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1
C I V I C  L E A R N I N G  A N D 

D E M O C R AT I C  E N G A G E M E N T

Pillars of an Evolving Field
Marianne Magjuka

Higher education plays an essential role in preparing young  people 
for engaged citizenship. While at times contested, the civic pur-
pose of higher education is evident in the founding documents, 

vision statements, and missions of many colleges and universities in the 
United States. Institutions of higher education serve as important “ training 
grounds for civic involvement,” offering opportunities to develop civic 
skills, consider complex issues from multiple perspectives, and engage in 
community- and project-based learning (Zukin et al., 2006, p. 142). About 
63% of high school graduates attend college (NCES, 2021), making these 
institutions uniquely positioned to advance civic learning and democratic 
engagement.

In 2012, the National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic 
Engagement authored A Crucible Moment: College Learning and Democracy’s 
Future—a “call to action” for educators, administrators, policymakers, and 
community leaders to reclaim the civic mission of higher education. The 
report documented a decline in civic knowledge, skills, and competencies in 
the United States and urged educators to “embrace civic learning and demo-
cratic engagement as an undisputed educational priority for all of higher 
education, public and private, two-year and four-year” (p. 1).

The authors identified colleges and universities as “among the nation’s 
most valuable laboratories for civic learning and democratic engagement”; 
however, they argued “too few postsecondary institutions offer programs 
that prepare students to engage the questions Americans face as a global 
democratic power” (National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic 
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4  INTRODUCTION

Engagement, 2012, p. 2). To that end, they proposed a series of fundamen-
tal shifts, including innovative partnerships, curricular enhancements, and 
cocurricular opportunities for students to practice civic skills. They advanced 
a model for a “civic-minded institution,” involving four dimensions: civic 
ethos, civic literacy, civic inquiry, and civic action (p. 15). This type of 
bold reimagining of higher education required “visionary leadership” and 
“a  comprehensive and contemporary” approach to civic engagement (p. 6).

A Crucible Moment ignited a national conversation about the ways in 
which colleges and universities might embrace and renew civic learning. 
NASPA—Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education, one of 
the largest professional associations of student affairs educators in higher 
 education, issued a companion reading guide, and Campus Compact 
 sponsored several opportunities to reflect on key learnings from the report. 
Many institutions formed multidisciplinary teams to examine civic engage-
ment initiatives on their campuses, identify opportunities for growth, and 
plan next steps.

Since that time, civic learning and democratic engagement (CLDE) has 
emerged as a subfield in student affairs and higher education. Specifically, 
CLDE is a “contemporary schema of civic knowledge” that “invites educa-
tors, scholars, and policymakers to creatively and centrally locate  education 
for civic learning and democratic engagement at the heart of our nation’s 
educational systems, from elementary school through college and beyond” 
(National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement, 
2012, p. 3). As CLDE continues to gain widespread support and 
 understanding,  educators have worked to integrate civic knowledge, demo-
cratic values, civic skill-building, and opportunities for civic action into the 
 curriculum and cocurriculum.

Pillars of Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement

Many colleges and universities have developed robust CLDE initiatives. The 
pillars of this work include civic learning, political discourse and dialogue, 
election engagement—commonly called “Get Out the Vote” (GOTV), civic 
action, and institutional sustainability. This book mirrors these pillars; in 
each section, faculty and student affairs educators from across the country 
provide examples from their own campuses. These chapters serve as case 
studies for emerging and promising practices in CLDE. Campus teams 
might review sections together and reflect on their own CLDE work, using 
the guiding questions in the part openers of each section as a starting point 
for dialogue and planning.
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CIVIC LEARNING AND DEMOCRATIC ENGAGEMENT  5

Civic Learning

Increasingly, students arrive on campus with limited civic knowledge. In 
2018, only 24% of eighth graders performed at or above the proficient level 
on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) civics exam 
(NAEP, n.d.). The survey, which is based on a civic framework including 
civic knowledge, civic dispositions, and intellectual and participatory skills, 
focuses on fundamental questions related to the American political sys-
tem, principles of democracy, and rights and responsibilities of citizenship 
(National Assessment Governing Board [NAGB], 2018). Given the gaps 
in civic education at the K–12 level, faculty and student affairs educators 
should be prepared to incorporate civic learning into courses, programs, sys-
tems, and processes throughout the institution.

