics; over one third (36%) scored below the basic level (National Center for Education Statistics 

2011). And this is not just a problem on the national level. Recent work by the Hughes Center indicates that 

more than half of New Jerseyans could not name a single Supreme Court Justice. Furthermore, 62% did not 

know how many justices serve on the Supreme Court (Wharton and Avery 2015). And this dearth of civic 

knowledge extends from institutional questions to include a lack of knowledge about basic civil rights and 

liberties. Only 29% of New Jersey respondents identified freedom of speech as one of the freedoms 

guaranteed by the First Amendment; the number of respondents aware of the other protected freedoms—

of religion, assembly, and the press—was
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to preparing students for workforce development (Study Group on Civic Learning and Engagement for the 

Massachusetts Board of Higher Education 2014).  

 And there are indicators that this renewed investment in education is working. Effective civic 

learning increases one’s civic knowledge and develops the requisite civic skills and attitudes, builds 21st 

century skills like cooperation, media literacy, news literacy, and knowledge, improves school climate by 

connecting young people with their communities, teaches teamwork and respectful dialogue, lowers drop-

out rates, and fosters an appreciation for diversity (Guilfoile and Delander 2014; J. E. Kahne and Sporte 

2010; Torney-Purta and Wilkenfeld 2009; Wilcox 2011). A 2011 survey shows that taking a civics or 

government course in high school or college predicts one’s level of civic knowledge (“New Annenberg 

Survey Asks: ‘How Well Do Americans Understand the Constitution?’” 2011);  this finding is echoed in 

Wharton and Avery’s (2015) findings that New Jersey adults who had even a single course that discussed the 

Constitution and the Supreme Court had dramatically higher scores. 

Moreover, young people who are more active in and knowledgeable about their communities are 

more likely to want to improve those communities through better government, voting, political discussion, 

and other civic activities than their less engaged and knowledgeable counterparts (Delli Carpini and Keeter 

1996; Guilfoile and Delander 2014; Milner 2006). Students engage in civic learning activities are more likely 

to vote and discuss politics at home. They are four times more likely to volunteer and work on community 

issues; they are more confident in their ability to speak publicly and communicate with their elected 

representatives (Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools 2011). These findings are again supported by 

recent Hughes Center work that shows that New Jersey adults who studied US government or civics in 

school were more likely to vote in recent elections and to participate in civic activities like contributing to a 

political candidate or campaign, writing to a newspaper or public official, and signing a petition (Wharton 

and Avery 2015). Effective civic education, in other words, can help to promote civic equality by increasing 

civic activity (including voter turnout) and closing the gaps created by income and wealth disparities. 
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 Much of the work done in creating effective civic education programs has to date focused on K-12 

systems. But, of course, many students continue their education beyond high school. As a result, institutes 

of higher education can—and should—play a significant role in continuing and expanding the efforts and 

gains in civic learning made in primary and secondary schools. Though this is not a new claim it has 

nevertheless gained increased visibility in recent years. Recognizing that “civic learning and democratic 

engagement are add-ons rather than essential parts of the core academic mission” of many colleges and 

universities, the United States Department of Education recently released A Crucible Moment, a report that 

recommended five priorities intended to integrate civic learning throughout curricula (U.S. Department of 

Education 2012). Following this report’s release, a growing number of colleges and universities have begun 

to develop new initiatives that incorporate civic learning more fully into their curricula. Drawing on and 

synthesizing these various approaches, this report shows the state of civic education programs in higher 

education. It outlines six components of effective civic learning: instruction in basic facts, skills in applying 

those facts to real-world situations, the cultivation of civic values, practice in democratic situations, a 

connection between students and their communities, and institutional support. After introduction each of 

these elements in section II, section III takes up each of these components and examines the ways in which 

various institutions have, to date, implemented them. In so doing, the report draws from a variety of 

experiences in order to identify “best practices” for each of the necessary components. Finally, in section 

IV, the report concludes with three separate recommendations for how institutions of higher education 

might draw on these best practices and integrate civic learning more deeply into their curricula. 

