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How can colleges and universities build 
capacity for civic engagement and civic 
development?

Previous monographs in the Civic Series 
have examined various ways of achieving 
this purpose—strengthening student learn-
ing, involving the faculty, and establishing 
campus-community partnerships. Civic 
Engagement, Civic Development, and Higher 
Education, the fourth in the series, focuses 
on the instrumental role of leadership and 
highlights the importance of individuals 
who are integral to the building process. 
Included among the authors are presidents, 
chancellors, deans, and distinguished pro-
fessors who recognize the infrastructure 
required for implementation, and whose 
leadership takes the work to the next level.

These are individuals who have stepped 
forward with ideas, fueled by values and 
visions, that provide direction and inspi-
ration for the work, without which little 

change is likely to last. These kinds of in-
dividuals are not the only ones involved in 
the building process, as change can originate 
almost anywhere in an institution, but 
they are among the most important.

The authors each operate in distinct types 
of institutions—including small and large, 
public and private, from community colleges 
to research universities—but, together, they 
recognize that individuals with ideas and 
inspiration are forces that help build capac-
ity for the civic mission of higher education.

Barry Checkoway 
General Series Editor 
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Introduction

Jill N. Reich

Historically, American colleges and universities have long recognized their 
responsibility to the public good. Often, to advance the public good was the 
reason for their founding, their purpose for educating, and a regular staple of 
their mission statements. But, while recognition of a civic role has been an 
integral part of American higher education, the understanding of this role and 
how to implement it changes as perceptions of and expectations for higher 
education develop to meet the demands of today and tomorrow. More recently 
over the past few decades, rather than seeing their civic role as implemented 
through service to the public, members and leaders of our colleges and univer-
sities are beginning to understand their civic role as one that is dynamic and 
reciprocal. In this context, bringing the civic into our institutions of high edu-
cation must be accomplished in a way that is integral to the identity of higher 
education as a place for learning and creating new knowledge, a place for stu-
dent development and well-being. This approach to the role of the civic in 
higher education “presupposes the importance of greater involvement by the 
public in the design and implementation of collaborative activities and also 
demands that faculty draw on their scholarly expertise for the benefit of the 
public as well as themselves.”1 It is an approach that understands college and 
university participation with the community as an intimate and necessary com-
ponent of learning and knowledge creation for students, for faculty and staff, 
and for the community participants with whom they work. 

Some leaders in colleges and universities wholeheartedly embrace this vision 
of their civic role, others are just beginning to see its value, and still others are 
focused on different parts of the academy—most often its intellectual compo-
nent. The volumes in the Civic Series share the perspective that the very heart 
of higher education, its foundation and its passion, must emanate from the inter-
active and mutually reinforcing practice of transformative learning, civic engage-
ment, and the flourishing or personal well-being that ensues from such an 
approach.2 No one factor in this triumvirate can be ignored or eliminated; each 
depends on the others, and consideration of a unified approach ensures the 
greatest strength and meaning for higher education in the twenty-first century. 

Many in the academy give a quick nod to the civic, as they focus instead on 
the intellectual demands of their programs with perhaps some attention to 
the personal well-being of their students. This is ironic since it is the civic, the 
attention to contributions beyond oneself, that gives meaning, power, and 
organization to intellectual and personal growth in just the ways that many in 
higher education seek to achieve3 and that the public increasingly demands.4 
The essays in this volume confirm how greater attention to the civic reinforces 
these fuller purposes.
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Each author presents a distinct approach from his or her own institution—
from community colleges to research universities both public and private in the 
United States and the world beyond. Some consider initiatives that enhance 
educational excellence at the institutional level; others emphasize their work 
with faculty members, curricula, or communities; and still others explore the 
civic as expressed in the relationships of their institutions and communities, 
near and far. They include lessons learned from efforts to build a new institution 
from the ground up, to an institution working in cyberspace, to others working 
within systems with long-held traditions. 

Some authors present how they intentionally bring the civic into their insti-
tutional spheres of work, while others describe how their efforts to build better 
and stronger learning communities have led them to the civic. No matter their 
distinct approaches, together they share a commitment to understanding what is, 
or can be, achieved by using the civic as an agent for change. They are involved 
in defining and redefining the civic for their institutions and building programs 
that are on the cutting edge of learning for tomorrow. In embracing the civic 
tradition of higher education, they are bearing witness to the fundamental beliefs 
that are the source of intellectual strength, personal well-being, and justice.

Great inspiration, much hopefulness, and good ideas will be found in their work. 

Notes

1.	Crystal G. Lunsford, Burton A. Bargerstock, and Philip A. Greasley, “Measuring Institutional 
Engagement and Faculty-Based Engaged Scholarship,” in Engaged Scholarship, Vol 2: Community-
Campus Partnerships, ed. Hiram E. Fitzgerald, Cathy Burack, and Sarena D. Seifer (East Lansing, 
MI: Michigan State University Press, 2010), 105.

2.	 See Donald W. Harward, ed., Transforming Undergraduate Education: Theory that Compels and 
Practices that Succeed (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2012) and other publications of 
Bringing Theory to Practice at http://www.BTtoP.org.

3.	 See Andrew DelBanco, College: What It Was, Is, and Should Be (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2012); and George D. Kuh, High-Impact Educational Practices: What They Are, Who 
Has Access to Them, and Why They Matter (Washington, DC: Association of American Colleges 
and Universities, 2008). 

4.	 See Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa, Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campuses 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011); and Ann Larson, “Higher Education’s Big Lie,” 
Inside Higher Ed, June 3, 2010, http://www.insidehighered.com/views/2010/06/03/larson. 

http://www.BTtoP.org
http://www.insidehighered.com/views/2010/06/03/larson
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1

What would a research university be like if we were to take seriously the 
admonition of the Kellogg Commission to reinvent ourselves for “the times that 
are emerging instead of the times that have passed”?1

Any answer to this question must be framed in the context of today’s heightened 
scrutiny of higher education’s value proposition. We operate, after all, in an era 
in which the returns on investment, the private gains of postsecondary education, 
are skyrocketing and yet the promise of the American dream—that education 
is a rightful pathway to social mobility—has hit a wall. There are shattered 
dreams and dim prospects for wide swaths of our population—indeed, especially 
for the fastest-growing, first-generation, minority (soon to be majority), and 
poor, which are frequently clustered in underresourced, underachieving urban 
and rural schools. The promise and the reality of higher education are two very  
different things for far too many students with potential in this country today, 
and we cannot afford to turn our backs on this talent pool of the future. 
Questions of access, diversity, and full participation must frame our civic  
renewal of higher education.

To address these urgent questions adequately, we must put our best efforts 
outside the academy first, starting with the schools and communities that are 
failing so many of our best and brightest from an early age. We can’t sit back 
and wait for the exceptional few somehow to break through the barriers—eco-
nomic, social, environmental, and cultural—that derail not only their individual 
educational progress, but also the progress of their communities writ large. 
We can’t take a detached attitude toward the divisive and divided social and civic 
landscape of our times, where groups are pitted against each other and argue 
over individual rights rather than work to increase the seats at the table of edu-
cational opportunity for more of our talented students. We need to concentrate 
on the public good, knowing that any progress we can make in revitalizing our 
communities will down the line redound to the private benefit of more children, 
ensuring that we can educate the next diverse generation of civic leaders, profes-
sionals, and citizens, and reconnect more people to the American dream. In this 
sense, then, our efforts at a civic renewal of higher education—moving beyond 
our boundaries to engage in educational and scholarly partnerships in and with 

Civic Renewal of 
Higher Education through  
Renewed Commitment  
to the Public Good
Nancy Cantor and Peter Englot
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our communities—will drive the solutions needed to reinstate healthy pathways 
of access and opportunity.

Changing Our Ways

Any reinvention, therefore, must start from the premise that what we are doing 
now isn’t sufficient to reignite the promise of the American dream of educational 
opportunity and its correlate of social mobility, at least not in a time of changing 
demographics, metropolitan challenges, and increasing disparities. Therefore, if we 
are to reinvent, we need to consider how higher education can become more 
publicly valuable—not just in technology transfer or in global reach, but in the 
places and with the people sharing those challenges of our times. Higher education 
needs to value its public mission—and acknowledge its social responsibility—before 
it can be truly valuable going forward.

Keeping in mind the failure of the American educational dream to be fully 
materialized in our time, we recommend four broad conceptual changes to 
guide the reinvention of the research university for the times that are to come. 

1. From ivory towers to engaged institutions. The penchant to retreat from 
the world, even if in the service of constructing neutral communities characterized 
by unfettered debate and protected by academic freedom, is outdated. The 
conception of a “peaceful and thoughtful academy”—one standing apart from 
the fractured, hyper-partisan, and frequently brutal world in which we all 
live—not only isn’t a true picture of many academicians’ experiences, but also 
is at best a luxury and at worst somewhat irresponsible. It is true, physically 
and historically, that our campuses—many of which are located on hills over-
looking our communities, as Syracuse University is—have for centuries been a 
place apart. Some of our buildings do resemble ivory towers, and we do have some 
gates and guards.2 Down the hill are all the challenges of our rapidly urbanizing 
world—a degraded landscape, failing schools, pervasive poverty. All around us, 
we feel the tremors of the seemingly endless culture wars. As some contestants 
strive for a path to opportunity, others assume they can keep long-held privileges, 
and still others struggle for dear life to hold on to recently won gains.

But it is not true that the university is, can, or should be neutral territory, 
standing apart from the world. It is, in fact, an extremely contested piece of 
ground every single day. Certainly, members of marginalized groups and those 
identified as members of minority groups are keenly aware of this. It is hard to 
feel as if you fully belong when the threat of stereotyping follows you from the 
world outside the academy to interactions within it. The university is just as 
fraught with challenges—and ripe with possibilities—as is the world in which 
it is inextricably embedded. Instead of a zone of neutrality, which one might 
imagine as homogeneous and placid with “balanced,” polite debates, the uni-
versity more often resembles a battle zone where interest groups and disciplines 
and fervent disciples clash in fits and spurts, trying to gain ground or even sur-
vive to see another battle. By contrast, the university could instead be, or at 
least could aspire to be, a zone of diversity—inclusive not exclusive, engaging 
and energized by diverse perspectives and positions without needing a winning 
view, and engaged in dialogue across difference that recognizes our shared fates 
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and responsibilities, both within the academy and in the wider world. We can 
get out of the ivory tower and fulfill our role as members of anchor institutions 
in our own communities, drawing connections to national and global contexts, 
but we need to relinquish some control and to operate in a much messier world 
than we are accustomed to in the academy.

That is precisely what we had in mind at Syracuse University when we 
began collaborating with a wide range of partners—public, private, nonprofit, 
academic—to develop the Connective Corridor, an urban pathway that traverses 
the city from the eponymous hill on which the university sits, across downtown, 
terminating in one of the region’s oldest neighborhoods. This pedestrian- and 
bike-friendly route unites cultural venues, parks, public memory projects, and 
technology hot spots. A two-way “street” that is both physical and metaphorical, 
the Connective Corridor spurs conversations that flow both ways between the 
university and its many collaborators and generates one-of-a-kind engagement 
opportunities, including one of the largest urban video projects in the nation 
and an “Iconic Syracuse” billboard project developed by students in collaboration 
with the local historical association. That give and take is not only method-
ologically optimal for our scholarship because it brings more perspectives to 
defining, analyzing, and solving problems, but it also immerses our students in 
the broader world where they can see how knowing and doing intertwine.

2. From meritocracies to cultivators of talent. Higher education effectively 
has ceded responsibility to define academic quality and college readiness to the 
popular press, whose measures tend to focus on inputs—such as the test scores 
of students before they enroll in college and on how many applicants colleges 
reject—and whose motives are primarily to sell more magazines or generate 
more click-throughs. Bill Gates captured the nonsensical—indeed, perverse—
nature of such measures:

If you try and compare two universities, you’ll find out a lot more about the 
inputs—this university has high SAT scores compared to this one. And it’s 
sort of the opposite of what you’d think. You’d think people would say, 
“We take people with low SATs and make them really good lawyers.” Instead 
they say, “We take people with very high SATs and we don’t really know 
what we create, but at least they’re smart when they show up here so maybe 
they still are when we’re done with them.”3

What if, instead, we measured students’ potential for success based on a wider 
portfolio, tapping entrepreneurial and leadership attitudes, taking into account 
where they have been and assessing where they might go—as, for example, the 
Posse Foundation does in its recruitment process?4 In this context, we might 
credit universities as much for whom they reach as for whom they reject, and 
as often for how far their students go as for where they began. There are plenty 
of reasons to do just this.

Demographic shifts well underway are widening the already existing gaps 
in access to college. Fewer than 30 percent of students in the bottom quartile 
of family incomes manage to enroll in a four-year school. Of these, fewer than 
half graduate.5 Even after accounting for financial aid, costs have gone up 
nearly 37 percent in the last twenty years at private institutions and 59 percent 
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at publics (from a much lower base, of course),6 while many students whose 
families need them to help out financially at home can’t face years of lost wages 
and huge debts.7 The already bad prognosis for income inequality and social 
mobility is worsened by the fact that often high-achieving, low-income students 
do not even apply to selective colleges, choosing instead to attend colleges that 
tend to have fewer resources and lower graduation rates.8 We need to target our 
efforts at building the student bodies of our institutions in ways that will reverse 
these trends.

We can start in the communities of which we are a part. For example, at 
Syracuse University we partnered with the Say Yes to Education Foundation and 
the Syracuse City School District (SCSD), as well as the Syracuse Teachers Associ-
ation, the county and city, and numerous other educational and community-
based organizations in 2008 to work on closing the opportunity gap for an entire 
city’s public schools by providing crucial, comprehensive socio-emotional, academic, 
health, financial, and legal supports for all twenty-one thousand city public 
schoolchildren and their families.9 Through the Say Yes Higher Education 
Compact, SCSD students receive tuition support at fifty-four private institu-
tions and New York State’s public campuses. As of fall 2012, the compact had 
already supported more than 2,100 students in making the transition to college, 
including 174 to Syracuse University.

This approach to cultivating talent within communities also engages four-
year institutions with community colleges in order to build hybrid models of 
educational opportunity such as are recommended in the Century Founda-
tion’s recent report Bridging the Higher Education Divide.10 Moreover, by taking 
seriously our responsibility to cultivate talent broadly, we all become more at-
tuned to the robust pool of talent in what we call “geographies of opportunity” 
in metropolitan regions around our nation—a talent pool we cannot afford to 
leave behind.

3. From disciplinary silos to collaborative public scholarship. Disciplines 
naturally branched out as the modern research university developed from the late 
nineteenth century; disciplinary norms and rewards developed and concretized 
right along with them, building a landscape of academic silos that persists today. 
Checklists for tenure and promotion decisions tend to reflect the same narrow 
forms of scholarship and restricted sets of publishing venues that they have for 
decades. Ironically, practically everyone in higher education today recognizes 
that these structures are ill suited to grappling with the messy, integrated, and 
critical problems we face on a global scale. Major funding organizations across 
the sciences, humanities, and arts have developed programs aimed specifically 
at breaking down these silos.11 We within the academy must change our cultural 
norms to accelerate inter-, multi-, and trans-disciplinary collaboration.

Still, our traditions of defining what “counts” as scholarship can militate 
against embracing scholarly activities that look different from the prevailing 
disciplinary norms. We struggle to develop metrics attuned to the modes and 
methods of collaborative research and scholarship that cross sectors, involve 
funding that does not exclusively or even primarily accrue to the bottom line of 
the institution, and produce “products” that are difficult to count or attribute 
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individually and whose impact may take considerable time to be realized.12 
Indeed, such publicly engaged scholarship can be a nightmare when viewed from 
the perspective of traditional counts—research dollars flowing through the univer-
sity’s budget, scholarly citations, short-term impact—yet it contributes power-
fully to fulfilling higher education’s role as a public good and, therefore, should 
count.13 In fact, as we consider the diverse faculty of the future—many of whom 
are likely to have deep ties to communities and commitments to community 
partnerships, including working with students on publicly engaged scholarship 
and teaching—we will increasingly find not only that this scholarship should 
count, but also that it must count. This realization will require deep reflection 
on how to reward excellence in public scholarship, teaching, and engagement.

Making this happen is hard work. At Syracuse, it took us several years of some-
times heated debate, both about how to build into our institutional values and 
reward structures an explicit recognition of interdisciplinary, collaborative, and 
publicly engaged scholarship and about how to describe such scholarship in 
our faculty manual. But the benefits of this hard work are exquisite, generating 
scholarship that really makes a difference and creating the most engaging learning 
environments imaginable for our students. Working in tandem with the Tenure 
Team Initiative of Imagining America (an initiative led by Tim Eatman and 
Julie Ellison), our faculty senate revised the rules on promotion and tenure to 
acknowledge public scholarship, which may be published or presented in non-
traditional ways. In addition, the Imagining America Publicly Active Graduate 
Education collaborative seeks to inspire and orient the next generation of graduate 
students differently, with all that portends, and they’re getting the message.14  
As one participant, graduate student Janeane Anderson, blogged resolutely, “Far too 
often, academicians engage community organizations with preconceived knowledge 
hierarchies that privilege scholarship borne within the university over that which 
springs from the community. Mindsets that consider community-based knowledge 
as an addendum to scholarly work rather than something that stands alone must be 
changed in order to effectively integrate community-based expertise within the 
academy. New generations of academicians must fully embrace their dual citizenship 
within the academy and the community that surrounds the institution.”15

4. From the “cult of the expert” to “communities of experts.” Among the most 
persistent norms crystalized by the research university’s development is the pre-
vailing attitude of academics toward the role of nonacademics in the innovation 
process. This is seen nowhere more clearly than in the way universities tend to 
engage with research problems in their local communities, an approach evidenc-
ing what Harry Boyte has written eloquently about as a “cult of the expert.”16 
Way too often, our “outreach activity” consists of one-off, short-term projects 
that are primarily one-way in character, and when “solutions” do arise out of 
this work, they never seem to last. In a similar vein, we have all heard from 
prospective private-sector partners that our rigid formulations for ascribing in-
tellectual property create significant disincentives to pool expertise on problems 
from engineering healthier buildings to assuring consumer security in cyberspace.

To break down these self-imposed barriers, we need to leverage the role of our 
universities as anchor institutions. We need to create a two-way street of engagement 
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with diverse, cross-sectoral, reciprocal partnerships—inside and outside of the 
academy—with “experts” with and without standard academic pedigrees. A 
pivotal aspect of this work will be building a more robust armature for ascribing and 
rewarding intellectual property rights that will catalyze cross-sector collaboration 
on innovation.

This is precisely the aim of our work on Syracuse’s Near Westside, a “majority 
minority” neighborhood that includes the nation’s ninth poorest census tract 
and faces challenges found in many urban communities nationally and globally, 
including high rates of crime, environmental degradation, illiteracy, poor 
health, and joblessness. Seven years ago, a group of residents joined with Syracuse 
University and with foundations, businesses, nonprofits, and officials in state 
and city government to create a new nonprofit organization, the Near Westside 
Initiative, dedicated to reasserting the strength of the community and tapping 
its often hidden potential. Instead of setting up a “command and control” model 
directed exclusively by university experts, the initiative adopted a collaborative 
model, asking participants to meet for consultation and discussion and to move 
toward a common goal. Although this process can be loud and messy, the result 
has been an environment that allows, inspires, creates, and sustains a host of 
innovative and successful collaborations of “experts” of all descriptions.17

Scholarship in Action

Enacting this multifaceted vision at Syracuse University has entailed recognizing 
that an innovative society and an inclusive society go hand in hand. We cannot 
solve the world’s grand challenges without full participation by our entire talent 
pool—those with and without standard pedigrees, and those who do and do 
not fall squarely within our usual measures of high achievers. The way forward 

is to embrace an agenda that commits us to linking public 
problem solving with full participation, building a vibrant 
“architecture of inclusion,” as Susan Sturm calls it,18 on and 
off and between campus and community.