When designed and executed well, civic learning programs can foster 
competencies for lifelong citizenship. Scholars generally endorse six proven 
practices (Gould et al., 2011) for civic learning in K–12 schools: “courses 
on civics, government, law, and related topics”; “deliberations on current 
controversial issues”; “service-learning”; “student-led voluntary associations”; 
“student voice in schools”; and “simulations of adult civic roles,” such as 
mock trials, Model UN, and straw poll elections (Levine & Kawashima-
Ginsberg, 2017, p. 4). These practices encourage the values, skills, and atti-
tudes required for active citizenship. Colleges and universities can embed 
similar skill-building into curricular and cocurricular opportunities, such as 
service-learning courses, formal dialogue programs, and experiential politi-
cal learning opportunities. Over time, as Peter Levine and Kei Kawashima-
Ginsberg (2017) argued in their startling report, The Republic is (Still) at 
Risk—and Civics is Part of the Solution, “investing in civic learning can ensure 
we train the future generations of citizens to safeguard our democracy” (p. 3).

Mary Kirlin (2003) identified the civic skills “required to effectively 
participate in civic and political life” (p. 2). The four major categories of 
skills include (a) organization, (b) communication, (c) collective decision-
making, and (d) critical thinking. Examples of civic skills in these categories 
include listening to diverse perspectives, developing and writing arguments, 
proposing solutions to public problems, building coalitions, organizing 
others to take action, and navigating political systems. These skills align 
with the framework for 21st-century CLDE (National Task Force on Civic 
Learning and Democratic Engagement, 2012) and should be embedded in 
robust civic learning programs. For example, Citizen U at East Carolina 
University, described in chapter 3, is an opportunity for students to develop 
a foundational understanding of local government, city services, media 
 literacy, and voting.
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6  INTRODUCTION

Caryn McTighe Musil (2009) and colleagues on the Civic Engagement 
Working Group within the Association of American Colleges and Universities 
(AAC&U)’s Greater Expectations initiative introduced a conceptual frame-
work, the “civic learning spiral,” with six interconnected domains: self, 
 communities and culture, knowledge, skills, values, and public action. The 
model, which can be applied from elementary school through  college, attempts 
to provide a cohesive, integrated arc to “establish the habit of lifelong engage-
ment as an empowered, informed, and socially responsible citizen” (p. 59). 
The group chose a spiral to underscore the fluid and interrelated nature of 
civic learning. The framework provides a strong foundation for curricular and 
cocurricular learning opportunities in CLDE. This model significantly influ-
enced the development of the AAC&U Civic Engagement VALUE Rubric 
(n.d.) and the civic-minded graduate construct, which includes three inter-
secting dimensions: identity, educational experiences, and civic experiences 
(Steinberg et al., 2011).

Institutions of higher education should emphasize foundational civic 
learning and inquiry through courses, programs, and project-based learning. 
Grounded in the civic learning spiral and civic-minded graduate  construct, 
educators might consider how to leverage high-impact practices, such as 
 living and learning communities, writing-intensive seminars, service- learning 
courses, and collaborative assignments and projects (Kuh, 2008), for civic 
learning. For example, chapter 4 describes the Iowa Caucus Project, a credit-
bearing, experiential learning opportunity at Drake University. This type of 
multilayered civic learning involves students in the real-world application of 
civic skills necessary to engage in a democratic society.

Civic learning goes beyond civics; students must “understand how their 
political system works and how to influence it, certainly, but they also need 
to understand the cultural and global contexts in which democracy is both 
deeply valued and deeply contested” (National Task Force on Civic Learning 
and Democratic Engagement, 2012, p. 3). Students must examine their 
unique experiences, identities, and aspirations, and practice the perspective-
taking and empathy required to appreciate different views. In chapter 6, 
authors underscore the importance of a critical democratic literacy, which 
considers the ways in which citizens are included and excluded in our diverse, 
multicultural democracy.