 

II. Components of Civic Learning 

 The related terms “civic learning,” “civic education,” and “civic engagement” are plagued by 

multiple definitions (Jacoby 2009). In this report, following the convention of the 2014 report by the 

Massachusetts Board of Education, we take “civic learning” to be an umbrella term which includes all 

practices that engender “knowledge, skills, values, and competencies that citizens in a democracy need to 
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carry out their civic responsibility” (Study Group on Civic Learning and Engagement for the Massachusetts 

Board of Higher Education 2014). These are capacious categories and ones that include not only a 

familiarity with political life and practices in the United States, but—recognizing the increasingly connected 

context within which 21st-century citizens act—are categories that also include a global perspective, 

introducing students to other cultures and societies and developing their understanding of the relationships 

that undergird politics in a global age. A “civic education program,” in our understanding, will take a 

sustained, programmatic approach to students’ civic learning. In order to fully develop the widest range of 

democratic capacities, effective civic learning has five key components. Successful civic education programs, 

in other words, will incorporate all of the following in a systematic and deliberate way: 

Instruction in basic facts, building civic knowledge 

 At a most basic level, high-quality civic education programs should have a positive impact on 

students’ civic knowledge by providing classroom instruction in government, history, law, democracy, 

economics, and geography (Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools 2011, n. 64; Guilfoile and Delander 

2014; Meirick and Wackman 2004). Through intensive, directed, and sustained study, students should gain 

familiarity with key texts that outline the underlying principles and debates in democratic theory. Likewise, 

students should develop a broad understanding of key democratic movements in order to analyze and 

evaluate the application of those principles in real historical circumstances. In addition to basic facts 

regarding government structures, laws, key historical figures and events, and geographies, however, effective 

civic education programs should also build students’ cultural competencies by introducing students to the 

diverse cultures, histories, and religious traditions that have shaped the United States and other societies. In 

so doing, students will be prompted to consider the development of their own identities and reflect on the 

influences on their own values, assumptions, and responsibilities to the wider public (The National Task 

Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement 2012). Through this instruction in basic facts, 

students will not only gain knowledge of the political systems in which they live, but will also be well-

equipped to critique and change the system in light of their familiarity with the various levers available to 
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influence society (Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools 2011; Guilfoile and Delander 2014; The 

National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement 2012; Vercellotti and Matto 2010). 

 The positive effects of this component of civic education are evident in numerous studies. Political 
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equipped to participate in public life in a sustained and meaningful way, and to foster an appreciation for the 

rewards of such participation (Boyte 2004, 2014; Youniss 2011) 

As with other aspects of civic education, studies show that service-learning and campus-community 

partnerships have significant positive effects on students’ development. Effective service-learning is linked 

to increases in academic and community engagement, educational aspirations, and the development of 21st–

century skills such as critical thinking and information literacy (Baumann 2012; Guilfoile and Delander 

2014). Students who engage in service-learning at the middle- and high-school level demonstrate significant 

and positive increases in community engagement, as well as civic skills and dispositions; one study show that 

the positive effects of service-learning linked to classroom-based civic learning on students’ civic 

participation is greater than the effects of both neighborhood and family (J. E. Kahne and Sporte 2010; 

Meyer 2006).  

Though relatively straightforward to explain, these five components of civic learning can be 

implemented in a variety of combinations and through a number of different approaches. In the following 

section, we take each element again in turn and show how specific institutions of higher learning have 

incorporated these elements into their curricula through a variety of civic education programs. 

 

III. Approaches to Civic Education Programming 
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section, then, we build on these observations in order to provide three general approaches for implementing 

comprehensive civic education programs in institutions of higher education.  