A foundational aspect of this architecture is finding or 
forging the physical or metaphorical spaces where we can meet 
our partners from outside the academy in thought and action—
“third spaces” that are not “owned” by any one partner and 

that constitute common ground where each participant’s expertise is acknowledged 
and valued. The result is what the Association of American Colleges and Universities 
Caryn McTighe Musil sees as a new paradigm for “generative partnerships”: 
traditional university-community boundaries are reimagined, partners employ 
democratic processes to achieve genuinely reciprocal engagement, institutions 
emphasize their citizenship, and effectiveness is measured by impact.19

These deep engagements intertwine education, public scholarship, and inno-
vation even as they simultaneously open up our universities, bringing diversity, 
dialogue across difference, and “just academic spaces”—as Syracuse’s Democra-
tizing Knowledge faculty working group labels them20—back to campus. They 
lead us to transform how we do admissions, create inter-group dialogue curricula,21 
pursue and reward public scholarship, and view our institutional citizenship—

An innovative 
society and an 
inclusive society 
go hand in hand
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locally, nationally, and globally. In the process, faculty members in each discipline 
gain extraordinary opportunities to do work that is consequential both on the 
ground and in their fields, from envisioning and building urban landscapes that 
catalyze interaction among city residents to designing and implementing public 
health interventions in an innovative setting such as a community grocery store—
all while exchanging and integrating ideas with professionals and with the toughest 
critics of all, end users in the community. At the same time, our public scholars 
are creating exceptional learning environments where their students can test their 
knowledge among this diverse and exacting “community of experts.”

The Path Forward: Universities as Zones of Diversity, Dialogue 
with Contest, and Engagement

This kind of reinvention of the role and practices of the research university is 
aimed at fulfilling its public mission—its fundamentally democratic mission—
by making a difference on the most pressing challenges of our day and simulta-
neously making progress on achieving the American dream of social mobility 
through education by training the next diverse generation of civically minded 
professionals, citizens, and leaders. Yet it is not for the faint of heart, as it involves 
working across traditional boundaries, enduring contested politics and heated 
dialogue, enacting a somewhat different version of academic freedom (a luxury 
perhaps more fitting when everyone is more or less alike on campus), and even 
bucking mainstream renditions of meritocracy (at least as enshrined in US News 
& World Report or in assessments of research powerhouses defined by institutional 
bottom lines). Reinventing the research university in this way is hard work, in 
part because it grounds noble intentions such as equity, fairness, inclusiveness, and 
shared responsibility that have long been embraced by higher education in the 
realities of specific places—our communities. It also relies on specific strategies 
for tapping the untapped talent within these places—suggesting, perhaps, the 
image of a nationwide “farm system” in which talented individuals in specific 
communities are cultivated, yielding a talent pool that serves the collective in-
terests of all institutions and the public at large. (This agrarian metaphor aptly 
echoes the Morrill Acts in which higher education’s public mission is ensconced).

As hard as this place-based work may be, the stakes are simply too high for 
us not to act decisively in order to shift higher education paradigms the way 
they need to be shifted. Not only the prosperity of individuals, but the prosperity 
of our democracy itself, hangs in the balance. As John Dewey once observed, 
“we have taken democracy for granted . . . it has to be enacted anew in every 
generation, in every year and day, in the living relations of person to person 
in all social forms and institutions.”22 In this light, it’s always time for renewal 
in higher education, and today that means thinking and acting in ways that 
more clearly and demonstrably serve the public good.
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For the past fourteen years, I have been president of the Evergreen State 
College, a public liberal arts college in Olympia, Washington. Before returning 
to higher education some years before that, I was director of a state department 
of health and human services and had previously been mayor of a major city in 
Idaho. From the combination of these different positions, I have gained a unique 
perspective on some of the stress points in the fabric of our democracy. 

As mayor, I saw up close many of the challenges facing our society—crime, 
stressed educational systems, and the ebb and flow of economies and their rela-
tionships to the success of small businesses and to poverty in local communities.  
I dealt with the same social ills on a bigger scale as director of a state department 
health and human services. 

The view from those seats taught me that everyone pays a cost for a fraying 
social fabric. And while in my previous public roles I focused on addressing 
those pressing social problems, in higher education I have seen what I believe is 
a realistic, sustainable counterforce: students who are both inclined and competent 
to contribute to solutions that will sustain our democracy. Higher education is 
usually seen as primarily an academic endeavor, but academics widely integrated 
with engagement in the civic life of the community produces citizens who have 
a powerful, positive impact on society’s challenges.

That truth was forcefully driven home for me when my past as a public admin-
istrator and my current academic role came together in the form of a single 
graduate. In 2009, at Evergreen’s graduation celebration, a student named Tracy 
Guise approached me to point out that he and I had crossed paths before. 
Thirty years ago, Tracy had been a young boy in Idaho enduring a home life of 
abuse and neglect, and I was the director of the Idaho Department of Health 
and Welfare. Tracy was removed from his abusive family and taken into the 
care of the state. From there, he was soon adopted by a family in Washington 
State, where he found love and security. Tracy was delighted to inform me that, 
because I was director of Idaho Health and Welfare, my signature is on his 
adoption papers, and that now, because I am president of Evergreen, my signature 
is also on his college diploma. Thirty years before, the safety net caught Tracy 
Guise. It lifted him from a world of drugs, violence, and neglect, and landed 

The Habit of  
Civic Engagement
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him on Evergreen’s commencement stage with a bachelor’s degree in hand. I had 
the rare honor to stand at the bookends of that journey.

Today, Tracy works at Catholic Community Services Family Preservation. 
He helped found Gargoyles: Protectors of Children, a nonprofit organization 
formed by and for victims of childhood abuse and neglect. This organization is 
devoted to making the world a safer place for kids. At some point in Tracy’s violent 
childhood, a city service—the police—intervened in his life in the name of 
public safety. A state agency then stepped in and took over his care, eventually 
leading to his successful adoption and a far safer, happier life. But it was at the 
Evergreen State College that Tracy was steeped in the practice, honed the skills, 
and, most importantly, built the commitment to civic engagement that he now 
exercises in order to improve the lives of abused and neglected children. The 
Tracy I met at graduation was a man of accomplishment surrounded by a loving 
family. He is a proud father, a proud biker, a proud protector of children, and a 
well-rounded, civically engaged citizen.

At Evergreen, we want our students to graduate with both the determination 
and the skills to take part in the civic life of their communities and to be willing 
agents for the public good. 

It is common for higher education institutions to place students in internships 
and work experiences that help them form an understanding of issues in the 
community. Perhaps an issue will catch fire for a particular student, and he or she 
will devote time and attention to it after graduation. Too often, however, what 
students learn in their community experiences is isolated from the central focus 
of their academics, and it is left behind when they move on with their lives. 

We at Evergreen believe that students need more than just exposure to social 
problems. They need also to exercise their civic muscles in such a way that engage-
ment becomes muscle memory—habit, if you will. It is imperative that public 
liberal arts institutions begin the work of instilling the habit of civic engagement 
in their students before the fabric of our democracy frays beyond repair.

Building the Habit of Civic Engagement

So what is necessary to build in students the habit of civic engagement? Students 
must attain a deep understanding of civic issues connected to and integrated 
into their academic endeavor. They must develop the appropriate engagement 
skills, and they must have real-world experiences in civic engagement. The ideal 
outcome will be that they have both deep knowledge about how the world works 
and the confidence to put that knowledge into practice throughout their lives.

What Evergreen has to offer as a model is rooted in the conviction that to 
educate successful and contributing graduates, academics and civic engagement 
must be integrated throughout the educational process in the same way that we 
integrate various disciplines in our interdisciplinary programs of study. Civic 
engagement involves skills that can be taught, but at its best the knowledge and 
commitment it requires grow out of the student’s involvement with their academic 
studies—and very often the reverse, as well.

But civic engagement integrated with academics is not just something that 
we try to provide for or instill in our students. We have found that a college 
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that both integrates and models engagement in its own actions and relation-
ships is essential if graduates are to see the connection between their education 
and their lives as citizens. The college, too, has a responsibility as an institution 
within a community and the world to contribute to solutions that will sustain 
and strengthen the fabric of our democracy. 

Bringing Theory to Practice

One of Evergreen’s guiding principles is the concept of “theory to practice.” In 
that spirit, I offer here a few examples of how we put this concept into action. 
Evergreen has always integrated community-based work into our academic 
programs. Our Center for Community-Based Learning and Action gets students 
into food banks, shelters, and classrooms, where they do good work that meets 
the community’s unmet needs. Other examples can be found wherever our 
communities are struggling to respond to stresses in our societal fabric—the effects 
of mass incarceration, the urgent challenge of climate change, the education gap 
between rich and poor, and many other issues that challenge our communities. 

One example is our Sustainability in Prisons Project, which brings science and 
nature into prisons. The project focuses on research and conservation projects that 
are carried out through collaboration among scientists, inmates, prison staff, 
students, and other community partners. The project reduces the environmental 
and economic costs of prisons, while encouraging sustainable and compassionate 
practices. The project, which is developing into a national network, varies from 
site to site. In Washington State, from 2005 to 2012, prisons recycled 2,000 tons 
of waste, composted 1,800 tons of food and landscaping waste, reduced solid 
waste to landfills by 47 percent, and decreased potable water usage by 100 million 
gallons annually. Scientists, students, inmates, and prison staff successfully 
raised endangered frogs and turtles for release into wetlands and rare plants for 
habitat restoration. The project also raises honey bees and butterflies to bolster 
struggling populations of crop pollinators. 

Many of those participating in the project—both inmates and students—report 
that the experience of bringing nature into prisons is a life-changing experience. 
For some inmates, participation provides valuable job training and preparation 
for further education after release.

Similarly, our Gateways Programs for Incarcerated Youth brings Evergreen into 
juvenile correctional facilities, where our students sit with college-level incarcer-
ated participants, working with Evergreen faculty to mentor youth working on 
attaining a GED or high school diploma. This award-winning and grant-supported 
initiative has high levels of documented success, with some of the incarcerated 
youth successfully making the transition to college upon their release.

Our Student Medical Assistant Program is another example of the full inte-
gration of academics and civic engagement. In this innovative program, students 
work in the campus health center as part of a multidisciplinary team, learning 
critical skills and earning credit for certification as medical assistants. As part of 
their education, they also work in community health education and outreach. 
Nearly all of the more than 150 graduates of this program have gone on to be-
come physicians, nurse practitioners, physician assistants, or alternative providers 
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such as acupuncturists or naturopaths. Many have returned to their communities 
to practice. 

Recognizing the importance of the early integration of academics and engage-
ment in a student’s experience, Evergreen recently created the first annual Evergreen 
Student Civic Engagement Institute (ESCEI). This week-long institute for in-
coming students is held just before our regular new student orientation. While 
all newly admitted students are invited, the institute has room for approximately 
fifty students who are selected on the basis of a relatively simple application. 
We have five primary goals for the institute:
1. 	We want students to learn how to engage productively with the community, 

both during their time on campus and in their personal lives well beyond 
their years at Evergreen.

2. 	We want to help students become leaders on campus and in their lives be-
yond campus.

3. 	We want students to discover how to deal with complex and often contro-
versial topics in a civil and respectful manner.

4. 	We want to challenge students both intellectually and socially, to move 
them beyond their personal comfort zones, and to encourage them to begin 
to see the world through the eyes of others.

5. 	We want to engage students early and, thus, increase their retention relative 
to the rest of our undergraduate population.
The institute offers a robust curriculum that engages students in a variety of 

activities. In the first iteration in the fall of 2013, students took part in a day-
long conflict resolution workshop run by staff from the Seattle-based William 
D. Ruckelshaus Center, whose mission is to serve “as a neutral resource for col-
laborative problem solving in the State of Washington and Pacific Northwest.” 
They were also trained in ways to look for consensus when dealing with partic-
ularly controversial issues by staff from the Community Forums Network, 
another Seattle-based organization whose mission is to “bring people together 
to talk about important issues and to discover consensus.”1 Additionally, the 
students spent a day working at a local nonprofit organization, after listening 
to a panel of local community organization leaders discuss the work they do 
and how others can help. Finally, the students participated in a seminar on 
Dave Isay’s wonderful book Listening Is an Act of Love.2 The book focuses on 
the value of listening to others and demonstrates how careful and respectful 
listening can bring people together. Because each of the college’s incoming 
students had received a copy of the book, students who participated in the in-
stitute were able to use some of their leadership skills in the week following the 
institute at orientation as they joined in broader discussions of the text with 
their new colleagues.

The academic component of the engagement institute continues through 
the fall quarter, when each student is expected to select an individual or group 
project designed to enhance the leadership and civic engagement skills developed 
during a concurrent ESCEI course. The projects have varied widely. Two past 
students volunteered at the local food bank and then presented information 
about the related program’s efficacy to fellow students in a number of classes. 
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Another past student developed an advertising campaign for National Mental 
Health Awareness Day. 

We have every expectation that some of the participating students will become 
student leaders, capable of providing meaningful direction to on-campus orga-
nizations and able to help improve the quality of discourse about some of the 
complex issues that invariably arise on our campus. Beyond that, we hope and 
expect that, after graduation, these students will become leaders in their local and 
wider communities and will remain engaged throughout their lives. 

The National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education noted in 2008 
that, in the new century, “the confluence of social, economic, and political forces 
pose daunting new challenges to the nation’s vitality. . . . Higher education must 
organize its resources for increased responsiveness to and engagement with society’s 
core challenges in the century ahead.”3 The intent of the original Morrill Act, the 
1862 federal law that established land-grant universities, was not only to educate 
youth in the sciences and professions, but also explicitly to produce leaders and 
contributors to local communities. That expectation and motivation has never 
been more important. 

One of the greatest threats facing higher education today is the growing belief 
that what college and universities do is only of private benefit to our graduates, 
and that we can be judged not only on whether our graduates are employed, but 
also on whether they are among the highest earners. If this 
belief that the sole purpose of higher education is to en-
able graduates to make as much money as they can is 
allowed to persist, then it will become easy to make the 
case that higher education is an entirely private good. This 
belief devalues the critical importance of preparing students 
to be effective citizens of our democracy, and it thor-
oughly undercuts the responsibility of the state to support 
our institutions. 

At Evergreen, we continue to look for ways to expand the measure of our 
success as producers of graduates who see themselves as both breadwinners and 
community builders, as people with the skills, the confidence, and the habit of 
civic engagement. At Evergreen, we constantly look for opportunities to help 
students like Tracy Guise find ways to ignite and actualize their passions—passions 
that may well transform them and their communities.

Notes

1.	These descriptions and full information about the William D. Ruckelshaus Center and Community 
Forums Networks can be found on their websites, http://www.ruckelshauscenter.wsu.edu and  
http://www.communityforumsnetwork.org, respectively.

2.	Dave Isay, ed., Listening Is an Act of Love: A Celebration of American Life from the StoryCorps 
Project (New York: Penguin, 2007). 

3.	Gregory R. Wegner, Partnerships for Public Purposes: Engaging Higher Education in Societal Challenges 
of the 21st Century (San Jose, CA: National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 2008).
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In the fall of 2013, students at De Anza College succeeded in two campaigns 
they had begun a year before. First, they reached an entirely friendly accord with 
the college bookstore not to sell clothing produced with sweatshop labor. Second, 
they persuaded the Foothill-De Anza Community College Foundation to divest 
itself of investments in fossil fuel companies as part of a campaign aligned with a 
national 350.org campaign targeting top corporate polluters.1

In both instances, the student groups marshaled evidence, made powerful 
arguments based on that evidence, and demonstrated that they represented a 
significant swath of student opinion. They were careful and deliberate, creating 
alliances with faculty and staff, listening to counter arguments, and seeking more 
data when required. They stood for clear principles of social justice, equity, and 
environmental sustainability. As they mobilized, and amended their positions 
as needed, they taught us—their faculty and staff allies. They did not back off; 
they did not back down; they did not quit. And they won.

Their victory was ours as a campus community. As one of the Foothills-De Anza 
College Foundation board members told the students before the final, unanimous 
vote, “We learned from you. We would not have brought this up ourselves, or 
known what our options were. Thank you.” There was a sense of solidarity and 
connection between the student organizers and the community leaders who 
volunteer their time for the foundation, a sense that they stood together and 
stood for something. And there was also appreciation on both sides: that the 
foundation would be so open to the divestment argument, and that the students 
would be so thoughtful in their campaign. 

The divestment was the first by any community college foundation in the 
country, and symbolized a connection between community college organizers 
and their university counterparts that took everyone by surprise. The 350.org 
campaign on fossil fuel divestment had focused on major universities with 
enormous endowments, as well as on state universities. The anti-sweatshop 
movement is similarly well established in American universities, with a variety 
of protocols banning sweatshop goods. In neither instance were community 
colleges or their students envisioned as part of the movement, or as a source 
of leadership. 

Civic Learning in  
Community Colleges
Brian Murphy
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Yet activism is deeply embedded in the culture at De Anza College. Undoc-
umented students and their allies were deeply involved in the fight for the 
DREAM Act,2 students organized for the living wage in San José, and still others 
participated in annual budget fights in the state capitol. These movements and 
mobilizations reflect a much deeper cultural element of the college: a shared 
commitment to the idea of civic identity. Our students want, need, and de-
mand an education into their social and civic environments, and the tools to 
change both. 

In this orientation, De Anza stands against the dominant narrative in American 
higher education, and has sister community colleges across the country committed 
to the idea that our students deserve more than to be treated as if they have no 
civic life and do not need to understand how power works. 

The Civic Narrative at De Anza

De Anza College is one of California’s top community colleges. The California 
Community College System includes 112 colleges,3 all publicly funded. De Anza 
is a large and complex institution, with 23,000 students, dozens of degree and 
certificate programs, and a reputation for successful transfer to universities. The 
college understands itself as a regional institution serving the multiple communities 
of San José and Silicon Valley. Our student body is extraordinarily diverse, 
with no racial or ethnic “majority.” Our students are 42 percent Asian (Chinese, 
Vietnamese, Filipino, Korean, and Indo-Americans), 23 percent Latino, 20 percent 
white, and 5 percent African American. Nine percent are international students.

Our students are diverse in all ways. The student body includes very well pre-
pared recent high school graduates as well as those who have dropped out and 
never graduated, workers returning for retraining, and recent immigrants learning 
English. Thousands of our students view De Anza as the first and best step in a 
long educational passage. They are most often the first in their families to go to 
college. A key question we at De Anza Community College ask ourselves is this: 
what narrative do we build not for them, but with them, to frame what we do?

Let’s start here. Eighty-five percent of our students do not test at college 
level in math or reading, so one approach could be to focus on their needs, or 
deficits. Our narrative would then be about opportunity and about offering 
each underprepared student the chance to overcome their deficits and become 
skilled and employable. But there is an alternative approach: to start with the 
manifest strengths of our students. We begin our narrative with this: 70 percent 
speak at least two languages, many have navigated the social and linguistic 
transitions of immigration, and both documented and undocumented students 
have managed their way through the public and private bureaucracies seemingly 
designed to make life difficult for them. They get up each morning, by the 
thousands, and get themselves to school. They have skills and capacities, in short, 
well beyond their test scores and their nominal “deficits.”