Political Discourse

Increasingly, Americans are deeply divided on issues of public importance. 
The percentage of Americans who express “consistently conservative” 
or “consistently liberal” views has increased dramatically in recent years 
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CIVIC LEARNING AND DEMOCRATIC ENGAGEMENT  7

(Pew Research Center, 2014, p. 6), leading to extreme political polarization. 
Across 30 political values—including attitudes about immigration, climate 
change, foreign policy, and other areas of public policy—the average parti-
san gap is 39 percentage points (Pew Research Center, 2019). On the avail-
ability of guns, the average difference is 57 percentage points (Pew Research 
Center, 2019). In fact, across all 30 political values, “the  differences between 
Republicans and Democrats dwarf all other differences by demographics or 
other factors” (p. 6), including race, educational attainment, age, and gen-
der. In this hyperpartisan environment, it is difficult to find common ground 
or ideological overlap in Americans’ political views. In addition, increas-
ingly, Americans do not fit neatly within one major political party; within 
each party, many do not identify with core beliefs or agree on  priorities. 
“These intraparty disagreements present multiple challenges for both par-
ties: They complicate the already difficult task of governing in a divided 
nation” (Pew Research Center, 2021, p. 5).

College students seem to be struggling with polarization, as well. 
Since 1965, the Higher Education Research Institute, which is based at 
the University of California, Los Angeles, has conducted an annual  survey 
of incoming first-year college students. In 2016, researchers described first-
year respondents as “the most polarized cohort in the 51-year history of the 
Freshman Survey” with “fewer students than ever before (42.3%)” describ-
ing their political views as “middle-of-the-road” (Eagan et al., 2017, p. 4). 
In 2019, the percentage of first-year students who identified as “ politically 
middle-of-the-road” rose slightly to 43.6% (Stolzenberg et al., 2020, 
p. 19). This type of polarization makes common ground more difficult 
to find.

Given the current political moment in the United States, civic skill-
building to engage across difference through dialogue is essential. Thomas 
(2014) proposed a framework for deliberative democracy, which she defined 
as “informed citizens with diverse life experiences and perspectives coming 
together, exchanging viewpoints, deliberating choices, and collaboratively 
implementing fair solutions, with and without government involvement” 
(pp. 2–3). Formal dialogue programs, such as Intergroup Dialogue, Sustained 
Dialogue, and National Issues Forums, bring students together for this type 
of perspective-taking. In a deliberative democracy, citizens must engage in 
deep listening, “facilitating mutual understanding, building relationships, 
breaking down polarization, and cocreating sustainable solutions for the 
common good” (p. 3). Deliberation and dialogue are essential to public 
problem-solving in a healthy democracy.

Colleges and universities are uniquely positioned to create meaningful 
opportunities to explore, deliberate, discuss, and address public issues. The 
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8  INTRODUCTION

Active Citizen Series at Elon University, detailed in chapter 7, is an example of 
a program designed to engage students in various forms of dialogue—issues 
forums, community conversations, and casual discussions about political 
issues. Some institutions, such as James Madison University, offer a traveling 
town hall program to expose students to local issues and connect them with 
candidates and elected officials (Alessi, 2018). The Discourse on Discourse 
initiative at Haverford College seeks to interrogate underlying assumptions, 
beliefs, and values, and break down barriers to political discourse. As stu-
dents explained in the independent student newspaper, Clerk, “How can we 
have conversations about topics that hold value in our community in a way 
that brings people into serious communication and trustful dialogue, rather 
than stoking enmity and encouraging further division?” (Editorial Board, 
2019, para. 4).

Just after the release of A Crucible Moment, Andrea Leskes (2013) issued 
a plea for higher education to “commit itself strenuously and immediately 
to improving civil discourse as a tool of democracy, most importantly in the 
next generation of college graduates but also in the public at large” (p. 2). 
Leskes argued,

Participants in civil discourse need to learn about the issue at hand, criti-
cally weigh the information’s veracity and validity, build a logical argument, 
and present it in a convincing but nondoctrinaire manner to individuals 
who might not share the same views. They need to be respectfully atten-
tive to alternative interpretations—weighing them, too, analytically—and 
be willing to alter positions based on convincing argument and evidence. 
(p. 4)

In an age of acute misinformation and disinformation, there is a pressing 
need to teach students how to seek diverse sources of information, verify 
accuracy and authenticity, and develop compelling arguments based on fact.