Instruction in basic facts, building civic knowledge 

The instruction in basic facts of civic life is by far the most common approach to incorporating civic 

learning into higher education. Nearly all institutions offer instruction not just in facts of democracy, but 

also in key disciplines such as history, political science, law, economics, and geography. It is this aspect of 

civic learning to which educators and policymakers tend to pay the most attention. States like Florida and 

Washington, for example, require instruction in basic civic knowledge in their K-12 school systems 

(Guilfoile and Delander 2014). And this dedication to building civic knowledge is reflected in faculty 

approaches as well; almost all faculty interested in incorporating elements of civic learning into their courses 

view the instruction in foundational knowledge about politics and democracy as a key learning outcome 

(Colby et al. 2007). More than rote memorization, however, the most effective mode of instruction includes 

a more interactive and interdisciplinary pedagogical strategy. Faculty whose goal is to increase civic 

knowledge often work to incorporate current events into the classroom discussion so that students learn to 

make sense of current political issues and events in light of their foundational civic knowledge (Guilfoile and 

Delander 2014).  

 At a minimum, some institutions build basic instruction of civic knowledge into their graduation 

requirements. At Illinois State University, for example, first-year students are required to take COMM 110, 

an introductory public speaking course; the course not only includes instruction in political content but also 

requires that students complete assignments that connect course concepts to current political issues (Hunt 

2010). Similarly, Wayne State University (MI) and California State-Los Angeles both require that students 

take an introductory course in American government; the course introduces students to foundational civic 

knowledge and is intended to prepare students to be active participants in democratic life (Colby et al. 2007). 

Alternatively, many schools that offer First-Year Experience seminars, such as Kennesaw State University 
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respect, and tolerance serve as excellent examples of the ways these values play crucial roles in public life 

(Boyte 2001; Colby et al. 2003). 



   Forestal 5.20.16 
 

18 
 

Among the most common sites for this kind of learning are co-curricular and extracurricular 

activities like Model UN and Mock Trial (Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools 2011; Colby et al. 

2007). Simulations such as these allow students to act in ways that are often impossible in more traditional 

student experiences, but that nonetheless foster an interest in politics and help to develop important civic 

skills that students will use throughout their lives (Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools 2011). In 

addition, student participation in school governance and youth advisory councils—particularly in programs 

that facilitate schoolwide democratic deliberation, not just for the few elected student representatives—gives 

students a voice in the management of their own campus community while also helping to build civic skills 

(Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools 2011; Guilfoile and Delander 2014). Many campuses are 

likewise host to organizations like Democracy Matters, which trains students to work on pro-democracy 

reforms that are selected and organized by students 
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have a hard time recruiting faculty to dedicate time and resources as part of a comprehensive civic education 

program (American Democracy Project 2005; Goldfinger and Presley 2010). 

 

IV. “Civics Across the Curriculum:” three approaches to civic learning 

Because civic learning is such a multi-faceted and complex endeavor, it is perhaps no wonder that 

institutions of higher education have taken varied, if not uneven, approaches to incorporating civic 

education programs into their curricula. Programs range from optional, unrelated courses, to a required one-

semester course, to selective four-year scholars programs. The most common approach however, if a school 

incorporates civic learning at all, is to incorporate civic outcomes into the institution’s general education 

requirements—whether through a required course or series of courses, or merely as another distribution 

requirement. And yet, as research shows, the best and most effective programs will engage all aspects of the 

university and approach the problem of civic learning from across all disciplines—not merely in one or two 

general education requirements. 
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subject areas which form the foundation of one’s civic knowledge. By contrast, a C2-designated course 

would be a course that focuses on disciplinary or interdisciplinary content and uses civic skills, values, and 

practice in democratic situations as pedagogical strategies or modes of assessment. These C2 courses would be 

intended to build skills and provide opportunities for students to develop the habits and experiences of 

engaged citizens while focusing on the specific public issues of interest to members of their disciplines. 