Most critically, they are not alone in their passage. Most come from commu-
nities, families, and networks of extended relations that are interdependent and 
that require responsibility and agency. They come with rich social identities that 
frame their expectations and hopes and dreams.
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De Anza sees its students through this alternative lens. They are talented and 
capable, able to act on their own behalf—especially when they act with each 
other. They come to a college without adequate state-funded resources or staff, 
but one that asks them to step up and help each other. They come to a commuter 
college, but one with vibrant student extracurricular programs and clubs, a 
student government with an independent budget of more than $1.5 million, 
and an athletic program that demands excellence in academics as well as ath-
letics. The campus is alive with activity and energy; it’s a place to hang out 
and talk and see your friends—despite the fact that most students work, 
many full time. 

We start our story with the talents and capacity of our students. Then our 
narrative is framed by the grace and skill they bring to building a respectful 
campus environment in which diversity is genuinely appreciated. They come 
from a multicultural environment new in the United States, one in which they 
have to navigate their differences of perception and presumption in virtually 
every daily encounter, every class, and every social gathering. They are building 
a community among themselves that will be of great significance for their later 
lives in the new California and the changing United States.

Do they get it right all the time? No. Do they—and we—trip and make mis-
takes that force us all to confront contradictions we had never thought about 
before? You bet. Are there moments of tension and struggle and fear and rejec-
tion and doubt? Yes. But through it all there is a faculty and a staff deeply com-
mitted to the newly emerging community and to the idea that the college is 
about the development of a civic personality among our students, in addition 
to the mastery of their disciplines and their fields of study. Only when they 
have developed this wider range of skills will they be able to navigate the social 
complexities of their demography, the region’s economy, and the nation’s politics.

How does this actually work? We have created institutional structures explicitly 
devoted to the civic dimension of our community, and we integrate civic work into 
the curriculum. The college supports the autonomous agency of our students, 
whether it is exercised through student government, student clubs and organiza-
tions, student organizing, or the spontaneous occupation of public spaces for poetry, 
music, and hip-hop. The physical design of the campus emphasizes free and open 
public spaces for students to work, play, pause and reflect, organize. The college lead-
ership—both administrative and faculty—is explicit about its conviction that our 
students will play a public and civic role in their communities and that the college 
seeks to engage them in this dimension of their lives.

A key example of this conviction is the De Anza College Institute for Commu-
nity and Civic Engagement (ICCE), which is home to both curricular and extracur-
ricular civic projects. ICCE sponsors a robust and ongoing conversation among 
faculty, staff, and students about how to engage more students in community-
based work, political and social movements, and course projects that integrate 
current economic and social issues. In the fall of 2013, ICCE sponsored a Public 
Policy School that brought local leaders to campus in order to teach about advocacy 
and political change. The college offers a certificate in social change leadership, and 
it graduates students who have been formally trained as organizers. Our transcripts 
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clearly note community service courses taken; we provide support and public 
recognition for student leadership.

The goal of developing the civic identity of our students is embedded in program 
design and curricula across the campus. Our increasing use of learning communities 
reflects the work of many faculty to design courses around students’ capacity to re-
sponsibly help each other, work together, and make sure others learn. One example 
of such a learning community is LEAD (Latina/o Empowerment at De Anza), a pro-
gram that enrolls more than 450 students each quarter in English, Sociology, and 
other courses where all students work in small groups called familia—each with a 
peer mentor, each with a community-based project, and in which each member of 
the familia takes responsibility to ensure that every other member fully engages in 
the work.4 The success rate in these courses (passing with an A, B, or C) is 92 percent.

LEAD courses focus on topics related to the Latino experience; but enrollment 
is open, and Latinos account for only roughly half of all enrollees. The program 
has been so successful that it has been used as the model for IMPACT AAPI (Ini-
tiatives to Maximize Positive Academic Achievement and Cultural Thriving fo-
cusing on Asian American and Pacific Islander students at De Anza College),  a 
similar five-year program for underserved Asian students funded by an AANAPISI 
(Asian American and Native American Pacific Islander-Serving Institutions) 
grant from the US Department of Education.5 Both programs have developed 
cohort models that depend on the capacity of our students to work collabora-
tively, across differences of language, history and culture. The cohort model is 
also used in our auto tech program, which has long been known for its quality 
and now for new curricula in electric and hybrid design. Beyond technical cer-
tifications, the auto tech program prepares students for leadership in their com-
munities. The students work as integrated teams, learning with and supporting 
each other, and asking how they can serve the broader community. They see their 
work itself as a civic act, helping people make the transition to alternative fuels. 
And each year, the Auto Tech Club is the single largest donor to the area food 
bank in a region that celebrates its innovation and wealth and does too little to 
help the one in four families who are hungry.

These are examples of a college devoted to an alternative view of its students, 
and to an alternative narrative about education. In this narrative, students come 
with robust social identities, however uneven their formal educational backgrounds 
may be. They seek transfer and certification and employable skills in a regional 
economy in which 40 percent of the jobs require a bachelor’s degree. But they 
know that their families and their communities will need more than employment; 
the students will need to know how to work across the divisions of class, race, and 
language that fracture the region, and they will have to understand how public and 
private power works. An education that fails to prepare them for these questions is 
one designed to marginalize them. An education that includes civic learning gives 
students the tools to discover and develop their own agency and power. 

The National Context: A Movement and a Challenge

De Anza College is not alone among America’s community colleges in this view 
of students and their education. Indeed, we are now part of a national community 
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college movement explicitly devoted to the development of the democratic capacity 
of our students. The Democracy Commitment (TDC), founded only in 2010, 
now has more than 130 community college campuses in its national network, 
enrolling over 2,300,000 students. They range in size from small regional col-
leges like Allegany College of Maryland to large urban districts like Maricopa 
in Arizona and Miami Dade in Florida. There are TDC colleges across the 
country, in Texas, Ohio, Oregon, California, New York, and more than fifteen 
other states. 

The Democracy Commitment is just that: a commitment by community 
colleges that their students will receive an education in the practical skills of 
democracy, and the civic knowledge with which citizens (and non-citizens) can 
navigate the institutions of public life. There is no one template for this work; it 
can range from community service learning to the civic activism of community 
organizing. It can be deeply rooted in degree and certificate programs that aim 
to transfer students to four-year universities or embedded in career and technical 
programs that aim to move students into the workforce. It can involve student 
clubs, extracurricular programs, and student government. It can mean partnerships 
between colleges and local nonprofit and community groups.

But whatever form it takes, a commitment to the democratic capacity of 
our students requires institutional intentionality and public conversation about 
this dimension of the work. It must be part of the college 
mission and strategic planning. It must be part of insti-
tutional life, embedded in faculty conversation and openly 
acknowledged as contested terrain, not settled doctrine. 
What does “civic agency” mean in career/technical pro-
grams? What is the civic dimension of a discipline? What 
are alternative views regarding the practical knowledge 
our graduates need to navigate ever-changing economic 
and political environments? In other words, we must 
have the conversations we want our students to have, 
and with the same openness to difference and debate.

The Democracy Commitment brings this work into 
a national conversation, and it provides a space where those committed to civic 
engagement can meet each other and reach out to their counterparts. For  
De Anza College, TDC offers support and affiliation as well as a place where 
our people can talk with others who reject the deficit model so prevalent in the 
national narrative about our students. And, finally, TDC connects community 
college work with the universities where so many of our students transfer. TDC 
lives in a partnership with the American Democracy Project, the now ten-year-
old coalition of 242 universities sponsored by the American Association of 
State Colleges and Universities (AASCU). It is not lost on our colleagues at 
AASCU institutions that more than half of their graduates are transfers from 
community colleges. Our students are their students.

Our challenge is to expand our coalition of institutions further, to bring 
more community colleges and four-year colleges into partnerships that rein-
force the value and power of civic work. De Anza College and other TDC 
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members are working to ensure that any movement aiming to retrieve the 
“civic” from the margins must include the nation’s community colleges and 
our students.

Notes

1.	The mission of the Foothill-De Anza Foundation is to change student lives by raising and in-
vesting funds to support the educational excellence of Foothill and De Anza Colleges. See 
http://www.foundation.fhda.edu. 350.org was founded in 2008 as a global climate movement 
to link climate-focused campaigns, projects, and actions by people from 188 countries who lead 
from the bottom up. See http://www.350.org.

2.	The Dream Act is a piece of bipartisan legislation designed to provide qualified undocumented 
immigrant youth eligibility for a six year long conditional path to citizenship. At the time of this 
publication, the Dream Act legislation has not been passed into law. See http://www.dreamact.
info.

3.	 For further details about the California Community College System, see http://www.cccco.edu.
4.	For further details about LEAD, see http://www.deanze.edu/lead.
5.	 For further details about IMPACT AAPI, see http://www.deanza.edu/impact-aapi.
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Making Civic Engagement  
Matter to More Students:  
Expanding Our Reach and  
Improving Our Practice
Paul LeBlanc

4

Many people fear that online education makes it harder to support civic edu-
cation and engagement, worrying about isolated and alienated students (the 
antithesis of civic engagement, really) sitting behind computer screens at home 
and alone. It need not be so. In fact, a new generation of degree programs—
online and competency based—can actually empower previously marginalized 
adult learners from around the globe with new knowledge and powerful tools 
to shape their worlds, while dramatically improving and expanding civic educa-
tion and engagement. Because these programs largely serve adult learners—the 
majority of college students today—they also expand civic engagement’s gener-
ally narrow focus on traditional-age students in residential “coming of age” 
settings. While these next-generation competency-based approaches are still 
new, they have remarkable potential to make civic education both better and 
more broadly available.

First, some background. Southern New Hampshire University made history in 
April 2013, when its College for America (CfA) degree program became the first 
competency-based program to be approved by the US Department of Education. 
While competency-based programs have been around for a long time, CfA is the 
first approved program fully to untether from the three-credit-hour construct, or 
Carnegie Unit. Working online and at their own pace, CfA students must demon-
strate mastery of 120 competencies—there are no courses or classes—and they can 
go as fast or as slow as they like. The first CfA graduate went from zero credits to 
completing an associate’s degree in only three months, because in CfA learning is 
fixed and time is variable. The key breakthrough with CfA is a fundamental revers-
ing of the Carnegie Unit, which makes it very easy to report how long students 
have sat in classrooms, but not to measure what they actually learned while there.  

Competency-based education, by its very nature, is very clear about the claims 
it makes for student learning, and it is complemented (or should be) by well-
designed assessments that force students to demonstrate mastery. In contrast, 
traditional higher education tends to be much less precise about what graduates 
actually know, with the exception of fields where there is rigorous third-party 
certification (think nursing boards for nursing or the CPA exam for accountants). 
Indeed, much of traditional higher education actively resists such accountability. 
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Commensurately, at most institutions, civic engagement often feels squishy—
ill-defined, poorly assessed, and touching only a percentage of the graduates. In 
a program like CfA, there is no room for the ambiguous or ephemeral. There 
are well-defined competencies related to civic learning, engagement, and re-
sponsibility, and students complete projects that concretely demonstrate their 
mastery against rubrics that reviewers use to assess the work.

Improving Our Practice by Clarifying Our Claims

CfA includes competencies necessary to participate fully as citizens in the broader 
society (e.g., critical thinking, communication skills, media literacy) and pays 
special attention to ethics and social responsibility in various key societal contexts 
(science/technology, media, business). More importantly, competency-based edu-
cation does not have to be vocational or merely utilitarian, as some traditionalists 
fear; the work can require higher-level thinking and critical analysis, and it is 
well-suited for the kinds of learning widely associated with civic education. More-
over, by resting on a strong foundation of clear competencies and well-defined 
rubrics required for demonstration of mastery, competency-based education 
offers greater clarity about learning than do many traditional programs. 

In an exploration of torture, for example, the competencies include the ability 
to describe major traditions in moral philosophy, to identify key figures in the 
field of moral philosophy and explain their views, and to identify and evaluate 
ethical arguments. Other competencies include the ability to research, write, 
and edit one’s own work. Every student has to complete these competencies; 
there is no sliding by with a B or C (one has either “mastered” or “not yet”), 
and they are not “add-ons” to the educational experience. These competencies 
are built in and expected of everyone with the CfA associate’s degree. In terms 
of rigor, accountability, and quality, competency-based education is transparent 
and coherent in ways that the mere “weaving in” of civic learning is not. Built 
into the program as it is with CfA, no students are left out.  

To illustrate, one area of study for the associate’s in general studies degree re-
quires that students examine ethical perspectives. In this area, students explore 
a variety of essential ethical questions—whether torture is ever justified, for 
example, or whether people should be able to sell their own organs. In another 
area of study, students consider the environment by examining the environ-
mental impacts of common products—like bottled drinking water—and show 
whether they can both calculate the specific carbon footprint of the industry and 
generate solutions to mitigate it. Students must show that they can identify and 
analyze ethical issues raised by scientific and technologic developments by ana-
lyzing the infamous Johns Hopkins Lead Paint Study (in which researchers put 
children in potentially dangerous living situations) and determining whether or 
not it violated ethical principles of science.1 They engage in questions about 
globalization and the meaning of “corporate responsibility.” They look at adver-
tisements and examine the ethical issues involved—for example, in marketing 
to children. They also read important thinkers on the questions under consid-
eration. For example, in the torture example, students read Michael Sandel’s 
Justice: What’s the Right Thing to Do? and Sam Harris’s “In Defense of Torture,”2 
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and they study Mill on utilitarianism and Kant on duty-based ethics. Their 
work is assessed against a well-defined rubric that asks them to spot issues, 
apply relevant philosophies, provide evidence for their analysis, and identify 
ethical flaws in the argument. In these examples, students engage very explicitly 
with the kinds of thinking, analysis, and application of ethics that support civic 
learning. In CfA, there is greater clarity of claims about and confidence in the 
actual learning (and the ability to demonstrate both) than most institutions 
possess. And because these elements of civic learning are explicitly built into 
the curriculum, they become crucial to it. Students cannot graduate without 
completing these competencies, and they are not the tangential add-ons one 
sees in many institutional efforts.

Not only can competency-based education offer a way to strengthen what 
counts as civic learning but, by leveraging its lack of geographic boundaries, it can 
also broaden definitions of community in ways that more traditional campus-
based efforts tend not to do. As Dan Butin noted, the great majority of faculty 
members think about civic engagement in terms of local community.3 But CfA’s 
online programs collapse traditional assumptions about what community means. 
For CfA students, enrolling through their employer and interacting with col-
leagues in multiple sites, the “company” can become the community. By enlisting 
employer engagement in ways that colleges usually do not, CfA is altering the 
way students “live” within that community of work: they now forge relationships 
with fellow employees across the company (and its multiple sites), are newly 
empowered within the workplace, and have a higher level of recognition and, 
thus, responsibility with their employer.  

CfA can push the boundaries of community much further in online program-
ming. In a discussion of environmental issues, online students can be part of a 
global community addressing a global issue. In this case, civic learning becomes 
less a case of the privileged “helping the needy”—as so often is the case in ser-
vice-learning programs, for example—and more a case of genuine engagement 
with “others” whose claim to a stance on the environment is no less privileged 
than that of students in the United States. Or in another example, stereotypical 
and clumsy claims about the veil in Islam might have a very different hearing 
when students in the class are logging in from Saudi Arabia and Qatar and Paris. 
The problems that need to be solved today—whether related to climate change, 
economic inequity, fundamentalism, or corporate irresponsibility—extend well 
beyond the more localized sense of community that most faculty members favor. 
In a globally connected world where coal burning in China affects air quality 
and asthma rates in Chino, California, and where a Koran burning in Florida 
results in rioting and deaths in Pakistan and Afghanistan, online platforms and 
tools allow for the global definition of community and, thus, civic engagement 
in ways that traditional classrooms can’t touch.

Serving More Students and Expanding Our Impact

However, the starting point with CfA students is often not that of getting them 
to think beyond their local communities; it is, rather, to start with a recognition 
that they are part of a community of any kind. Discussions of civic engagement 
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and learning almost always assume that students are eighteen-year-olds in tradi-
tional coming-of-age residential four-year colleges. But according to the National 
Center for Education Statistics, that student profile is a distinct minority today.4 
Online programs mostly serve older adults for whom education gets squeezed 
between the demands of family and work. For CfA students, the world has 
often found ways to exclude them from community through conditions of pov-
erty, dysfunctional neighborhoods, alienated and disrespected labor, and more. Yet 
these students deserve and need the benefits of civic learning and engagement 
no less (perhaps much more) than their traditional-age peers.  

I would go a step further. The need to re-engage civically might be even greater 
for the student most marginalized by traditional education and often by society 
at large, for one who has never felt a sense of “mattering,” as Brown Sociologist 
Greg Elliott and his colleagues use the term: “A relatively new concept, ‘mattering’ 
is the belief persons make a difference in the world around them. Mattering is 
composed of three facets—awareness, importance, and reliance. Do others know 
you exist? Do they invest time and resources in you? Do they look to you as a 
resource? Elliott asserts that mattering is the fundamental motivation in human 
beings. ‘Above all else, there’s a need to matter,’ he says.”5

CfA students are often hourly workers in food processing plants, convenience 
stores, and manufacturing plants, and most are long removed from education 
at any level. Statistically, they are much less likely to be civically engaged than 
their college-educated peers (in our increasingly socioeconomically divided society, 
they probably don’t have many college-educated neighbors), and they come to 
CfA with little perceived social capital and few tools to leverage it. So, to the extent 
that it addresses those needs, the delivery of the CfA program is proving almost 
as powerful as the competencies and topics included in the CfA degree.

CfA students engage with the CfA community, both online and in person, in 
a variety of ways in order to build their own learning and, eventually, professional 
networks. Students become members of a learning community while completing 
their competencies through peer interactions—asking and answering questions, 
providing feedback, sharing resources, and celebrating successes. However, in the 
CfA model, students are also asked to think about and leverage other resources in 
their lives. They are asked to name an “accountability partner,” someone whom 
they can trust to keep them on pace and on task (the way a “gym buddy” increases 
the likelihood that one will get out of bed and to the gym to work out). They 
are asked to think about workplace mentors upon whom they can call for help. 
Some activities require students to work in teams, and all students get a Southern 
New Hampshire University coach who supports them throughout their degree 
program. Maybe the most powerful motivator is the way employers let CfA stu-
dents know it matters to them that they are enrolled. While most employers simply 
sign off on tuition reimbursement, CfA employer partners are encouraged to let 
their employees know they care and are invested in their success.  

The first step in becoming engaged in the community—in any community—
is to think of oneself as first belonging and then as empowered—a sense that grows 
with CfA students, who form workplace “meet ups” on their own and find ways to 
support each other. CfA then builds on that sense of community with requirements 
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that they start engaging in professional networks such as LinkedIn as part of a 
competency called “establishing a professional presence.” In fact, social capital 
theory and social media tools are a critical part of CfA’s design. The CfA portal 
allows students to see who else in their company is enrolled (in design studies, 
students identified this as very important to them), who else is working on the 
same competencies, and who else has successfully completed which competencies 
(since they might then become a peer-to-peer learning resource). CfA has no 
instructional faculty, so this peer-to-peer engagement serves learning needs while 
also building a sense of community. It does so not only from a sense of belong-
ing and shared experience, but also through the empowering confidence that 
comes from helping peers.  