Civil discourse is a forthright exchange of ideas, rooted in humility, 
openness, and compassion. In 2011, a group of community leaders, journal-
ists, and scholars met at the U.S. Supreme Court and defined civil discourse 
as “robust, honest, frank and constructive dialogue and deliberation that 
seeks to advance the public interest” (Brosseau, 2011, para. 5). This type of 
discourse should lead participants to examine their beliefs and change posi-
tion when needed. As Leskes (2013) noted, “One should not expect civil 
discourse to create a feeling of comfort; discord causes uneasiness” (p. 3). In 
this way, civil does not mean mannered or restrained; rather, it is the type 
of impassioned discourse that leads a community to examine complex issues 
from multiple perspectives and move toward collective action.
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CIVIC LEARNING AND DEMOCRATIC ENGAGEMENT  9

Dialogue that results in action is a powerful vehicle for change. The 
Maryland Institute College of Art has harnessed the principles of art and 
design to create meaningful political discourse in Baltimore, Maryland; in 
chapter 9, authors describe the Globe Collection and Press as a catalyst for 
creative citizenship. At Princeton, students in the Master in Public Affairs 
Program in the School of Public and International Affairs led discussions 
on pressing issues, including “election interference, gerrymandering, the 
Latinx vote and issues of immigration, and ranked-choice voting systems” 
(Princeton University, Office of the Dean of Undergraduate Students, 2020, 
p. 5). These programs open community  conversations about the most press-
ing civic issues and encourage citizens to examine their beliefs.

Get Out the Vote

Launched in 2013, the National Study of Learning, Voting, and 
Engagement, based at the Institute for Democracy & Higher Education at 
Tufts University, is the largest study of college student voting behaviors in 
the United States. The initiative includes a database of more than 10  million 
deidentified student records from approximately 1,200 colleges and univer-
sities, coupled with publicly available voting records (Thomas et al., 2021). 
In 2020, students “built on the momentum of 2018 and voted at even 
higher rates, jumping from 52% in 2016 to 66%” (p. 3). The 14-point 
increase “outpaces that of all Americans, who jumped 6 percentage points 
from 61% to 67%” (p. 3). Historically, college students are part of an age 
group that votes at lower rates; overall, 39% of young people (18 to 29 years 
of age) voted in 2016 and 50% of young people voted in 2020 (CIRCLE, 
2021). Nancy Thomas, director of the Institute for Democracy & Higher 
Education, described the gains in college student voter turnout as “nothing 
short of stunning” (Thomas et al., 2021, p. 3).

Colleges and universities work diligently to register students to vote 
and mobilize registered voters to the polls. Many campuses include voter 
registration drives during orientation and welcome activities. Typically, 
 campuses hold debate watch events, host rallies, and offer “March to the 
Polls”  initiatives. Often, faculty include information about voter registra-
tion on their syllabi; some invite speakers from local civic organizations and 
include presentations about voter registration during class. In chapter 17, for 
example, authors detail the many creative ways in which faculty incorporate 
voter education into courses at Miami Dade College.

Unfortunately, college students often face additional barriers to vot-
ing. Many students move from their homes of origin to attend colleges and 
universities in new locations and must navigate state-specific requirements 
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10  INTRODUCTION

to register and vote. The Center for Information & Research on Civic 
Learning and Engagement has noted that college students face myriad bar-
riers to voting, including “lack of transportation,” “long lines,” “ convoluted 
absentee ballot requirements that trip up out-of-state college students,” 
and “efforts at voter suppression” (CIRCLE, n.d., para. 6). These barri-
ers  disproportionately impact students of color, first-generation college 
 students, and other underrepresented groups. Chapter 12 details the chal-
lenges with ballot access and the ways in which institutions can work to 
combat voter suppression.