Before graduating, then, students would be required to take some combination of C1 and C2 courses; the 

specifics of number and type should be left to each institution as they see fit.  
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engagement” requirement in its conscious and deliberate inclusion of pedagogies that deepen civic learning 

and enhance collaboration between the institution and its community partners. By giving structure and 

meaning to these existing practices, a CAC program lends credibility and rigor to civic learning experiences 

both on- and off-campus. 

Proposal 2: interdisciplinary Civics program 

 A comprehensive CAC program is the most effective approach to adding civic learning to a school’s 

core curriculum and thereby ensuring each graduate receives comprehensive and sustained instruction in 

civics. But as we noted above, comprehensive curriculum changes can be notoriously difficult to introduce. 

As a less wide-ranging alternative, then, college and universities could introduce a separate Civics program 

that is open to all students but that is not required for graduation. This program might take the form of a 

certificate or learning community, or even a separate minor or major field of study; in any event it would be 

structured over multiple semesters of study and would result in students receiving official recognition for 

their program of study. Following the model of successful programs at Duke University, Mills College (CA), 

and the University of Pennsylvania, a Civics program might include a required entry-level “Introduction to 

Civics” course as well as a senior capstone seminar; in addition, students would be required to take an 

additional number of courses that would combine instruction in civic knowledge, skills, and values, with 

application in real-world democratic situations. In order to highlight the connection with community, this 

program would likely also include a required service component in which students apply their classroom 

instruction to problem-solving in a community area of their choosing; this could take the form of 

internships or service-learning opportunities as long as these experiences were closely tied to more formal 

classroom instruction that clarifies and extends the learning outcomes of students’ experiences.  

 Many college and universities have already introduced programs along these lines, though again 

implementation varies widely across institutions. Indiana University, for example, offers a certificate in Civic 

Engagement and Responsibility; so, too, do the University of Alaska-
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sustained practice, both in- and outside of their disciplines and classrooms, students are not likely to develop 

the comprehensive view of civic activity that will sustain high levels of engagement throughout their lives. 

At the same time, as discussed above, even this limited instruction in civics is likely to lead to increased civic 

knowledge, awareness, and activity once students graduate (“New Annenberg Survey Asks: ‘How Well Do 

Americans Understand the Constitution?’” 2011; Wharton and Avery 2015). 

 

V. Conclusion 

 The three approaches outlined above are not intended to be the final word on civic education 

programs in colleges and universities. Instead, the three recommendations presented above are based on the 

existing research and “best practices” that have been implemented to date; in this way, they are meant to 

contribute to and extend the current conversations taking place around civic learning. Civic learning has 

only recently regained visibility in institutions of higher education; much work remains to be done in the 

realm of assessment and experimentation in order to develop pedagogical strategies and curricular 

approaches that will best deliver the civic learning outcomes our democracy requires. As new technologies 

make it increasingly easier for citizens to gather information and influence public discourse, we may yet 

realize the participatory democracy to which Jefferson, Dewey, and others aspired. But this will require 

adequate preparation on the part of citizens if we are to keep alive that vibrant spirit of democracy. In this, 

education—particularly public institutions of higher education—remains our most promising avenue. 
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/TT1 1 Tf
-0.001 Tc 0.001 Tw [(J)2(o)3(u)-4(r)1(n)-4(a)5(l)-2( o)3(f)-2( S)-1(o)3(ci)-2(a)-5(l)-2( S)-1(t)-1(u)-4(d)-5(i)-2(e)1(s)1( E)-3(d)-5(u)-4(c)10(a)-5(t)-1(i)-2(o)3(n)-4( R)-6(e)1(s)1(e)1(a)-5(r)1(ch)]TJ
/TT0 1 Tf
0 Tc 0 Tw 18.68 0 Td
( )Tj
-0.001 Tc 0.001 Tw [(4)-2(()1(1)8())1(:)-2( 1) W)W–a, J23. 
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