As important as the interactions between students are the specific tools that 
enable them. For example, all CfA students are asked to join a Google Plus 
Community—a social networking site that allows students to connect with each 
other and other mentors in CfA. Using that powerful platform, students can do 
the kind of interactions described previously: ask questions about the projects 
they are working on, about technical issues, or about the program more generally. 
Information technology and academic experts monitor the community to answer 
questions, but more often than not, other students will respond before those 
experts get a chance. All the coaches are also active in the community, posting 
resources on success strategies and tools for completing academic work. The 
Google Plus community also allows students to connect with 
each other privately in order to collaborate on team projects 
or to discuss other issues that might be important to them. 
CfA employs a range of other Google tools to support aca-
demic work and community building as well. Students 
check in with their coaches, complete team projects, and 
submit presentations over Google Hangouts—a free video-
conferencing service. They use Google Docs to critique 
each other’s writing.

To some extent, it is taken for granted that traditional-
aged students have some facility with such tools. But for the adult students CfA 
serves, these are tremendously empowering tools to master. Social media tools are 
now critical components of any community interaction at any level, from orga-
nizing fundraising walks to political campaigns to rebellions in the Arab World. 
Not to possess mastery of these tools is to be marginalized and often left out; 
digital literacy is becoming as important as reading and writing. CfA provides 
practice in the use of these tools, models their application, and demonstrates their 
power. The extent to which students answer questions before the staff do, or 
organize meet-ups offline, or go out to access resources and people outside of the 
CfA program and community provides assurance that they are being equipped 
with some elements of the essential toolkit of modern civic engagement in a society 
of technology haves and have-nots.

There is a core assumption in all that has been thus far outlined: that CfA 
graduates will take all they have learned, the tools they have mastered, that sense that 
they matter, and actually become more civically engaged after they graduate. 
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This is something that will be assessed and tracked over time, as the first CfA 
graduates have been—and as should also be done for the civic engagement pro-
grams in more traditional settings. In the meantime, if one were designing a 
new program for civic engagement at one’s institution, the following would be 
a pretty good checklist of priorities:
•	 Be very clear about how civic engagement is defined, measured, and built into 

the curriculum.
•	 Include ethics education across fields and areas that shape community and civic 

life (such as media, corporate responsibility, the environment, and more).
•	 Expand the definition of community and make sure students engage with others 

who are quite different from themselves on some sort of equal footing.
•	 Give students the technological tools to engage in this way.
•	 Provide students with a sense that they matter and that they have social capital, 

and provide them with the ability to be agents of improvements in their own 
lives and in the lives of others.  
College for America does all of this, and it does not look at all like traditional 

higher education. In fact, in this new phase in higher education—disaggregated, 
online, focused on outputs and not inputs—we can rethink not only degree 
programs, but important learning in areas like civic engagement. In the world 
of competency-based education, if you say civic learning matters, then the test 
of that conviction is transparent, straightforward, and rigorous. More importantly, 
CfA is reaching out to people traditionally excluded from higher education and 
civic education, and empowering them to have better work, to be full and better 
citizens, and to have the knowledge and tools to improve their communities.
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Why Start Over?
Established in 1938, the F. W. Olin Foundation developed a wonderful legacy 
in higher education over more than fifty years. The foundation provided the 
funding for seventy-eight buildings on fifty-eight university campuses, including 
many well-known universities like Cornell, Johns Hopkins, the University of 
Southern California, and Vanderbilt, as well many smaller colleges such as Bates, 
Macalester, Kenyon, Babson, Harvey Mudd, and the Rose-Hulman Institute. 
However, the foundation decided in 1997 to suspend their building grants program 
and consider instead establishing an entirely new institution from the ground 
up. The members of the foundation were concerned about making a positive 
difference and had noticed that there was a great deal of unhappiness about the way 
engineering was taught at the time. After consulting with officials at the National 
Science Foundation and the Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology, 
they concluded that what was needed was not simply a new course or degree 
program here and there, but a whole new mindset. Therefore, nothing short of 
establishing an entirely new institution would provide the necessary opportunity.

Before reaching this radical conclusion, the members of the foundation first 
considered the alternative of giving the money to an existing technical university 
that was already doing things quite well. In addition, they also considered estab-
lishing a new college of engineering within an existing university that did not yet 
have an engineering program. However, they had concluded that the dominant 
culture in higher education was the primary factor responsible for resistance to 
the changes that were needed. So, unless a change in culture could be established, 
the improvements that were sought were unlikely to be sustained. Starting over 
provided the best chance of achieving the cultural change they sought.

Concern about engineering education continues to this day, and has become 
more widespread and better recognized. Symptoms of the underlying problems 
include the following: (1) less than 5 percent of the bachelor’s degrees offered 
nationally go to students who majored in any kind of engineering; (2) about 
half of all entering freshmen who choose engineering as a major will not graduate 
in engineering; and (3) less than 20 percent of all students majoring in engineer-
ing are female. In addition, and perhaps of even more importance, the National 
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Academy of Engineering has identified a list of “missing basics” that new engineer-
ing graduates will need in the twenty-first century but that are not adequately 
taught in our engineering programs today.1 These include greater abilities in 
design and creativity, teamwork and interdisciplinary thinking, leadership and 
entrepreneurial behavior, and a greater understanding of the social, political, 
and economic context of the projects engineers are called upon to lead.

Founding Precepts

The Olin Foundation recorded its purpose in establishing Olin College and out-
lined key aspects of its operating principles in a document known as the “Founding 
Precepts,” which declared that “Olin College is intended to be different, not 
for the mere sake of being different, but to become an important and constant 
contributor to the advancement of engineering education in America and 
around the world.”2 This unusual, almost “missionary” purpose sets the college 
apart from any other that I know. Furthermore, it has been fundamental in at-
tracting the type of faculty and staff necessary to create an innovative institution 
from a blank slate. These individuals were attracted to a cause greater than per-
sonal recognition and by the opportunity to seriously explore sweeping ideas that 
are typically stifled by layers of faculty governance in traditional institutions.

One of the foundation’s greatest fears was that the college would quickly settle 
into the traditions of mainstream higher education and would lose its appetite 
for innovation. They resented that it was necessary literally to start over in order 
to enable fundamental change to occur. In an attempt to address this fear, the 
“Founding Precepts” require that Olin College not provide traditional tenure 
to its faculty. In addition, the college must always strive to provide full tuition 
scholarships to all admitted students based on merit, independent of family income. 
Furthermore, the college must always embrace the principles of continuous im-
provement and change. As the members of the founding leadership team joined 
the college, they decided to start the college without organizing the faculty in 
departments by academic discipline. In addition, they embraced the call for 
continuous improvement quite literally, establishing the concept that there would 
be no tenure system at Olin. As a result, the college operates under the assump-
tion that every aspect of the college—including the curriculum and the bylaws—
has an expiration date.

In the Beginning: The Period of Invention

Few people have had the experience of starting an entire institution from scratch. 
When I joined Olin College, it was not yet a “place.” It was only a concept. We 
had no land, no assets of any kind, no curriculum, no faculty, staff, or students. 
The college literally consisted of five people: the four directors of the F.W. Olin 
Foundation and me, the president and first employee. None of the directors was 
an engineer or had ever worked in higher education, but they had a passion to 
create an institution that would become a force for innovation in change in higher 
education. But how, exactly, do you do that? Where do you start?

That early period was filled with adrenaline, ideas, opportunities, and enormous 
challenges and risk. Many times in the first thirty months the entire project 
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could have failed. For the first eighteen months, the college had neither faculty 
nor students. In that sense, it wasn’t a “college” by any traditional definition. 
For the next year we recruited about a dozen faculty members, but no students. 
During this period we followed a deliberate engineering-inspired process of in-
stitutional invention that involved four steps: discovery, invention, development, 
and testing—of all aspects of the institution, including academic programs, admis-
sions, public relations, administration, and governance. 

The following year we added another half dozen faculty members and brought 
thirty special young students to campus as the “Olin Partners.” These students 
did not take any courses, but rather joined the founding faculty and leadership 
team literally as “partners in invention” to help conduct experiments for a year, 
to explore what actually worked and what didn’t. The partners were asked to 
try things that we expected to fail, so that we could observe how they fail and 
determine the effects of these experiences on the students themselves. Of course, 
you cannot conduct experiments like this if you are teaching students enrolled 
for course credit, so the students knew they were not making any progress to-
ward their degrees. Instead, they were helping us determine what material and 
approaches would be most effective, and why. These Olin Partners—fifteen 
boys and fifteen girls who graduated from high school in the spring of 2001—
were all invited to return the following year as freshman to enroll in the college’s 
inaugural class.

It is difficult to overestimate the importance of this Olin Partner Year (OPY). 
While the decision to incorporate this year of experimentation into the development 
of our program was improvised in response to unexpected delays in the parallel 
process of campus construction, the lessons learned from working closely with 
these students and watching experiments that we expected to fail accelerated 
our understanding of the true nature of engineering and the extent to which the 
learning capacity and abilities of students are underestimated in the literature. 
The OPY—more than any other single decision—is responsible for the unique 
and successful learning culture that Olin College is now known for.3 

For example, before the OPY, our founding faculty were pondering funda-
mental questions, such as “what is an engineer?” and “what does every engineer 
need to know?” and “what do you remember from your own undergraduate 
education in engineering?” We were amazed at how little we could remember 
with clarity about our undergraduate studies, except for one thing—the senior 
project in which we actually attempted to build something and make it work. 
We wondered why it was that we were all forced to wait until the senior year to 
try this, since the experience seemed to have uniformly produced high levels of 
retention of lessons learned and also increased motivation and contextual under-
standing. We assumed that it must not be possible to design and build a complex 
device until after the prerequisite courses in mathematics and natural science 
that are ubiquitous today.

The OPY provided an ideal opportunity to see what would happen if we 
disregarded the conventional wisdom about math and science prerequisites, and 
instead asked the Olin Partners to design, build, and demonstrate a complex 
device—before they had taken any college courses at all. We asked them to 



34	 Civic Series   |   Civic Engagement, Civic Development, and Higher Education 

work in small groups and to build a pulse oximeter—a medical device that 
measures the pulse rate and oxygen content of blood. The teams had five weeks 
to learn what pulse oximeters are, understand enough about how they work to 
design one, and then actually build one and test it. Our plan was to end this 
experiment after five weeks, with a kind of “mercy killing,” in which we would 
end the frustration and confusion of the students and perform a postmortem 
on how they had approached this and what went wrong. The rules were that 
the students should start in the library with the patent literature, where they 
could read the inventor’s description. They could ask any questions of faculty 
and staff, or anyone they want off campus. But they were required to initiate 
all questions and take the lead in constructing the hardware.

This project, which was among the first we conducted that year, proved ex-
tremely enlightening. First, we were surprised to find that the students were 
able to succeed at this project, and built their own version of a pulse oximeter 
that we successfully calibrated against a hospital version. Apparently, it isn’t 
necessary to complete two years of advanced calculus and natural science before 
completing a project of this complexity! (We later concluded that we should 
have known this, since engineering is a field in which complex devices frequently 
evolve from ad hoc experimentation. But we were all academics, and we had 
long indoctrination in the assumptions that underlie the traditional curriculum 
in engineering.) 

But we also observed something that I regard as far more important than 
the ability of students to succeed in building the device from day one. The 
team-based learning experience obviously had a profound effect on the students 
themselves. They had exceeded their own expectations and became very enthu-
siastic about the study of engineering. There was a palpable “can do” attitude, 
through which they felt they were capable of changing the world by engineering 
things that would change the way people live. This attitude of empowerment 
and adventure was light years away from the student experience that any of us 
remember from our own undergraduate years. In fact, in my own, I would de-
scribe my undergraduate years as layers and layers of “can’t do” experiences built on 
the assumption that no matter how much science and math you have learned, you 
are still woefully unprepared for even the most modest project involving the design 
and construction of an actual piece of hardware.

The Olin Partners’ attitude of adventure, empowerment, and “can do,” 
which appeared to persist through numerous other experiments that year, seemed 
to produce a level of self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation that transformed the 
learning experience for these students. They were enthusiastic about taking on 
challenges that seemed beyond reach and doing whatever it takes to succeed. 
The dominant culture that has emerged and characterizes Olin today might be 
described by this quote from a recent student on campus: “I have never worked 
this hard in my life, and there is nothing else I would rather be doing!” Personally, I 
believe that achieving this type of learning culture on any campus is likely to be 
more important than any of the curricular details.4

Through this and many other experiments in 2001–2, we developed a clear 
picture of the field of engineering as more than a body of knowledge. It is a process, 
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a way of thinking. (Remember that the airplane was invented in a bicycle shop 
in Ohio, not a physics lab.) The process, which may or may not involve sophis-
ticated mathematics and science, always proceeds as follows: (1) There must be 
a better way! (2) Well, why don’t we try X? (3) OK, let’s build one and try it! 
(4) Why did it fail? Let’s find out. (Then, return to step 1.) One major problem is 
that the study of engineering in most universities contains very little of this process.

Freed from the assumption that engineering is equivalent to developing content 
knowledge from a predetermined, long list of technical courses, we developed a 
new definition of the engineer—one that embraces our mission to address the 
missing basics identified by the National Academy of Engineering and that has 
the power to transform the learning environment for science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics fields in general. According to our definition, an engineer 
is a person who envisions what has never been, and then does whatever it takes 
to make it happen. 

Note that this definition requires the ability to envision what has never been. 
Vision and creativity have not been prominent requirements for entrance to 
engineering schools, even though the desired characteristics of engineering 
graduates emphasize enhanced abilities to create and to innovate. This raises 
serious questions about whether we are attracting the right people to the study 
of engineering today.5   

After some soul-searching and careful planning, we decided that we must 
deliberately look for a new kind of engineering student in order to produce the 
more innovative and entrepreneurial engineer that is needed—and this was not 
going to happen through the traditional admissions process. As a result, we de-
veloped a required on-campus “candidates’ weekend” consisting of extensive 
team-based and individual interviews of all candidates for admission. No stu-
dent is admitted to Olin without going through one of these weekends and 
being evaluated for interpersonal abilities, creativity, passion, and a clear vision 
for what an engineering education will do. The work of Howard Gardner on 
“multiple intelligences” has been very influential in our thinking.6 In the thirteen 
years we have been enrolling students at Olin College, we have become convinced 
that educating for attitudes, behaviors, and motivations in addition to knowl-
edge is essential to producing successful graduates in engineering—and most 
likely, in any field. While it is inconvenient to interview all incoming students, 
the importance of what we gain from the process is of immeasurable importance 
to the development of the learning culture and the learning outcomes we seek.

Finally, the OPY also convinced us of the fundamental importance of teamwork 
and cooperation in learning communities. I doubt that we could produce the results 
we have seen without the emphasis on learning successfully to lead and follow and to 
work efficiently and productively on small teams with students who have very differ-
ent interests and backgrounds. It is typical for an Olin student to complete about 
twenty team projects in the course of their four-year engineering degree. According 
to employers who have hired them after graduation, Olin graduates stand out for 
their ability to organize and lead teams toward useful answers to complex problems 
almost immediately upon arrival. Interviews with employers frequently comment 
that Olin graduates seem to have substantial work experience when they first arrive.
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All these basic concepts became apparent to us in the first three years, before we 
enrolled or taught any students. The years of invention were extraordinarily impor-
tant, and provided both insight and confidence to continue to develop a learning 
model that depends more heavily than most on experiential learning and teamwork.

However, since these early years also included the major tasks of building the 
entire institution, several parallel projects of equal magnitude were also underway. 
These included the design and construction of the entire campus at once; the 
recruitment of faculty who were best suited to this unusual project, and who were 
willing to work at an institution without tenure, graduate education, or academic 
departments; the recruitment of students willing to attend a school that literally 
did not yet exist (and was not yet accredited), while turning down scholarships 
from the best-known engineering schools in the nation; building a student life 
program that fully engages students in the creation of their own learning environ-
ment, involving a “learning continuum,” core values, a student run honor code, 
and service learning that promotes high levels of civic engagement; building a 
board of trustees willing to take fiduciary responsibility for this audacious project, 
although obviously none of them were alumni; developing critical institutional 
relations with neighboring partner institutions, Wellesley College and Babson 
College, where our students would need to cross enroll; developing successful 
media and governmental relations in a state where “payment in lieu of taxes” is 
the norm, and where obtaining a charter for a new college involves numerous 
Catch 22–challenges; and finally, developing an operational culture that strikes 
the right balance between entrepreneurism (i.e., ask for forgiveness, rather than 
permission) and institutional control, most apparent in budget management 
and governance interactions. All these parallel projects are equally important, 
but there simply isn’t enough space here to describe the lessons learned.  

The Period of Realization

The period from the day we taught our first courses in August 2002 until the 
day we graduated our first class in May 2006 constituted the “period of realiza-
tion.” During this period, we had somehow to incorporate the lessons learned 
in the invention period in a program (and an institution) that met schedule 
and budget requirements, was faithful to the new principles and ideas we had 
discovered, and didn’t require unrealistic amounts of work for members of our 
community. This was a constant challenge. The overwhelming temptation in 
this period was simply to copy what some other well-known institution was 
doing, rather than to take the time to consider all the alternatives. We did our 
best to resist that at every turn. I believe the opportunity to start from a blank 
slate is not only a rare opportunity (which is much less frequent than once in a 
lifetime), but also entails an enormous responsibility to rethink the fundamental 
goals and objectives and develop fresh approaches that avoid the assumptions and 
limitations of existing programs elsewhere.

The general principle at work in this period was that of project management. 
In any project, every decision is driven by three competing priorities: (1) quality/
performance, (2) cost/budget, and (3) speed/schedule. In the beginning, it is 
relatively easy to give the highest priority to quality, and imagine that somehow 
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you will be able to work out the budget and schedule later. Then, in the middle, 
budget concerns begin to arise, forcing compromise with quality concerns. Finally, 
near the end, schedule concerns tend to dominate, as deadlines loom and students 
are scheduled to arrive, etc. There are powerful pressures to manage a project 
like this by emphasizing business metrics, like budget and schedule, because they 
are easy to measure and because governance boards have fiduciary responsibility. 
But I believe that, ten years after opening, few will remember how accurate the 
original budget or schedule was, but everyone will know by then whether the 
quality of the institution achieved its full potential. 

Here is an illustration of this conflict. There are many practical reasons to 
announce in advance the number of students you will enroll in your first class. 
This helps in setting budgets and in determining the size of classrooms, teaching 
staff, etc. But doing this almost always traps you into accepting whatever quality 
of students you happen to be able to attract as applicants in that first year. It is 
the quality of that class—not its size—that will ultimately determine the perceived 
quality of the institution for years to come. Quality people attract other quality 
people. It is far wiser to set the quality parameters in advance, and then only 
enroll the number of students who meet the standards, even if it means there are 
only a few. Eventually, you will become known for quality, and it will be possible 
to grow the class while maintaining the quality. It is far easier to establish quality 
as an initial priority than to change the quality (and reputation) later.

The Role of Engagement: Students, Community, and Civic

One of the most fundamental lessons learned in establishing Olin College is the 
pervasive importance of the role of engagement. The literature on the role of 
engagement in enhancing student learning is extensive. Student engagement 
has become a well-established goal for the enhancement of learning and is the 
basis for the National Survey of Student Engagement.7 When viewed through 
this lens, the focus on teamwork and design-based pedagogy fosters very high 
levels of student engagement. It is widely accepted now that project-based 
learning generally fosters higher levels of student engagement than lecture-based 
learning. I now believe that design-based learning fosters even higher levels of 
student engagement than project-based learning. This is because students must 
first diagnose the needs and conceive of multiple solutions before settling on a 
project aimed at developing a solution. This method aims at purpose-driven 
learning and fosters creativity and intrinsic motivation. For example, a typical 
student at Olin completes ten to twenty team-based projects before graduation. 
Participation in so many teams also fosters high levels of engagement with their 
education. Olin’s mission is to “prepare students to become exemplary engineering 
innovators who recognize needs, design solutions, and engage in creative enter-
prises for the good of the world.” An early required course asks them to identify a 
group of people whose lives they want to change.  