Some institutions address structural barriers to student voting in crea-
tive ways. For example, Saint Louis University partners with the Missouri 
Voter Protection Coalition and Missouri Foundation for Health to  manage 
a hotline and monitor poll sites on Election Day; the program is outlined 
in  chapter 10. In many states, students are trained to be poll monitors 
and election protectors. Chapter 15 describes the Alverno College Poll 
Worker Project, which has provided trained poll workers for several years in 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin. At some institutions, law students operate help lines 
to provide legal guidance to those who have been disenfranchised.

Given the intensity of recent elections, students may experience height-
ened anxiety related to the election cycle. Social media offers a platform 
for anyone to easily broadcast political information, which “can lead to a 
more pluralistic public debate,” but can also “give a platform to extremist 
voices and actors seeking to manipulate the political agenda in their own 
financial or political interest” (Tucker et al., 2018, p. 15). Following the rise 
of “fake news” and vicious posts from internet trolls, many students report 
feeling exhausted by political discourse. Chapter 11 details efforts at New 
York University to combat election anxiety and focus on student well-being 
 during a contentious presidential election.

Civic Action

The National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement 
(2012) reminded us:

Full civic literacies cannot be garnered only by studying books; democratic 
knowledge and capabilities also are honed through hands-on, face-to-face, 
active engagement in the midst of differing perspectives about how to 
address common problems that affect the well-being of the nation and the 
world. (p. 3)

Civic action is a necessary expression of civic knowledge, skills, and attitudes 
and provides students the opportunity to cocreate change in their communi-
ties. Some examples of democratic civic action include a community-based 
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CIVIC LEARNING AND DEMOCRATIC ENGAGEMENT  11

course focused on researching public problems and proposing viable solu-
tions, a student government association designing and implementing a civics 
course in a local elementary school, or a student organization working along-
side a community-based organization to meet a local need.

In their book Public Participation for 21st Century Democracy, Tina 
Nabatchi and Matt Leighninger (2015) defined public participation as 
“an umbrella term that describes the activities by which people’s concerns, 
interests, and values are incorporated into decisions and actions on public 
matters and issues” (p. 14). Citizens engage indirectly by voting or donat-
ing to a campaign, or directly by becoming personally involved in making 
decisions, providing input, or finding solutions to collective issues. Nabatchi 
and Leighninger argued that “thick” public engagement occurs when a small 
group of people with diverse backgrounds and ideas come together to share 
their opinions, consider policy options and ways forward, and work together 
to act on multiple levels. Building on a foundation of dialogue and delibera-
tion, this type of engagement involves community organizing, networking, 
strategic action planning, and advocacy.

College students exhibit “thick public engagement” when they partici-
pate in the democratic life of their communities. For example, in chapter 14, 
authors describe a “Summer of Civic Action” at Rice University in Houston, 
Texas, in which students partnered with community leaders to increase access 
to voting during the global COVID-19 pandemic. This type of engagement 
requires students to research public problems and propose solutions, which 
can lead to rich learning for students and meaningful impact in the commu-
nity. Here, students were active citizens, applying their knowledge and skills 
in tangible ways.

A key aspect of civic action is democratic engagement. In 2008, scholars 
and academic leaders met at the Kettering Foundation to discuss the state of 
civic engagement in higher education. Participants called for fundamental 
changes, including a reorientation of civic work for democratic ends. This 
new “democratic engagement” acknowledges “the shared understanding that 
the only way to learn the norms and develop the values of democracy is to 
practice democracy as part of one’s education” (Saltmarsh et al., 2009, p. 6). 
Civic engagement for democratic ends is oriented toward advancing collec-
tive action, building a more inclusive democracy, and finding solutions to the 
most pressing public issues. The National Task Force on Civic Learning and 
Democratic Engagement (2012) argued:

By teaching students to address real-world issues in concert with others, 
some colleges are helping students move from civic knowledge to civic 
action, thus better preparing them to serve their communities and the 
nation as informed, active citizens when they graduate. (p. 8)
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12  INTRODUCTION

For example, the Rollins College Democracy Project, described in chapter 
13, offers students an opportunity to apply their civic knowledge in the 
Winter Park community of Florida.