In my view, creativity is the process of generating original ideas and insights. 
Inventiveness is the process of generating original ideas and insights that have 
value. Innovation is the process of generating original ideas and insights that 
have value—and then implementing them in ways that change the lives of people. 
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A major innovation changes lives so profoundly that few can even remember 
life before the innovation was introduced. Olin deliberately attempts to produce 
innovators, as noted by Tony Wagner in Creating Innovators: The Making of 
Young People Who Will Change the World.8

Engineering is a problem-solving profession. It requires engagement with a 
community where problems reside. At Olin, we approach this in two ways. First, all 
Olin students are required to complete a senior capstone design course in the senior 
year in which they work for two consecutive semesters with a corporate sponsor on 
a real engineering problem that the sponsor brings to them. The company pays 
$50,000 for the opportunity to work with a team of four to six students for the 
year, and supplies a liaison engineer to work with the team. The students experience 
what it is like to “be” an engineer in this engagement with a real corporate client.

In addition, the majority of Olin students are involved in service learning in 
the community. This involves many activities both on and off campus, including 
courses like Engineering for Humanity, where students and faculty work with a 
group of local senior citizens to design solutions that improve their daily lives 
in some way. In addition, Olin students engage in joint courses and collaborative 
projects with students from neighboring Wellesley College and Babson College 
that are focused on sustainability in the developing world. Friday afternoons at 
Olin are set aside for community-service projects, and very few courses are 
scheduled during this period. While nearly all campuses have activities of this 
type, at Olin the participation by all students is remarkable.

Finally, Olin has developed a level of global engagement that is rare for an 
undergraduate institution. In addition to the usual emphasis on study abroad 

(about 25 percent of Olin students complete such an ex-
perience) and hosting of exchange students from abroad, 
Olin has hosted visits from faculty and administrators 
from more than two hundred universities since 2010. The 
majority of these visitors are from other nations. These 
visitors have identified Olin as an unusual institution 
with a learning culture that is of particular interest, and 
they hope to learn how they might benefit from our ex-
perimental program. This is because, as previously noted, 
Olin’s “Founding Precepts” require us to attempt to con-

tribute to the advancement of engineering education in America and through-
out the world. We do this now by working with groups of like-minded faculty 
from institutions around the world who attend our summer institute on the 
development of more effective learning methods. Since no two institutions are 
alike, our approach involves consultation and co-design efforts—not duplica-
tion of Olin courses—at other institutions, a process in which our experienced 
faculty members facilitate workshops where visitors work in small groups to 
develop their own experimental learning projects. The key ideas of student en-
gagement, teamwork, intrinsic motivation, and design thinking are pervasive, 
but each visitor leaves with a unique vision of how these concepts may be ap-
plied in the context of their home institution. As a result, Olin has a series of 
many institutional engagements of varying intensity throughout the world.

Engagement with 
others and with the 
grand challenges 
of our age is the 
most effective way to 
enhance learning
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An illustration of the global vision of Olin College is provided by the leader-
ship role we have taken in focusing global attention on the Grand Challenges 
of the 21st Century, a list of fundamental complex challenges facing humanity 
identified by the US National Academy of Engineering. The challenges may be 
grouped into four major categories: security, sustainability, health, and enhancing 
life. Nearly all young people—whether they are interested in engineering or 
not—are concerned about these challenges. The challenges help foster a personal 
goal and purpose for education. They have the power to attract young people 
into the study and resolution of problems that are much bigger than personal 
recognition or wealth. With this realization, Olin has partnered with Duke 
University and the University of Southern California in organizing two national 
summits on the Grand Challenges and the first International Summit on the 
Grand Challenges, which was held in London in March 2013. Furthermore, 
together with our two partners, we developed the Grand Challenge Scholars 
Program, in which undergraduate engineering students at any university may 
receive personal recognition from the National Academy of Engineering for 
completing a program of extracurricular activity in five areas involving service 
learning, international study, interdisciplinary study, a project on one of the 
Grand Challenges, and a project involving entrepreneurship. Last year, the pro-
portion of Olin’s student body that completed the Grand Challenge Scholars 
Program was the highest of any of the many participating universities.

I am convinced that engagement with others and with the grand challenges 
of our age is the most effective way to enhance learning and improve educational 
outcomes for our students. Of course, the results of this type of engagement 
also promise to produce graduates who are better citizens and institutions that 
are better integrated into their communities.
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A Brief Introduction to Value Studies

“Value studies” refers to a form of liberal education developed at the European 
College of Liberal Arts (ECLA) in Berlin between 2003 and 2012. Based on this 
curricular approach, ECLA introduced its first degree program in 2009 and was 
formally recognized as a German university in 2011. The first cohort of students 
received their bachelor of arts degree in value studies in 2012. Our aim in this 
essay is to explain how the value studies curriculum honors and promotes ideals 
of democratic citizenship. But first, we present a brief sketch of the curriculum.

As the name suggests, value studies is a curriculum focused on questions about 
values. In an institution without departments, students work with faculty from a 
variety of academic backgrounds on moral, political, economic, epistemic, religious, 
and aesthetic questions with the understanding that such questions are naturally 
and deeply connected. While students read and write a great deal, often reflect in 
solitude, and occasionally listen to lectures, the central activity supported by the 
curriculum is conversation in small seminars and tutorials.  

The assumed connectedness of our questions about values is the first of four 
basic premises behind the curriculum. When studying ethics, we easily end up 
thinking about political or religious questions. An epistemic question may turn 
out to have an inescapable aesthetic aspect. Since the various issues on the table 
tend to be intimately connected, a value studies curriculum is by definition heavily 
integrated. The most natural way to ensure integration is to build up the curriculum 
around core courses that secure the relevant breadth and cohesion.

The second premise is that the most fundamental questions about values 
have a claim on us as human beings—no matter what we take a special interest 
in, and no matter what we do for a living. But we tend to specialize in values, 
to focus on a few and more or less lose sight of the rest. Sometimes this is as it 
should be, but often we miss out on the fullness of life to the detriment of ourselves 
and others. The demands of the moment, habit, anxiety, and selfishness may 
shrink a person’s world to a caricature of what it could be. Nicolai Hartmann, one 
of the thinkers whose work has been an inspiration for the development of value 
studies, thought that this is the common destiny of human beings. “The tragedy 
of man,” he once wrote, “is that of one who, sitting at a well-laden table, is 
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hungry but who will not reach out his hand, because he does not see what is 
before him.”1 There is enough truth in this dark yet also optimistic thought to 
justify a course of study that strives to combat our natural narrowness.

Value questions remain primarily “human” even in an academic context. 
This is the third premise. While values lend themselves to study—eminently 
so—no discipline, understood as a set of methods or a body of literature, can 
tame or appropriate them. The values of justice, beauty, and natural diversity 
are all studied fruitfully by experts in various contexts, for example, but their 
significance is pre-disciplinary and remains anchored in ordinary human life, 
even when addressed by academics. For that reason, the primary task of scholars 
dedicated to value studies is not to pursue or represent their respective disciplines, 
but to bring whatever expertise they have to bear on questions of general 
human significance.

The fourth and final premise is the most difficult to articulate, but important 
nonetheless. When we talk about “values,” we have in mind the goods, ends, 
and ideals by which we understand who we are and explain what we do. Values 
tend to be deeply personal, yet typically not just private. They often come into 
our purview as shared objects of attention and, at least to some extent, as fit-
ting objects of reasoned conversation. In fact, they commonly seem to call out 
for conversation. As creatures who value—wonder, cherish, and desire—we 
need an intimate yet open social space where we can talk together, a hall of 
joint and living reflection. Conversation, in other words, is one of the natural 
expressions of our many responses to things of value and meaningful experience: 
bafflement, bliss, ambivalence, frustration, anxiety. There is a crucial educa-
tional aspect to such conversation. It is, among other things, a conversation that 
each generation owes the next. To some extent it happens informally in families 
and among friends, and this is of immense importance; but in these contexts 
the conversation often remains too sporadic, too superficial, too private, or too 
one-sided to do full justice to the task. That’s why we need value studies.   

Self-Knowledge, Reflection, and Civility

The ultimate educational ends of value studies are plural, and to some extent 
essentially open and contested. This is as it should be. It would be illiberal and 
counterproductive to assume that we could posit the telos of this sort of educa-
tional journey from the beginning. Nonetheless, one ideal outcome, arguably, 
is a deepened or refined self-knowledge. This is a personal good, but here it is 
important to point out that it is a civic good also. As Jean Bethke Elshtain 
wrote in a previous volume in the Civic Series, “people propel themselves into 
community and organizational life because there are things they care about, 
values they endorse, goods they embrace.”2 For most of us, most of the time, 
knowing who we are and what we care about makes us more meaningfully and 
sure-footedly engaged in civic and political life. A striking confirmation of this 
thought may be found in the important work of Adam Davis, in whose Civic 
Reflection Project we see a sister of value studies.3

Some might worry whether a course of study that defines itself by reference 
to values must in some manner take the form of indoctrination. The worry is 
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fair enough; but it is neither specific to value studies, nor is it possible to over-
come entirely in any form of education. Even studies that look purely instru-
mental or technical in character will involve value commitments. Implicitly or 
explicitly, every curriculum reveals a sense of relevance and an ideal of learning. 
The precise identification of these commitments may be difficult, but complete 
neutrality is impossible. Furthermore, there is no good reason to think that an 
explicit focus on values must be associated with some special bias or dogmatic 
modes of teaching. On the contrary, an explicit curricular focus on values may, 
under the right circumstances, inspire a reflectiveness that makes the educational 
endeavor less likely to be indoctrinatory. 

In the Euthyphro, Plato had Socrates point out that disagreement about values—
about “right and wrong, and noble and disgraceful, and good and bad”—is a 
common source of anger and enmity.4 This fact may sometimes be, or seem to 
be, a compelling reason for avoiding discussions about values. Some liberals, 
for example, dream of a neutral polity that would not commit a community to 
any substantial notion of the good life. Some academics pursue “value-free” science, 
and some educators seek to banish politics from their classrooms. Value studies 
is premised on the opposite thought: we cannot avoid substantial value commit-
ments (or disagreements) in politics, science, and education, and we are often 
better off facing them with as much candor as we can muster. In fact, the con-
frontations that emerge from such conversations often have profound educational 
value. As we work through them, we achieve reflective depth and have occasion 
to practice a number of intellectual and civic virtues of great significance, not 
least in a democracy. 

Of the various virtues needed to sustain a conversation about values, civility 
may be one of the most central. In a minimal sense, it marks our ability to main-
tain a basic respect and exhibit tolerance even when we disapprove of another 
person’s behavior or opinions. Civility in this sense, on occasion necessary in any 
public and genuine conversation about values, is probably a norm of behavior 
that no democratic community can do without. 

The term “civility” has another usage, however, according to which it is not 
merely a last resort in the effort of maintaining our community in the face of 
disagreement, but an expression of something more positive and more ambitious. 
As Robert Pippin suggests, civility may be understood as “as an active attempt 
to recognize and help to promote each other as free beings.”5 While a democracy 
could perhaps exist without this sort of civility, one may nonetheless think of it 
as a profound democratic ideal, as expressing a substantial and optimistic sense 
of equality and solidarity. The darkest moments of political life may seem to 
condemn this ideal as utopian; but if we believe that some utopias should be 
kept on the map somehow, we might want to design some of our curricula to 
promote exactly that sort of civility. Value studies does that. When we fore-
ground and face disagreements, we may also reveal deeper commonalities or 
discover new possibilities of harmonious diversity. In other words, while joint 
explorations of the good, the true, and the beautiful may reveal terrible human 
dilemmas and political dynamite of the most destructive kind, they are not divisive 
by definition. They do not just reveal the limits of freedom in a democracy, but 
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may help us push those limits a bit. We learn that the battle for freedom is not 
simply a zero-sum game. Since we don’t know where the limits of collective 
freedom lie, hope is a civic virtue closely related to civility. The study of values 
keeps that hope alive and helps us prevent politics from being a sphere that 
simply belongs to fate.

Discipline, Expertise, and Wisdom

The value studies curriculum was not designed to facilitate what we call “disciplinary 
training”: the command of a certain body of literature, a special set of methods, 
and one particular mode of thinking. Like other curricular innovations from 
the past century, value studies is meant to complement the one-sided dominance 
of disciplines in higher education. Many of us, even when grateful for the rigor-
ous disciplinary training we have received, have experienced how the disciplinary 
approach to learning may become self-serving and almost hide from view the 
human ends and issues for which most of us awoke to the life of learning in the 
first place. Arguably, this danger of losing one’s ends is inherent to disciplinary 
training. To be alive to fundamental questions about human ends in all their 

complexity is the first business of value studies; the sec-
ond is to make some sort of progress with them. There 
are competing conceptions of what this progress consists 
in, and that is as it should be. The main point here is that 
the insistence on staying with an issue, problem, or ques-
tion of fundamental human relevance involves a certain 
concentration and persistence that can only be under-
stood as a form of discipline in the everyday sense of that 
word—a capacity for focus, patience, and constancy of 

purpose. Moreover, this sort of discipline is not just a private good, but a civic 
virtue. A democracy needs citizens with a strong and not easily diverted sense of the 
goods and ideals for which we do everything we do. 

The focus on values fosters a deep sense of equality in the classroom. The 
most fundamental issues raised are those to which all human beings by virtue 
of their ordinary experience have some form of “privileged access.” At no 
moment in a conversation about values can it be ruled out that the most inter-
esting or fruitful contribution will come from a participant who is theoretically 
the least prepared. Sometimes our most important questions are the ones that 
look simplistic or obvious. It does not follow that expertise is irrelevant. On the 
contrary, our discussions about values constantly benefit from expert knowledge—
about literature, history, religion, anthropology, economics, statistics, technology, 
science, and other subjects. Being well-informed is a good thing, and a student 
may well be inspired by value studies to acquire and live by a certain expertise, 
practical or scholarly. What we learn from value studies is “simply” that the last 
word on fundamental human issues does not belong to the expert. 

This lesson should inspire us with the courage to ask innocent questions. 
It should also help us overcome, as far as possible, our tendencies to snobbism, ped-
antry, and theoretical arrogance. The implication is that those who teach value 
studies must do without the kind of authority that is guaranteed at other places 

 A democracy 
needs citizens 
with a not easily 
diverted sense 
of goods and ideals
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of higher learning by departmental structure and students’ ability to choose as their 
goal of study a discipline that their teachers have already mastered. They nonethe-
less earn respect, if they are good, as knowledgeable and imaginative designers of 
syllabi, as attentive and inspiring teachers, and—ideally—as possessing a little of 
that human quality for which there is no better name than “wisdom.” As A. N. 
Whitehead wrote in The Aims of Education, “wisdom is the way in which knowledge 
is held. It concerns the handling of knowledge, its selection for the determination of 
relevant issues, its employment to add value to our immediate experience. This 
mastery of knowledge, which is wisdom, is the most intimate freedom obtainable.”6

Equality, Humility, and Solidarity

Value studies is essentially a democratic form of education. This curriculum is 
partially built around a deep sense of human equality, and it honors virtues 
that are crucial for democratic citizenship. That’s what we have been trying to 
argue so far. It is important to see, however, that the curriculum is not fanatically 
democratic; it is not closed to everything that does not bear a clear democratic 
stamp. While some democratic educators are intolerant of anything that challenges 
their democratic ideals, value studies allows us, nay invites us, to ask hard questions 
about our favored polity. As one of the most profound and sovereign ideals of 
our time, democracy itself is an obvious topic for a value studies curriculum. 

Back in 1923, Whitehead asked a hard question about equality as the central 
value in the complex ideal of democracy. “We are at the threshold of a democratic 
age,” he wrote, “and it remains to be determined whether the equality of man is to 
be realised on a high level or a low level.”7 This statement might be a good starting 
point for a seminar discussion at ECLA. It invites a principled discussion about the 
metaphors of high and low—that is, the nature and significance of hierarchical 
thinking. It may also provoke the egalitarian to think hard about his attachment to 
equality: what exactly am I committed to? Even firmly committed democrats should 
be able to ponder the question, or questions, behind this statement. No doubt, 
some will be tempted by this occasion to think antidemocratic thoughts, but 
others might be inspired to deepen their understanding of and attachment to the 
democratic ideal. Whitehead’s statement does not necessarily express the worries 
of a crypto-elitist. It may express a sense of human dignity that is deeply solidaristic. 
And it may suggest a worried question about the future of democracy: if we do 
not manage to realize human equality on a fairly high level, will the human 
race survive, and will it survive with its dignity intact? Arguably, now when the 
democratic age is well on its way, this question remains unanswered. 

Not only would Whitehead’s statement be a helpful starting point for an ECLA 
seminar, but it also provides a natural starting point for our final point about the 
significance of value studies for democratic citizenship. In order to make this point, 
let us develop the thoughts of the worried democrat a bit further. In this mood, we 
may feel a somber ambivalence about the concept of equality, as if it were a magnifi-
cent ship with a malignant stowaway. The belief that all human beings are equal has 
a tendency to bring with it another: the belief that every desire and satisfaction of 
every equal being must be equal too. Push-pin is as good as poetry, not because we 
have judged them to be equally good, but because there can be no judgment to make. 
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Who am I to judge? And who can judge me? In other words, noble egalitarianism 
leads many of us to (flirt with) shallow relativism. The common result, one might 
fear, is a character too timid to discriminate at all and defiantly proud of his own 
taste, whatever it happens to be. A version of Whitehead’s low realization of equality 
could be a “democratic” society inhabited by such persons. Because they lack humility 
and confidence, it would be a “formal” democracy suffering from a lack of individual 
aspiration and civic apathy—all in the name of a misguided sense of equality.

Our own mood is not always so dark, but the danger apprehended in that mood 
seems real enough. The democratic danger, if we may call it that, has particular 
sting in modern life. Modern life has many acute observers, but for our purposes 
Nicolai Hartmann is particularly helpful again: 

The life of man to-day is not favourable to depth of insight. The quiet and 
contemplation are lacking, life is restless and hurried; there is competition, 
aimless and without reflection. Whoever stands still for a moment is overtaken 
by the next. And as the claims of the outer life chase one another, so likewise 
do the impressions, experiences and sensations. We are always looking out 
for what is newest, the last thing continuously governs us and the thing be-
fore the last is forgotten ere it has been fairly seen, much less comprehended. 
We live from sensation to sensation. And our penetration becomes shallow, 
our sense of value is blunted, by snatching at the sensational. Not only is 
modern man restless and precipitate, dulled and blasé, but nothing inspires, 
touches, lays hold of his innermost being. Finally he has only an ironical and 
weary smile for everything. Yes, in the end he makes a virtue of his moral deg-
radation. He elevates the nil admirari, his incapacity to feel wonder, amazement, 
enthusiasm and reverence, into a planned habit of life. Callously passing 
lightly over everything is a comfortable modus vivendi. And thus he is pleased 
with himself in a pose of superiority which hides his inner vacuity.8

The modern democratic person lives a dangerous life. It is all too easy for 
us to become proud, diffident, and restlessly apathetic. Some respond to this 
problem with denial, others with despair. Some become reactionaries or secretly 
begin to despise democracy. Value studies is meant to help us avoid these temp-
tations. It is, among other things, a democratic and optimistic antidote to a 
democratic disease. It is a curriculum that invites students and teachers to the 
joint and solidaristic pursuit of high-minded equality.
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i

Building a  
University-Wide College 
of Citizenship  
and Public Service
Robert M. Hollister

In 2000, as part of an ambitious university-wide civic education initia-
tive designed to educate students in all fields for lifetimes of active citizenship, 
Tufts University established the Tisch College of Citizenship and Public Service. 
Through an aggressive interdisciplinary approach, the university aimed to  
develop citizen engineers, citizen physicians, and citizen businessmen and 
women—people who are highly competent in their chosen professional fields 
and who also have in abundance the values and skills needed to be effective 
agents of change in their communities. Rather than giving a separate degree, the 
college serves as a catalyst and a resource to all parts of the university in order 
to help faculty and students in all disciplines integrate active citizenship into 
curricular, extracurricular, and other programs.

Embarking on a campaign of culture change intended to make “active citi-
zenship” a defining part of the institution’s ethos, we have advanced civic educa-
tion in all parts of the institution through extensive programs of faculty support, 
student leadership development, community partnerships, and alumni activities.  

With substantial institutional commitment, ample financial support, and 
strong collective leadership from multiple constituencies of the university, Tufts 
has made steady progress toward its ambitious goal. Today, in 2013, “active cit-
izenship” is a defining part of the university’s identity. A growing portion of 
students in diverse fields are graduating with the values and skills they need in 
order to be effective leaders for change. Each year, over one hundred under-
graduates graduate with honos civicus (“civic honors”), a recognition of their 
substantive academic and extracurricular achievement; many times that number 
of graduating seniors have gained substantial civic skills and knowledge through 
multiple courses, extracurricular experiences, and internships. The medical 
school now requires all students to complete at least fifty hours of voluntary 
community service. And each of the other professional schools has taken steps 
to reinforce civic education as a defining dimension of their degrees. An endow-
ment gift of $40 million from alumnus Jonathan Tisch has provided a strong 
financial foundation. 
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What strategies and other factors have enabled Tufts to make the progress 
that it has made to date? As founding dean of Tisch College, I believe we have 
had success with the approaches described below. 

Avoid the Public Service as “Third Mission” Trap

To date, most proponents of the civic renewal of higher education have stayed 
within the paradigm of public service as the “third mission” of the university. They 
advocate that public service functions should receive greater attention and support 
than they currently do, in comparison with teaching and research missions. 

Our experience at Tufts suggests that this “third mission” focus is a trap. 
Teaching and research always will be the primary missions of a university. It is 
wishful thinking to suggest that public service as a separate endeavor can secure 
anywhere near the same level of support as the two primary missions. An alternative 
approach is to frame civic engagement as a route to higher quality teaching and 
research, to elevate civic engagement as an important dimension of teaching and 
research, to grow community-engaged teaching and research, and to demonstrate 
that community engagement can achieve higher quality teaching and research.

The experience of Tufts Civil and Environmental Engineering Professor 
Chris Swan provides an example of this alternative approach. Professor Swan 
became a passionate advocate of community service learning after the College 
of Citizenship and Public Service helped him add a team service project to his 
course on soil remediation. Subsequently, he began to tell his engineering col-
leagues, “Not only did my students start to gain civic skills, they learned the 
technical concepts and methods better and faster.” Professor Swan went on to win 
two National Science Foundation grants for comparative studies of the learning 
outcomes produced by alternative approaches to community service learning in 
engineering programs. For this professor community service activities embedded in 
his courses have had a positive effect on community conditions, and they have 
enhanced his teaching and opened up major new research opportunities as well. 

Concentrate on Building Faculty Leadership

A cornerstone of our approach has been to invest heavily in building faculty 
leadership—to develop professors’ capabilities in community-engaged teaching 
and research, and also to encourage and support them as leaders driving and 
refining our plan. Those faculty members who are integrating active citizenship 
into their courses and their research are the invisible faculty of the college. 
With primary academic appointments in their home departments and schools, 
they hold secondary academic appointments in Tisch College that recognize 
and support their contributions and responsibilities to the collective effort that 
cuts across departmental and school silos. 

We have found especially effective a faculty fellows program that each year 
selects ten to twelve professors from diverse fields to pursue civic engagement 
curriculum development and research projects. Selected through a competitive 
process, the faculty fellows meet monthly and receive financial and staff support 
for their individual projects, which are designed to build active citizenship 
throughout the institution. The fellows program has built a widening circle of 
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faculty members who are leading civic education and scholarship in all schools. 
They constitute a growing intellectual community of shared interest and commit-
ment to active citizenship.

A few years into the process of developing Tisch College, faculty began really 
to own it and to take responsibility for much of the programming. Their indepen-
dent initiative and active partnership in building active citizenship across Tufts 
has been a key ingredient. For example, as a faculty fellow of the college, Professor 
Doug Brugge of the medical school organized an effort to develop university-
community collaboration on research. He developed the Tufts Community  
Research Center, which is governed by a board with equal representation of Tufts 
academics and host community representatives. The center identifies and nurtures 
community-engaged research, and it has played a pivotal role in landing major 
grants for projects that have been planned and also implemented by both academic 
and community colleagues.  

Embrace and Foster Debate about Civic Goals and Strategies

In order to renew its civic mission, any given institution of higher education 
does not need to embrace a single, unified vision. While the majority of Tufts 
faculty readily supported Tisch College and its bold plans, there were also some 
critics. While we, of course, have needed a substantial base of support, our approach 
has been to welcome critical dialogue as well, on questions such as the following: 
Should civic values include challenging established structure of power and privilege? 
Should the civic capabilities we teach include skills for protest and revolution? 
In order effectively to renew their civic missions, colleges and universities do 
need to mobilize sufficient internal support for their plans, but they also would 
do well to foster high-quality debate about civic values and institutional roles. 
That should be a significant part of their civic vision. 

One day, when I asked the chair of the English Department for his support, 
he said, “Our role isn’t to support your effort; rather, it is to critically interrogate 
it—to explore the contradictions and negative assumptions that are built into 
your vision.” On another occasion, Jonathan Wilson, a highly accomplished 
professor of English, was slated to deliver the faculty talk at the annual PhD 
hooding ceremony for the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences. He approached 
me right beforehand and said, “I hope you won’t be offended, but my talk will 
focus on the virtues of ‘inactive citizenship.’” In his speech, he argued that it 
was as worthy for a student to spend her summer studying and writing poetry 
as it was to work for a local community organization. And, of course, he is 
right; it is not an either-or proposition. I appreciated his sensitivity, but imme-
diately was delighted with his critical talk. It was interesting and provocative, 
and I knew right away that this was a significant indicator that Tisch College 
had arrived. We had succeeded in framing the debate. “Active citizenship” had 
gained real traction in our academic culture. 

Participate in, and Contribute to, Our Collective Movement

As we began our initiative in the late 1990s, we benefitted immensely from the 
experience of, and guidance from, sister institutions. Ira Harkavy was an especially 



54	 Civic Series   |   Civic Engagement, Civic Development, and Higher Education 

generous source of advice and encouragement.1 We have learned regularly from 
the experience of other universities, such as Michigan State’s pioneering efforts in 
the areas of faculty assessment and tenure and promotion criteria and the Uni-
versity of California–Los Angeles’s “UCLA in LA” grants program for university-
community collaborative projects. We rediscovered the power of external 
validation in higher education. When advocating various policy changes to ad-
vance civic education at Tufts, on several occasions it has been very helpful to be 
able to say, “This isn’t a wild idea; they already have been doing it for several years 
at the University of North Carolina and the University of Minnesota, and here 
are the results.” 

All of us who are building civic education efforts in our respective institutions 
have an opportunity and a responsibility to support each other’s work and to 
grow our movement. At Tufts, we have initiated two networks that are vehicles 
for us to learn from others and also to share our experience with them. Because 
all of us in academia work for organizations that vigorously resist change, we 
need interinstitutional support in order to dismantle our individual ivory towers. 
In 2005, together with Campus Compact,2 we invited the heads of thirteen 
civic engagement programs at research universities across the United States to 
spend a weekend together sharing their experiences and visions. The group formed 
an ongoing alliance, The Research University Civic Engagement Network, that has 
been meeting annually ever since. Campus Compact has served very effectively 
as secretariat for the network, whose membership has grown to include over 
thirty-five institutions. 

Also in 2005, Tufts invited twenty-nine heads of universities from twenty-
three countries to the university’s conference center in Talloires, France, to 
share their civic engagement experiences and dreams. It was such a timely and 
energizing conversation that the group formed the Talloires Network and pre-
vailed upon Tufts to provide secretariat support. Since the founding conference, 
the Talloires Network has grown to include over three hundred universities in 
seventy-two counties with a combined student of enrollment of over six million. 
It has become the primary global coalition of engaged universities. Members 
exchange best practices and collaborate to elevate support from public and private 
funders. In the process, we strengthen civic engagement at our own universities 
and also at sister institutions around the world. 

Notes	
1.	 Ira Harkavy is associate vice president and founding dean of the Barbara and Edward Netter 

Center for Community Partnerships at the University of Pennsylvania.
2.	Campus Compact is a national coalition of over 1,100 college and university presidents committed 

to civic education.
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One sign of the putative success of the higher education civic engagement 
movement of the past twenty or so years is the presence on many campuses of a 
center, institute, or office dedicated to service learning, community partnerships, 
public engagement, social change, and/or engaged democracy. Such centers, in-
stitutes, and offices are widely understood to signal serious institutional com-
mitment to civic learning and action.1 As such, they often appear prominently 
in recruitment materials, on college and university websites, and in applications 
for the Carnegie Community Engagement Classification and other forms of 
institutional recognition. 

Notwithstanding the complex labors that produce and sustain centers of 
engagement and the significant impact their sponsored programs and staff 
often have on student learning and development, campus cultures, off-campus 
communities, and diverse fields of knowledge and practice, we might pause to 
ask whether, in centering the civic in a center, we unwittingly marginalize the 
civic and undermine its full emancipatory potential. Centers, after all, tend to 
exist in a kind of no-man’s-land, neither fully curricular nor fully cocurricular 
and, hence, often without the kind of intimate understanding, full-bodied sup-
port, or connectional networks enjoyed by other institutional entities. More 
to the point, when the civic is identified with a center, do we risk letting the 
rest of the campus off the hook—making it somehow less responsible for civic 
learning and action because such things are perceived to be the purview of the 
center? Or, do those of us who work in or relate to centers or offices of engage-
ment let ourselves off the hook by framing our work primarily in programmatic 
rather than institutional terms?2 

What would it mean to bring the civic to the center of institutional life, and 
what role could centers, institutes, and offices play in such a strategic relocation? 
While specific strategies would vary with institutional contexts, the tendency of 
the civic to become siloed in one campus entity would be counteracted if centers 
were to exert intentionally centripetal forces, directing energy not only toward 
college-community partnerships, but also, and with equal intentionality and imagi-
nation, toward the strengthening of civility and relationships of mutual trans-
formation among on-campus departments, programs, offices, and constituencies. 

ii
Civic Diffusion:  
Moving the Center  
to the Center
Darby K. Ray
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Most campuses are as needful of internal partnership building as they are of authen-
tic off-campus connections. Indeed, higher education institutions will not fulfill 
their potential for inspired and effective public engagement unless and until in-
ternal networks of connection and collaboration are healed and grown. For those 
of us within engagement centers or offices, this work calls for both humility and 
magnanimity, for both self-critique and radical hospitality—importantly, the same 
postures and practices we seek to embody as we engage the off-campus world. 

On some campuses, humility might involve the realization that in our zeal 
for developing definitions, rubrics, and best practices intended to create an 
identifiable field of community-engaged inquiry and action and to inspire ex-
cellence in both inputs and outcomes, we may be excluding, devaluing, delimiting, 
or refusing to see important work being done by others on the campus. Might 
it be possible to adopt a more expansive model of engagement—the civic as a 
continuum, for example, or better yet, the civic as a dynamic cycle of learning 
and action that invites a wide range of perspectives and practices? Many have 
labored long and hard to shift both the theory and practice of engagement 
from a one-way or patronage model to a two-way or partnership model in 
which collaboration, co-creation, and mutual transformation are the guiding 
aims and principles. Could we sustain these important gains while also broad-
ening our understanding of what “counts” as the civic at our institutions? 
When our centers and institutes function less as gatekeepers or scorekeepers 
and more as gracious hosts, our invitations attract new campus allies and pro-
spective partners, some of whose work may challenge current definitions and 
categories of engagement. 

The civic as a defining institutional priority that reaches well beyond the 
confines of a center, institute, or office means that civic learning and action are 
not only mission-statement intentions but also mission-critical values that are 
operationalized throughout the college or university. The infusion of the civic 
can occur along a variety of trajectories and with appeals to differently perceived 
goods. For example, since institutional mission statements increasingly claim 
civic intentions, such statements can be used strategically to encourage civic 
buy-in from a wide range of institutional players—especially senior staff members 
and trustees, who are accustomed to thinking in terms of broad institutional 
goals and claims. In like fashion, certain faculty and staff members may be 
more persuaded by arguments that appeal to institution-focused goods than 
by arguments that appeal to broader goods, like social justice or community 
well-being. Even if high-level affirmations of the civic are, in reality, primarily 
rhetorical or proleptic, they can nevertheless be used strategically to move insti-
tutional players toward greater investment in them. Because such statements 
have already secured institutional approval at the highest levels, they can be in-
voked with authority by advocates of civic learning and action. When we do 
this in good faith, we can often move institutional leaders from purely theo-
retical affirmations to concrete support for practical enactments of civic mis-
sion. Reminding our leaders that civic learning and leadership are constitutive 
of institutional identity and productive of institutional goods gives them compelling 
internal reasons to invest in such work.
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Another important leverage point for moving the civic to the center of our 
colleges and universities is student learning. Some faculty teach in fields with 
readily acknowledged and even expected links to public engagement; other faculty 
have strong internal motivations or are fortunate to work at institutions with 
good faculty incentive and reward programs related to civically engaged teaching, 
service, or scholarship. But to one degree or another, all faculty care about or 
work toward student learning, and for them the civic can be compelling peda-
gogical terrain. Underscoring its inclusion in oft-cited lists of high-impact 
learning practices, we might pause to consider that one way of conceiving of 
the civic is as a space where the learner and the thing to be learned—the knower 
and the known—encounter each other in mutual openness or discovery.3 The 
civic is not a neutral space; it is a shared space whose premise is hospitality, an 
invitation to encounter the other with authenticity and respect, a desire to inhabit a 
world where both self and other can flourish. 

In learning, the learner encounters an other—for example, an idea, an argument, 
a painting, an organism, a landscape, a person, a language, or a culture—and the 
learner is changed as a result of this encounter. True learning pulls the learner out 
of him or herself, out of the world as s/he knows it, and into a new, broader space 
constituted by the mutual engagement of knower and known. To learn is to step 
into uncharted territory such that the distance between knower and known is less-
ened and some bit of shared space, which we call understanding, comes into being. 
Learning and the civic, then, share a similar dynamic. Civic engagement is bridge 
building for the sake of authentic understanding. We move the civic to the center 
of our institutions when institutes and centers of engagement articulate and incar-
nate the shared intentions and structures of deep learning and the civic—the risk 
taking and bridge building they each undertake for the sake of understanding. 

When the civic is embraced as a space of deep learning, its centrality to the 
mission of higher education is underscored. At the same time, the possibilities 
for its purposeful diffusion throughout the institution become apparent. After all, 
world-expanding, bridge-building encounters with the unfamiliar, different, or 
unknown can happen almost anywhere. Community-engaged learning courses 
and research projects co-created by college and community partners are certainly 
one such site, but they do not exhaust the possibilities. 

If the civic is not a single destination or practice but rather the embodiment 
of connected learning in pursuit of shared goods, then the pathways toward its 
actualization are limited only by the imagination and the will. Wherever students 
are is where the civic can be instantiated. For many institutions, residence halls 
are places of untapped civic promise, whether through institutionally supported 
experiments in shared governance, publicly engaged learning communities, or 
any number of other bridge-building initiatives. Athletics, too, can be fruitful 
ground for civic cultivation. The athlete-coach relationship is often one of the 
most formative for students, so growing the civic understanding and investment 
of coaches is a key strategy for operationalizing an institution’s civic mission. 
Similarly, student clubs and organizations are important spawning grounds for 
leadership development and peer norming, and yet they tend on many campuses 
to be only sporadically mobilized for civic action. 
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More systematic investment in the civic can also be cultivated by working 
with leaders in student government to build support for campus-wide systems 
of engagement—for example, by establishing a “community liaison” position 
on the slate of officers required for a student organization to gain institutional 
recognition and funding eligibility. Increasingly, we are realizing the vital links 
between civic engagement initiatives and the flourishing of first-generation college 
students, students of color, and other students from groups traditionally under-
represented in higher education.4 Establishing strong and sustainable connections 
between the diversity/equity work and the community engagement work tak-
ing place on our campuses is yet another way the civic can begin to pervade our 
institutions. Similar connections can be made to environmental sustainability 
work and to wellness initiatives.

When centers, institutes, and offices of engagement become forces of centripetal 
energy and radical hospitality, the possibilities for “sharing” the civic with others 
across the college or university are multitudinous. Ironically, as we put civic en-
gagement into practice in our own institutions—focusing less on the center, in-
stitute, or office and more on the challenges and joys of cultivating civic learning 
and action among diverse partners on our own campuses—we may well find our-
selves better equipped, and in better company, to lead our institutions in deep 
engagements of off-campus communities.

Notes
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movement by directing activist energies and resources toward institutional ends instead of larger 
goods. See Mavis Morton, Corey Dolgon, Timothy Maher, and James Pennell, “Civic Engage-
ment and Public Sociology: Two ‘Movements’ in Search of a Mission,” Journal of Applied Social 
Science 6, no. 1 (2012) 5–30.

3.	 In emphasizing both learning and the civic as sites of transformative intersubjectivity, I am taking 
a cue from Donald W. Harward, cofounder and director of Bringing Theory to Practice. See 
Harward, “Introduction and Framing Essay,” in Civic Values, Civic Practices, ed. Donald W. 
Harward (Washington, DC: Bringing Theory to Practice, 2013), x–xxi.

4.	 See Susan Sturm, Tim Eatman, John Saltmarsh, and Adam Bush, “Full Participation: Building 
the Architecture for Diversity and Public Engagement in Higher Education” (white paper, Center 
for Institutional and Social Change, Columbia University Law School, New York, 2011).
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The promise of comprehensive college civic engagement programs lies in their 
impact on the lives of our college and university students as well as our neighbors, 
two groups who become intimately connected in powerful ways. Different from 
direct political participation, which builds democratic structures, civic engagement 
forges the foundation of a democratic culture by intertwining learning, personal 
growth, and social relationships around a community of civic practice. For par-
ticipants, social barriers are reduced, if not eliminated. Friendships are formed. 
New connections are made. Communities are revived. Campuses are transformed. 