Institutions often promote community engagement without a criti-
cal analysis of the underlying causes of public problems. In a democratic 
engagement model, students should not simply engage in community-based 
projects but “deconstruct systems of power so the need for service and the 
inequalities that create and sustain them are dismantled” (Mitchell, 2008, 
p. 50). Students should be encouraged to question power dynamics and 
identify the disparate impacts of policy decisions. In chapter 16, for exam-
ple, authors explore issues of access and advocate for a greater investment in 
women as political leaders. 

Recently, young Americans have been on the front lines of advanc-
ing national conversations around pressing social issues, including climate 
change, gun control, and racial justice, among others. The percentage of 
young people who participated in a protest dramatically increased from 5% 
in 2016 to 27% in 2020 (Holbein et al., 2021). Holbein et al. (2021) studied 
the effects of protest on voter registration and turnout. They found “a mod-
est but significant uptick” in the number of voter registrations that occurred 
in the days following the murder of George Floyd and the subsequent large-
scale protests for racial justice in 2020 (p. 17). The effect was significant 
among people of color, those of higher income, and Democrats, and strong-
est among 18- and 19-year-olds (Holbein et al., 2021). Colleges and univer-
sities might explore the ways in which they support student advocacy and 
connect large-scale social movements to election engagement. 

Efforts to Institutionalize CLDE

The National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement 
(2012) urged institutions of higher education to put civic learning “at the 
core rather than the periphery” of its work (p. 25). Many campuses begin by 
assessing their current CLDE efforts and reviewing available data related to 
student voting. Successful campus teams include faculty, student affairs edu-
cators, administrators, students, and community partners. Chapter 2 details 
the many civic and community-based organizations that have partnered with 
colleges and universities to institutionalize CLDE and create action plans for 
future work.

The Role of Student Affairs in CLDE Work

Sponsler and Hartley (2013) argued that, along with faculty, commu-
nity leaders, and policymakers, student affairs educators can work to 
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CIVIC LEARNING AND DEMOCRATIC ENGAGEMENT  13

institutionalize CLDE by developing opportunities for student learning, 
grounded in shared frameworks and assessment. Student affairs educa-
tors “play a pivotal role in the important civic purpose of advancing our 
democracy through the preparation of citizens” (p. 4). In fact, since 2012, 
student affairs educators have been at the forefront of convening, coordi-
nating, and leading CLDE initiatives on college campuses, often working 
directly with student leaders to design and implement sustainable CLDE 
programs. For example, in chapter 18, the authors describe a student fel-
lowship opportunity at Wake Forest University that supports students to 
develop civic leadership competencies and organize election engagement 
efforts on their campus.

In 2012, NASPA, one of the largest professional associations of student 
affairs educators in the United States, established the LEAD Initiative on 
Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement (LEAD Initiative), a coali-
tion of institutions focused on advancing and institutionalizing CLDE. In 
2020, 47 institutions served as LEAD institutions, seven institutions served 
as LEAD consulting institutions, and 11 institutions served as LEAD advi-
sory institutions, representing colleges and universities from across the coun-
try (NASPA, n.d.). Student affairs educators who participate in the LEAD 
Initiative engage in networking, research, mentoring, and thought leadership 
related to CLDE work. In addition, a knowledge community focused on 
CLDE was established to embed civic and democratic principles across stu-
dent affairs. Many of the contributing authors in this volume represent this 
type of work.

Next Steps

CLDE continues to evolve as a field. In the following chapters, faculty 
and practitioners share examples of their own CLDE work. While these 
case studies represent a small sample of the outstanding work currently 
in the field, colleges and universities must both reflect on the progress 
since A Crucible Moment was published a decade ago and prepare for the 
next 10 years. In this moment of intensifying political division and social 
unrest, the need for further engagement in the field is paramount. Colby 
et al. (2007) reminded us that “democracy is fundamentally a practice of 
shared responsibility for a common future. It is the always unfinished task 
of making social choices and working toward public goals that shapes our 
lives and the lives of others” (p. 25). This shared responsibility requires the 
leadership and active engagement of higher education. The time has come 
to celebrate progress, learn from emerging practices, and address gaps with 
urgency for a better future.
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