As well documented in A Crucible Moment: College Learning and Democracy’s 
Future and other key reports,1 colleges and universities are revisiting their 
founding missions and goals where school and society are conceived as intimate 
partners and purposed around educating students for leadership in a democratic 
society. This retrospective on institutional mission is necessary as we enter an 
era of economic limits and technological possibilities that are reshaping what 
and how students learn and faculty teach as well as how colleges deliver, measure, 
and price learning. This new era is also marked by severe resource constraints 
for significant parts of society that are challenged by drastic inequities in health 
care, educational opportunity, and employment. These social realities collide in 
the neighborhoods that surround many college and university campuses. These 
fiscal exigencies affecting universities and local neighborhoods became joined to 
the civic mission of colleges and universities that desperately need to demonstrate 
their “public good” in order to regain the trust and confidence of the larger so-
ciety. Challenged neighborhoods need new allies in a period of stagnant support 
from the federal and state governmental units. A new and symbiotic relationship is 
required for both universities and neighborhoods to succeed. Although some argue 
that the very idea of the college campus may soon be obsolete, the connection 
of student learning to civic purpose holds great promise for the resurrection of 
place-based learning.

In an age that both promises remarkable technological advances affecting 
the acquisition of knowledge and portends a reshaping of learning as anonymous 
and passive, community-based learning holds the key to making place important. 
While the acquisition of knowledge can be advanced through online resources, 
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the traditional classroom, or a hybrid model using both approaches, it is through 
civic involvement that students learn how to engage difference, value diversity, 
encounter and solve problems. In field-based settings, they apply their learning, 
confront barriers, forge new social relationships built around collaborative practice, 
and work within community institutions. From these experiences, students 
come to appreciate their curricular learning as the means through which they 
gain the expertise, skills, and larger historical, scientific, and humanistic con-
text to make fuller meaning of their community experience. Civic work gives 
students a greater chance to flourish as it expands their learning beyond that 
available from a classroom, whether on campus or online. 

The Wagner Plan

Like a number of institutions that maintain comprehensive neighborhood part-
nerships—such as the University of Pennsylvania, Syracuse University, Tulane 
University, Johns Hopkins University, and Widener University—Wagner College 
relies on an educational foundation consisting of a comprehensive curricular 
and cocurricular program that integrates classroom texts, field experience, and 
civic involvement. Partnership designs vary by institution, but in Wagner’s ap-
proach (called the Wagner Plan), the principal feature is a commitment to one 
specific neighborhood on Staten Island, which, with approximately 480,000 
residents, is the least populous of New York City’s five boroughs. Wagner College’s 
Port Richmond Partnership (hereafter referred to as “the Partnership”) focuses 
on a neighborhood that once was the commercial hub of the borough before the 
Verrazano Bridge connected it to Brooklyn and the rest of the city in 1964. Then, 
this neighborhood was predominately made up of various white ethnic groups, 
mostly of Italian heritage. Fifty years later, it comprises more than 60 percent un-
documented Mexican immigrants, 20 percent African Americans, and 20 percent 
white ethnic New Yorkers. It is a poor community with racial divides, significant 
disparities in health care, low graduation rates and underresourced schools, high 
unemployment, and no significant industrial or small-business presence. 

The Port Richmond Partnership

In 2007 the experiential component of Wagner’s unique curriculum became more 
focused on civic work, and in 2009 the Partnership was launched to become the 
centerpiece of this work.

At Wagner College, we conceived of partnerships in a new form that envisions 
this type of college-civic work as serving as an important anchor in challenged 
communities. The outcomes of such partnerships are dynamic. They transform 
learning for students and for neighbors, faculty, and staff—even for a variety of 
student campus organizations.

The Partnership is organized as a democratic alliance between twenty-plus 
neighborhood organizations and Wagner College. The Partnership identified 
four principal policy areas: (1) educational opportunities and college readiness, 
(2) health care needs and preventative health education, (3) small business eco-
nomic development, and (4) immigration services and culture and the arts. 
Each of these policy areas serves as a focal point for directing community-based 
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learning courses, cocurricular civic engagement programs, and voluntary com-
munity service activities. 

The Partnership is an attempt to integrate the college’s civic engagement 
programs into the identified strategic areas in order to achieve a sustained and 
effective impact on our neighborhood’s challenges. In so doing, the Partnership 
has succeeded in reducing the incidence of diabetes and obesity, increasing college 
attendance within the Port Richmond community, advancing sustainable small 
business development, and increasing literacy and English language proficiency 
among Port Richmond’s Mexican immigrants. And, finally our neighborhood has 
a flourishing artistic and cultural community. 

The college’s goals for the Partnership are to increase student learning in 
specific courses, to increase students’ civic competency and intercultural capacity, 
and to have a discernible impact in the Port Richmond neighborhood across 
the strategic policy areas. As an example, after working closely with El Centro de 
Immigrante, one of our partners, a recent Wagner College graduate, characterized 
the collaborative work as uncovering a “second faculty” within the community 
from whom she learned much about the real context of these neighborhood 
challenges. Her liberal arts curriculum provided the cultural, economic, and 
social foundation needed to grasp these practical problems. This student’s major 
in nursing gave her the tools and practices to be a successful professional in  
the Port Richmond neighborhood. Ultimately, she found her career calling as a 
health care professional dedicated to addressing health care disparities. 

The Power and Challenges of Neighborhood Partnerships

Each type of institutional partnership has varying degrees of impact on stu-
dent, faculty, and neighborhood cultures. Our assessment data indicate that the 
overall impact of the Wagner Plan’s commitment to experiential learning and 
civic practice has been impressive, providing positive changes for all participating 
constituents, from the college to the neighborhood.

The key to successful college-neighborhood partnerships is the establishment 
of trust and reasonable expectations for both parties. As a result of a comprehen-
sive neighborhood program, the college ethos begins to transform. Students 
find greater meaning in their courses of study. They discover the true and re-
markable assets in the community, such as a rich cultural diversity and different 
ethnic folkways and values. Through these encounters, students develop self-
motivation and agency as they provide needed service to others. Although they 
may encounter barriers to progress, these experiences prompt development of 
the skills and discipline required to resolve disputes and solve real-world problems.

Challenges to Success

The challenges to realizing this type of transformation are significant. First, the 
idiosyncratic nature of neighborhood work must be integrated with a curriculum 
and cocurriculum that has structure, intellectual integrity, and temporal conti-
nuity. A traditional service-learning model stands on the academic schedule: 
courses end and students go home, but neighborhood needs and ongoing pro-
grams remain. Consequently, educational experiences must be strung together 
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around curricular and community needs that are aligned with neighborhood 
projects and organized into strategic policy areas. In a partnership model, ad-
ministrators, staff, faculty, students, and neighborhood leaders build the rela-
tionships, trust, and interactions that produce the community dialogues and 
assessments necessary to forge a continuous presence and engagement of the 
college with its neighbors. Together, all participants in the partnership identify 
the strategic policy area of interest, related projects, and relevant curriculum, 
thereby drawing the relevant courses to the partnership rather than relying on 
academically defined courses to search for community partners and placements.

Second, neighborhood partnerships must be sustainable. Given contemporary 
fiscal realities, these partnership programs must be carefully arranged so that 
the essential institutional commitment of the college or university is one of social 
capital. If the academic institution is the source of fiscal outlay, then the longevity 
of its neighborhood programs is likely to be at risk. Rather, partnership programs 
require the strategic alignment of teaching and learning assets with neighborhood 
needs and assets.

Third, student learning is the necessary condition for the success of a partner-
ship. If and only if student learning is enhanced by the partnership may the 
college’s tuition, credit hours, faculty, and staff work be allocated to it. Wagner 
College judges the success of its Port Richmond Partnership according to three 
criteria: (1) students’ learning from related academic courses must be demonstrated; 
(2) student civic competency must increase; and (3) discernible community impact 
in strategic policy or project areas must be measurable over a specific time period.

Fourth, a partnership must be democratic in practice. Community partners, 
faculty members, civic engagement staff, and administrative leaders must be ac-
tively involved in shaping the programs, protocols, and practice of the civic work.

As difficult as these challenges are to satisfy, they hold the key to the trans-
formative power of a liberal education, namely critical thinking and reflective 
practice. In the end, our goal is for students to graduate as civic professionals.2 

At Wagner’s recent parade of end-of-year academic, athletic, and professional 
program recognitions, I quietly reflected on how students now frame their college 
achievements around their civic leadership and service. Whether at a nurse’s pin-
ning ceremony, a dinner for academic excellence, a celebration of professional ac-
complishment, an exhibit of honors theses, a dinner for outstanding student 
athletes, or a performance by talented student artists—all students name their civic 
work as the primary contributor to defining themselves and their achievements. 
They thank faculty, staff, and community partners for their personal growth, their 
newfound career aspirations, and their life goals. It is remarkable to witness.

Notes

1.	 National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement, A Crucible Moment: College 
Learning and Democracy’s Future (Washington, DC: Association of American Colleges and Uni-
versities, 2012).

2.	 See William M. Sullivan, Work and Integrity: The Crisis and Promise of Professionalism in America 
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005).
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Everyone’s a Participant:  
Large-Scale Civic Experiences  
in the First-Year Curriculum
Thia Wolf

[Learning] combines personal transformation with  
the evolution of social structures.—Etienne Wenger

At California State University–Chico (CSU–Chico), a mid-sized public 
university in Northern California, all entering students are involved in at least 
one, and frequently more than one, large-scale civic event. These events, which 
are embedded in required first-year courses, take the form of either a town hall 
meeting (embedded in a required American government course) or a great debate 
(embedded in a required oral communication course). Below, I briefly describe the 
events and discuss assessment results that document key outcomes for the students 
and faculty who participate in them. The broader meaning of these events exceeds 
the confines of our campus, however. By also describing the participation of multiple 
constituents in these large-scale civic projects, I demonstrate how the events create a 
meaningful bridge between the campus and the city of Chico. 

In 2006, inspired by the insistent call by the president of CSU–Chico for 
the development of a strong civic dimension in students’ education, three faculty 
members teaching a required first-year writing course designed and helped 
their students participate in the university’s first town hall meeting. In 2009, 
the event moved from the English department to the political science depart-
ment. Participation grew rapidly, from a total of 180 participants in the first 
town hall to totals routinely ranging from 800 to 1,000 participants each semester. 
The town hall’s three-part structure includes an opening plenary with a student 
keynote speaker; a “breakout” discussion section involving twenty-five students, 
a facilitator, and expert consultants; and a closing small-group action meeting, 
called a roundtable, where eight or nine students meet with an expert consultant 
to form articulated potential action plans based on the students’ research on 
policy issues. The final student assignment is the creation of a written action 
plan that charts a course through any of the following: additional research; 
contact plans for connecting with local or national organizations; strategies for 
forming a new club or organization on campus; well-articulated intentions to 
contact local, state, and national political representatives; and plans for placing 
a measure on an upcoming ballot.
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Moderators and consultants for the town halls come from both the campus 
and the surrounding community. Frequent participants include faculty members, 
campus administrators, directors of nonprofit organizations, city employees, 
city council members, and educators from local K-12 schools. These individuals 
volunteer their time, encouraging student voices in both breakout and round-
table sessions, moderating student dialogues, and prompting students through 
questions and problem-posing discussions. Students come prepared to participate 
in an informed way by completing a required inquiry-research-writing sequence 
in the American government course. The town hall provides them with a sense of 
purpose and the motivation to work together toward the shared goal of entering 
this temporary public sphere.

The great debates, which began in 2009, place oral communication students 
from the communication arts and sciences department in varied activities focused 
on contentious issues. Following work on an inquiry-reading-writing sequence, 
students take their classroom work public. Student, faculty, and community 
participants engage each other across significant political and personal differences 
in a civil manner. Participants are reminded throughout the daylong event that the 
health of a democracy depends on difference, on dialogue, and on a willingness 
to consider multiple perspectives.

With the City of Chico’s consent and support, students take center stage in 
the city council chambers, the Old Municipal Building, city hall, and an outdoor 
commons called the Chico City Plaza. Growing rapidly from three hundred to 
two thousand participants, the great debates have become major city events, 
bringing together students with varied community members for discussion groups, 
interactive civic expo exhibits, speeches, presentations, and debates. Political par-
ties set up tables to discuss public issues and upcoming elections with students, 
and voter registration takes place throughout events, which begin at 9:00 a.m. 
and conclude at 8:30 p.m.

Assessments of these events show that the students who participate in the 
town halls are more likely to persist in college. Their four-year profile looks 
substantially different from that of nonparticipants, with statistically significant 
positive differences in well-being, civic efficacy, and personal confidence (the 
belief that “I can make a difference in the world”). Students who participate in 
the great debates outscore their nonparticipating counterparts on multiple 
measures, including political interest, community leadership, and academic en-
gagement. Many students participate in both events; in these cases, assessment 
results show a “double dose” effect, with stronger outcomes in the areas of academic 
engagement, civic efficacy, and flourishing.

Because the primary focus of these events is on students, it took us a while 
to notice that this large-scale civic work had also affected the ecology of both 
the campus and the community. The town halls routinely bring community 
participants onto the campus, asking them to listen, to share information and 
experience, and to engage in cross-generation dialogue with the newest adult 
members of the community. Focus groups with community participants indicate 
how surprised some are at the students’ level of knowledge and commitment 
regarding public issues ranging from the No Child Left Behind Act to the  
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extended deployment of troops in the Middle East and the mental health issues 
veterans experience on returning home. Some community members ask to be 
put on the permanent list of town hall participants; they share their experiences 
and best practices with newcomers from the community before the events begin.

The great debates rely on community partners, the city manager’s office, and 
the city council to house each eleven-hour event and to take part in the day’s 
activities. The local paper covers the event each semester and now routinely 
carries a story to remind the community that it will be coming up, as well as 
providing front-page coverage of the event itself. Community members and, 
during election times, local political candidates join the students in interactive 
venues. Recently, a community member wrote a letter to the paper complaining 
that he could not attend because the event had become too crowded. We re-
sponded by moving segments of the great debate to Chico City Plaza, reducing 
traffic at the site of individual activities, and ensuring better access for everyone 
who wants to take part.

Significantly, the great debates include consistent participation by members 
of both the Republican Party and the Tea Party. Initially, conservative members 
of the local community expressed reluctance to join us at these events, and we 
experienced painful difficulties around issues of civic trust. Extensive outreach 
conducted by the faculty coordinator—including personal phone calls, appearances 
at meetings, and written exchanges—transformed this situation, and politically 
conservative community members now participate reliably and enthusiastically 
each semester. 

Faculty participants report gaining new insights about teaching and learning 
through these public-sphere experiences. In focus groups, graduate teaching as-
sistants have highlighted the “relevance” of the civic work embedded in their 
classes, noting that involvement in the community sparks a different level of 
interest in learning. “Most students,” said one oral communication teaching as-
sistant, “are not enthusiastic about coming to class. Once they took part [in the 
great debate], they came away with a much better attitude and understanding 
about what the class is trying to teach.” The teaching assistants who participated 
in the focus groups unanimously valued their participation in civic venues because 
the civic event work adds a depth and importance to classroom activities.

Most faculty members who engage in public-sphere projects involve them-
selves in a process of increased collaboration with colleagues, a reconsideration 
of assignment sequences, and a heightened awareness of their role in preparing 
students for civic participation. They say they would “not go back” to prior ways 
of teaching course material, and they spontaneously extend each project’s reach 
by inviting participation from community members and alumni.

This is the story of a campus that is evolving toward stronger, more ubiquitous 
forms of civic engagement that are delivered through different pathways in the 
curriculum. The university president’s vision and support has helped us do 
more than we had originally thought we could do, allowing us to construct 
new opportunities for placing civic engagement at the heart of the institution’s 
daily practices.
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v
Living the Civic:  
Brooklyn’s Public Scholars
Caitlin Cahill and Michelle Fine

We enter the world of “civic engagement” through the portal of a com-
munity college that enrolls seventeen thousand students, most of whom are 
immigrants and almost all of whom are working-class. Our work is to build 
classrooms where the civic talents of students are recognized; where the peda-
gogies cultivate the cultural wisdom that students import into the academy; 
where courses are stitched, through public scholarship projects, into community 
life. We are referring to the Brooklyn Public Scholars project, a City University of 
New York partnership between the Graduate Center and Kingsborough Commu-
nity College, designed to build the civic capacity through public scholarship.

President Obama and many others have identified the community college as 
a site of policy intervention and educational focus, as one of the most exciting 
educational spaces to engage. In the abstract, we agree. But in the particulars, 
we are suspect of a national romance that positions community colleges as saviors 
of the middle class by lifting up working-class students as “productive citizens” 
who, in a leap and a bound, are supposed to transcend years of disinvestment 
in public education, high-stakes testing, and structural racism. 

Public higher education is increasingly under assault and vulnerable to austerity, 
bad press, and new audit regimes designed to demonstrate failure and ignore 
hard-won miracles. Community colleges are bursting at the seams with eager, 
dedicated students who have often been underprepared in test-factories and yet 
are hungry to learn and write their signature on the world. As we contend with, 
witness, and embody the collateral consequences of structural inequity in the 
neoliberal restructuring of higher education, we consider the critical issues 
inspired by civic engagement classrooms, research collaborations, and a faculty 
civic seminar. 

Kingsborough Community College is one of the best. Named as one of the 
top four community colleges in the nation by the Aspen Institute, Kingsborough 
educates students with an especially wide range of nationalities (140 countries) 
and languages—Urdu is the second most popular language after English. The 
students also vary considerably in terms of age, number of children, number of 
jobs, income, and whether they have official documents or not. Kingsborough 
students are profoundly dedicated to higher education. Even after struggling in 



68	 Civic Series   |   Civic Engagement, Civic Development, and Higher Education 

the K-12 system and often confronting failures, they are relentlessly committed 
to getting it right and pursuing the American Dream. Constantly working to 
meet and sustain such drive, Kingsborough faculty members each teach nine 
courses a year. 

Kingsborough is a remarkable place in many ways, not least because in 2013 
it established a new civic engagement graduation requirement—a vanguard move 
for a community college. On the campus, this requirement has pried open new 
conversations about “the civic”—about what it entails and what it looks like in 
students’ lives, in classrooms, and within the culture of the institution. While immi-
grant students and working-class students typically are portrayed in civic engage-
ment research as though they were “low on engagement,” we know this to be 
untrue. Immigrant and working class students are deeply steeped in their families, 
neighborhoods, and their home communities, often engaged across national 
lines. They do not have to venture far in order to “help” someone who is home-
less, incarcerated, or facing deportation. They may not donate to causes, but they 
are sending home remittances. Whether they are caring for family; working and 
juggling debt; accessing public benefits, public housing, and public education; 
managing unasked for close relations with law and border enforcement; or advo-
cating for community change, Kingsborough students are ‘civic,’ they live civic, 
and they embody collective responsibility. More than simply honoring students 
whose hard-lived lives are already always public, our work values their unique 
vantage point on structural inequities and takes seriously their everyday struggles 
as sites worthy of civic inquiry. 

The challenge for our project is not so much to encourage civic engagement 
among students, but rather to cultivate a campus culture in which the civic exper-
tise that our students bring is appreciated and extended as academic knowledge, 
research, and the “civic.” With this in mind, we scaffold classrooms where stu-
dents can engage in rigorous public scholarship in order to make sense of the 
dynamics that they live and to build explicit knowledge between everyday ex-
perience and the theoretical concepts they grapple with in class. We generate 
new knowledge and practices by working with community-based organizations, 
both on and off campus, in order to interrogate questions of justice and injustice 
in schools and communities—questions related to environmentalism, food justice, 
health care, and class politics.

Exercising their “right to research,”1 students are raising critical questions 
about the communities where they live, work, play, and go to school. Students 
in the Brooklyn Public Scholars classes say they feel more motivated to learn 
when they can raise questions pertaining to their lives, and others’ lives, and 
when their histories, struggles, and communities sit, alongside those of others, 
at the center of an engaged curriculum. Critical civic research is not only an es-
sential capacity for democratic citizenship; it is also connected to the capacity 
to aspire, plan, hope, desire, and achieve one’s goals. This cannot be overstated 
for community college students who have endured the cumulative effects of 
material injustices and assaults on dignity due to educational disinvestment. 

While the impact of participating in public scholarship courses is palpable 
for the students, we are also inspired by how civic praxis has informed new 
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ways for faculty to create community in their classrooms, through their re-
search, with each other, and beyond the borders of the campus. At the heart of 
the Brooklyn Public Scholarship project is the Faculty Civic Seminar, a “home-
space,” as bell hooks would say,2 a sort of refuge where faculty working hard, 
long, and uphill can come together to think intellectually and ethically about 
pedagogy of/for/with the civic. The Faculty Civic Seminar has fostered a space 
for interdisciplinary thinking for up to twenty faculty members to engage with 
the theory and practice of public scholarship and develop new civically-engaged 
courses. Culinary faculty teach an urban cooking class and sit beside biologists 
whose students are tracking horse-shoe crabs on the beaches of Brooklyn. 
These biologists, in turn, sit beside a lawyer and urban studies professor who is 
working with students on a transit justice project and another faculty member 
who is teaching English to international students through a curriculum designed 
to address their concerns about going to college. We have faculty who are imple-
menting a multicultural counseling curriculum, one that is sensitive to dynamics 
of power and through which students teach each other about issues faced by 
their communities and those they plan to serve. And these faculty share stories 
with other faculty whose students are involved in a neighborhood “guerilla 
mapping” project to signify the great women who have kept working-class 
communities safe and loving. 

In some ways, the faculty seminar functions as a kind of sanctuary, holding 
the neoliberal forces at bay that impinge upon community colleges across the 
country: the pressure to be aligned with narrow metrics, PowerPoint-ification, 
dominance of textbooks and testing, and online-ification of community college 
curriculum. But this is too simple and romantic a vision. Like faculty members 
at community colleges across the country, dedicated and besieged, the Kings-
borough faculty must contend with structural disinvestment and neoliberal 
“accountability” regimes on an everyday basis. Institutional support for the 
Brooklyn Public Scholars project has been strong even as we struggle over how 
to ensure that the institution credits educators’ deep commitments, how to assure 
both release time and a supportive institutional review board process for public 
scholarship, and how to reconcile deep civic work with the need to build the 
capacities of students who come out of public high schools that have long been 
sacrificed to test-prep regimes. 

For community college faculty who are running from class to class with barely 
a moment to catch their breath, the Brooklyn Public Scholars Faculty Civic 
Seminar provides a time and space to pause, slow down, break bread with each 
other, and engage collectively and intellectually. Faculty members discuss their 
students and their own “aha” moments, their research findings, the institutional 
battles over civic engagement, and the ongoing efforts to gain institutional rec-
ognition for their pathbreaking work. In the seminar, faculty are first and fore-
most scholars. Engaging in collective critical inquiry on the meaning of “the 
civic” and “the public” in their students’ lives can feel like a welcome move to 
those who have had little time to indulge their own research in a participatory 
intellectual space. One faculty member described the Brooklyn Public Scholars 
project as a place where “I feel like I’m part of something larger than my own 
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classroom or project.” She wasn’t sure what to call this—a community? “Yes, 
maybe. But that’s not quite it.” Instead, she said, “maybe it’s just about being 
part of a collective conversation that’s about the big picture, about the politics 
and theory that surround what we’re doing.”

Moving to “Scale” at a Community College through Horizontal 
Relations of Democracy, Equity, Inquiry, and Action

The Brooklyn Public Scholars project has tried to engage and cultivate the civic 
through five “connective tissue” areas of a sprawling urban campus. First, the 
policy environment for civic engagement is in place: Kingsborough has a civic 
engagement requirement, which of course we want to keep thoughtful, reflective, 
meaningful, and not technical. The terms of the civic engagement mandate are 
being struggled over, and the Brooklyn Public Scholars faculty are well positioned 
to contribute to this institutional debate. Second, there is the question of the 
institutional infrastructure, which, at an underfunded college, is always precarious 
and in process. Third, there are our classrooms, sites of desire and struggle where 
we come to respect students who dare to return to a site where they have found 
meaning. For many, the classroom is a site of failure and challenge, but also 
one to which they return in order to engage projects that address questions of 
justice in their communities. 

Fourth, we have strengthened and rendered porous the membrane of responsi-
bility and reciprocity between our college and our communities. Raising critical 
questions as to what counts as a legitimate civic space that is worthy of inquiry, 
we want to pry open the civic engagement discourse and take a wider view of 
the landscape of students’ everyday lives and communities. Centering the ur-
gent concerns and struggles of students’ families and neighborhoods is vital to 
a renewed politics of civic and community engagement. Whether documenting 
the life experiences of other immigrant students, researching health hazards of 
a local waste transfer station, or identifying the necessary academic supports for 
first-generation community college students, “community” is close to home—
and sometimes, it is home. Our project also challenges the false distinction be-
tween college and community by reframing the college campus itself as the 
community, as both a unit of analysis and a site of intervention. Perhaps sur-
prisingly, for community college students the campus itself is one of the most 
meaningful communities to engage. They delve into their own educational 
concerns through community-based research and action focused on addressing 
issues related to clean bathrooms, healthy cafeteria food, support for ESL students, 
and peer mentoring. Last but not least, we have our Faculty Civic Seminar. This 
critical intellectual space is a supportive collective space of participatory leader-
ship where faculty eat, drink wine, kvetch, and engage in deep discussions about 
pedagogy, research, and the everyday politics of institutional change. And faculty 
write together! There is now interest in publishing a book of essays by our fac-
ulty to explore the intellectual, ethical, and cultural spaces that public scholarship 
can nurture.

If community colleges are to continue to push beyond technical and voca-
tional focuses and remain intellectually and ethically relevant to students and 
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their communities, then, within the context of the community college itself, 
we must explore the potential role of critical inquiry and engaged scholarship 
in strengthening and sustaining the social compact. Our work with the Brooklyn 
Public Scholarship project is grounded in a commitment to the civic through 
an interrogation of the student and faculty gifts that too often go unrecognized 
in institutions that are sedimented into profound structural inequities. Together, 
we can build classrooms and spaces for faculty engagement as a platform for 
collective action in order to scaffold the academic and emotional well-being 
of students and faculty, to support the struggles of our precious and burdened 
communities, and to honor the public institutions that sustain us all.
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vi

Integrating Global  
and Local Civic Learning 
(Early and Often)
Nigel Boyle

Two reform movements are currently at work within US higher education—
one centered on restoring the civic mission of colleges and universities, and another 
advocating for global education and the comprehensive internationalization of 
institutions. The perspective offered here is that restoring the civic and embracing 
the global are neither discrete nor merely complementary educational objectives. 
Their combination opens up exciting opportunities for transformative learning, 
and this combination is best effected early in the undergraduate experience. Early 
combination addresses three major pedagogical challenges to achieving these objec-
tives: the “episodic” tyranny of the semester-long course or program; the need to 
be inclusive of all students; and the neglect of the non-cognitive, psychosocial aspect 
of student development.  

Proliferating civic engagement centers at US colleges and universities are 
underpinned by a range of ethical/political missions that runs along a spectrum 
of benevolence, from service to social justice. The more ambitious centers identify 
the goal of ensuring that students understand the structural causes of the con-
ditions they encounter experientially through projects, the need for reciprocity 
in college-community partnerships, and the importance of the academy working 
on community-defined priorities. Pedagogical goals vary considerably, with the 
more ambitious addressing Martha Nussbaum’s trifecta: critical thinking and 
self-examination; the capacity to see one’s fate as connected to that of others; 
and the ability to empathize, to imagine oneself in another’s place.1  

Ongoing, long-term partnerships with community-based or civic organiza-
tions address one of the traditional shortcomings of service projects, namely, 
the episodic nature of quarter- or semester-long time frames. The ability to 
cycle students (and faculty) through an ongoing project does much to benefit 
community organizations and avoid burning out activist faculty. But two significant 
problems remain: (1) giving students ample opportunities to reflect on community 
or civic engagement and the (measurable) cognitive and non-cognitive development 
they undergo, and (2) involving all students and faculty in such engaged learn-
ing, rather than just the “usual suspects”—civic engagement for the physicists 
as well as the sociologists.  
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The ethical and political challenges posed by local civic engagement exist in 
magnified form in global civic engagement and study abroad. Ivan Illich’s famous 
1968 screed, “To Hell with Good Intentions,” pilloried US international student 
volunteerism as useless “mission vacations,” at best, and malignant proselytizing, 
at worst.2 Study abroad programming runs the gamut from glorified tourism to 
programming that promotes active engagement with local cultures and commu-
nities. The most common forms follow either the “exchange” model, according 
to which students take classes and live in dorms in circumstances not unlike 
those at their home campus, or the cultural immersion model, according to 
which students “homestay,” live in, study in, and become participants in com-
munities abroad. The latter model yields opportunities for community-engaged 
research. But all study abroad programs run the risk that the experience will be, 
in essence, a student “sabbatical”—a delightful, in-and-out, hermetically sealed 
episode disconnected from the rest of college education. As with local civic engage-
ment, study abroad programming struggles to give students the time to reflect 
on and process the cognitive and non-cognitive aspects of their experience. It also 
struggles to be inclusive of all students and faculty—global engagement for the 
math majors as well as French literature majors. 

Students who go abroad typically do so during their junior year. Students 
who become deeply civically engaged typically do so in the latter part of their 
undergraduate careers. Experience with both of these exoteric practices comes 
late, after the major has been declared and after the early part of students’ careers 
has been focused on the esoteric culture of the college campus. This is doubly 
unfortunate, as it means that the engagement experiences cannot shape the rest 
of a student’s academic program, including the planning of the major—engage-
ment practices are add-ons, rather than formative events. Moreover, “belated” 
global and local engagement practices don’t allow sufficient time and space for 
reflective understanding of these experiences, especially their non-cognitive as-
pects. It would be better for students to become engaged in local civic engagement 
and study abroad early in their academic careers, before they are “branded” by 
their disciplines. These practices should be a part of general education, rather 
than boutique experiences for a select few in certain disciplines. 

Civic engagement and study abroad are exoteric “high-impact practices” that 
involve experiential, face-to-face interaction with people outside the college com-
munity. This is especially true of the deeper varieties of each, cultural immersion 
study abroad programs and social justice–oriented civic engagement programs—
practices that “disrupt the established ecology of atomized courses, disciplinary 
courses of study, and the separation of curricular from cocurricular experiences.”3 
For institutions committed to both civic engagement and global education, 
the ability to connect programming in the two fields opens up possibilities for 
sequential and dialectical programming.  

The Institute for Global-Local Action and Study at Pitzer College is charged 
with proactively building linkages between civic engagement and global education, 
utilizing the infrastructure provided by the college’s local community partner-
ships and cultural immersion programs in communities abroad. In 2013, with 
support from Bringing Theory to Practice, Pitzer launched a pilot program 
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designed to explore how global and local civic learning practices can be further 
cultivated in order to address the three pedagogical challenges noted above: 
practices being isolated episodes, failing to be inclusive of all students, and fail-
ing to address the psychosocial well-being of students. The program reflects a 
“Jesuitical” strategy of getting students civically engaged as early as possible in 
their academic careers. Focused on the 2013–14 freshman class, the project en-
tails a two-year intensive mentorship program involving faculty advisors and 
residential life staff. During this mentorship period, students are “fast tracked” 
into early—and repeated—participation in civic engagement courses and projects; 
early—and repeated—participation in immersive study abroad programming 
focused on civic engagement, starting in the sophomore year; and early declaration 
of majors, with a focus on integrating local and global engagement activity into 
majors across all fields. Each student develops a two-year plan for global-local 
engagement that, during the freshman year, includes participation on an “action 
research team” and an alternative spring break study tour to a Pitzer program 
abroad. During the sophomore year, the students take other courses that meet the 
college’s social responsibility requirement, and they are required to spend one 
semester abroad on a cultural immersion program.  

“Fast-tracking” students into local civic engagement and study abroad creates 
the possibility for iterated and dialectical experiences, with ample opportunity 
to reflect, regret, reconsider, and retry. For example, a freshman year internship 
at a local youth detention camp can be followed by a sophomore experience in 
the criminal justice system in Ecuador. Subsequent engagement experiences in the 
junior and senior years allow for cumulative intellectual and visceral student 
development. The pilot project is intended to connect over time what might 
otherwise be isolated “episodes” in a student’s career, and it is inclusive of all 
students, not just a self-selected subset.

Combining the restoration of the civic mission of colleges with global educa-
tion can lead to transformative global and local learning. If global and local ini-
tiatives can be infused early in student’s college career, then such learning can 
become central to the formative intellectual and personal experience of all students, 
rather than the marginal experience of a few. 

Notes

1.	Martha Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense of Reform in Liberal Education 
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Student Projects, Cuernavaca, Mexico, April 20, 1968).
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Donald W. Harward (Washington, DC: Bringing Theory to Practice, 2012), 4.
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vii Civic-Minded Professors
Barry Checkoway

Should a college or university have a strategy for strengthening the civic-
mindedness of its professors? And if so, what should it be?

Civic-mindedness is a way of thinking about, and paying attention to, the 
public good and the well-being of society. It can take many forms, such as when 
people show passion for a social issue by organizing an action group or planning 
a local program. It can also be expressed by teaching a course or by working on a 
research project and presenting the findings to municipal officials in addition to 
professional peers. There is no single form of civic-mindedness; as long as people 
are thinking in terms of the public good, they are being civic-minded.

Faculty members are ideally positioned for civic-mindedness. They develop 
knowledge that can contribute to the civic, teach courses that prepare students 
for public roles, and share information and ideas outside the academy. They  
are based in well-resourced anchor institutions whose influence extends from 
neighborhood to nation. As the following examples demonstrate, almost any 
faculty member can integrate the civic into their normal professional work: 
•	 A physics professor lectures on velocity and relates this to automobile acci-

dents. He explores theories through a mock accident, examines impacts at 
varying speeds, and prepares students for presentations to safety officials. 
As a final assignment, students must write papers on “physics for change”—
an assignment that has parallels in biology, chemistry, and other sciences. 

•	 An English professor teaches composition as “writing in the public sphere.” 
Students organize around policy problems, engage in class discussions, and 
make presentations at town hall meetings. The students strengthen their 
writing skills and their civic competencies through “public work” that con-
tributes to learning in other arts and humanities fields.

•	 A mathematics professor has expertise in ethnomathematics and studies the math-
ematics of Native Americans. He teaches a calculus course that draws on cultural 
traditions, chairs a task force on minorities in mathematics, and receives an award 
from the college. His integration of research and teaching with his civic commit-
ments inspires his colleagues in algebra, geometry, and game theory.

•	 A psychology professor studies the effects of intergroup dialogue on students 
of diverse social identities. She engages students in courses that affect their 
understanding of themselves and their commitment to civic action. She 
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appears in the media and makes the case for diversity to the state board of 
education, a source of great pride to the institution.
Civic-minded faculty members can be found in academic disciplines and 

professional fields—such as art, business, classics, engineering, medicine, and 
zoology—and among the faculty who serve as department chairs, deans, vice 
presidents, provosts, and presidents. They are often among the highly productive 
people on campus, in the scope of their research and student evaluations of 
their teaching. They are not necessarily typical of the professoriate, but they are 
there, and are highly effective in their roles.

Despite the productivity of these professors, however, there also are obstacles 
to civic-mindedness. First, most faculty members are trained in graduate schools 
whose curricula ignore civic content, and they are conditioned to believe that 
civic-mindedness is not central to their work. 

Second, faculty members are not necessarily rewarded by the institution. The 
present reward structures of most colleges and universities—including promotion 
and tenure processes—are usually silent on civic-mindedness. Faculty members 
are asked about their number of publications in peer-reviewed journals, but not 
about how these relate to the public good and welfare of society. 

In the academy, however, work that draws upon faculty members’ disciplinary 
expertise is rightly recognized as legitimate. And when faculty members organize 
their research and teaching in ways that allow them to draw upon that expertise 
while also keeping the public good in mind, they should be rewarded, although 
this is not normal at the present time. 

If faculty members were asked to report on an annual basis about the civic effects 
of their research and teaching, and this were to become an expectation for perfor-
mance evaluation, then the outcomes would be extraordinary, for both the individual 
and the institution. Numerous colleges and universities have formulated ways to 
evaluate work of this type—for example, Michigan State, Minnesota, North Caro-
lina, Pennsylvania, and Portland State—and there is a wealth of information about 
policies, best practices, and exemplary portfolios at Campus Compact, Community 
Campus Partnerships for Health, and other national networks and sources.1

When Thomas Kuhn introduced the term “paradigm shift,” he had science in 
mind. He argued that science undergoes periodic revolutions in which the nature 
of inquiry is transformed—not by research, but rather by scholars who experi-
ence a change in their thinking and who, as a result, view the world in a different 
way. Kuhn used the example of the transition from a Ptolemaic cosmology to a 
Copernican one—from a cosmology with Earth at the center of the universe to 
one with the Sun at the center. When he wrote about the Copernican revolution, 
some scholars embraced his ideas and agreed that paradigm shifts do happen.2

But even the most civic-minded of professors do not spend their days dealing 
with cosmological changes in the universe. Rather, they write research papers, 
teach courses, meet students, and attend faculty meetings. With all due respect 
to these revolutionary ideas, professors are preparing for class.

Should a college or university have a strategy for enabling faculty members to 
become more civic-minded in their professional work? Yes, but what would it be? 
Faculty members are well positioned for civic-mindedness, and many are quietly 
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yearning to relate their work to the well-being of society. Indeed, there is nothing 
a priori to prevent professors in any discipline from making their research and 
teaching more civic in their content and process. If professors choose not to view 
themselves or their work in civic terms, this is not to suggest that they might 
not do so if it were expected of them.

What would it take? Some of my colleagues have ideas about changes that they 
believe might make the institution more civic. Change doctoral programs and 
graduate education. Change the reward structure. Change the institution. Change 
the president and provost. I love these ideas. But if I were to devote myself to them, 
I probably would want to become the president or provost. At the present time, 
however, I am a faculty member and engaged scholar who believes that, in addition 
to needed changes at the college or university level, the power of the institution re-
sides with the faculty. Without the faculty, nothing lasting is likely to happen.

I can imagine an institution whose faculty members are reaching out to their 
colleagues and making the case for the civic as integral to their professional self-
interest, and who are helping their colleagues think about how their work contrib-
utes to the public good. I can imagine these faculty members forming a small 
group whose members themselves reach out to other colleagues and involve them 
in the conversation. Such a group might organize a workshop on how to integrate 
civic-mindedness into research and teaching, and then convene a faculty conference 
in order to hear from allies such as presidents who have platforms on which to 
campaign, provosts who manage institutional procedures, faculty leaders who are 
civic-minded already, and students who have more power than they realize.

Should a college or university have a strategy for strengthening the civic 
mindedness of its professors? Yes. But just because I can imagine it does not make 
it so. Yet, it might well be that the most basic institutional changes are ones that 
are within reach of each and every faculty member, many of whom can incor-
porate the civic into his or her research and teaching tomorrow. After all, there 
was worldwide resistance to the Copernican idea before it spread. Kuhn would 
surely say that paradigm shifts are built partly on increasing awareness among 
college and university faculty members and that with ongoing organizing, resis-
tance to civic-mindedness would be minuscule in comparison to the cosmological 
revolution he described.
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