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THE LANGUAGE OF YOUTH CIVIC ORGANIZATIONS

Since CIRCLE's inception, we have used the term“civic engagement”
to describe the broad range of activities that people do for
purposes that they consider to be larger than themselves. Using
the term “civic engagement” as an umbrella term is useful for
research, but at CIRCLE we don't assume that this language is best
for all practical situations. In fact, in 2008, the National Conference
on Citizenship (NCOC) tested this phrase and others to see if and
how the terms resonated with the American public. They found
that almost one third of respondents said they did not know what
“civic engagement” meant. The report found that, “despite the
popularity of the phrase in education today, Millennials were the

most likely (at 42%) to say they didn’t know what it meant."!

THEY [NCOC] FOUND THAT ALMOST ONE
THIRD OF RESPONDENTS SAID THEY DID
NOT KNOW WHAT “CIVIC ENGAGEMENT"
MEANT.

Given the findings from the NCOC report, we decided to ask
several youth-serving organizations about the language they use
to describe their civic work. We spoke with three organizations

working in three different contexts:

- Learning to Give is a national organization that “educates youth
about the importance of philanthropy, the civil society sector, and

civic engagement.”??

- The Institute for Ethical and Civic Engagement is a local
organization whose purpose is to “nurture and encourage ethical
and civic education at the University of Colorado at Boulder,
to prepare our students for a lifetime of service to society as
thoughtful, ethical and engaged citizens and contribute to the
vitality of the many communities we serve from the local level to
the global"*

- The Seattle Young People’s Project, “a youth-led, adult-supported
social justice organization that empowers youth (ages 13-18) to
express themselves and to take action on the issues that affect

their lives!”

WWW.CIVICYOUTH.ORG

INTENTIONALITY

Allthree organizations reported that they are intentional in their use
of language. None use the term“civic engagement” exclusively, but
instead use a variety of terms to describe the specific engagement
strategies they are promoting. Learning to Give often uses the
following terms in their work: philanthropy, service, volunteerism,
and nonprofit/civil society sector. According to Learning to Give's
Director, Barbara Dillbeck, they do not change their language for
different constituencies: “We use the same words, just simplified
definitions with children.” Dillbeck’s experience is that “Kids like big
words — if they can say ‘stegosaurus’ they can say ‘philanthropist.”
Learning to Give is actively working against preconceptions about
the word “philanthropy.” According to Dillbeck, “It's the adults that
have a misconception of philanthropy as rich dead men giving
money that is slowly being clarified...We have found that it is very

understandable for children grades K-12."

The Seattle Young People’s Project uses the terms “empowerment”
and “youth organizing” intentionally to distinguish their work from
other efforts. Co-directors Jeremy Louzao and Sunny Kim say
they use these terms “because they accurately capture differences
between what we're doing and what others are [doing]” The idea
that there are “root causes” to community and social problems is an
important idea and lesson for their work, which directly motivates

what language they use.

The term “civic engagement” has been used by the Institute for
Ethical and Civic Engagement, but is also part of the language
used across the UC-Boulder campus (home of the Institute),
including by the school’s Chancellor, admissions department and
other departments. Peter Simons, director of the Institute, says that
students receive this language and message from many offices,
including consistently from the leadership of the University. It is

also a core element of admissions presentations.



LANGUAGE, CULTURE & ACTION

Staff at both the Institute for Ethical and Civic Engagement and

the Seattle Young People’s Project talked about how language is

directly connected to experience. While the term “civic engagement”

has “currency” on campus, as Simons describes, students vary in
whether they immediately understand it. When asked what works
when using the term “civic engagement,” Peter Simons says that
“when we're using the term, we have to explain it He sees this as
“a positive” because defining the term helps to guide the discussion
and encourages further dialogue around the issues they are working
on. He also reports that students who become involved in programs
of the Institute use and embrace the term. He finds the language
becomes more accessible once experience provides students some

insight into what it means.

HARWOOD'S POINT ILLUSTRATES WHY
FOCUSING ON CIVIC ENGAGEMENT AS

A SINGLE TERM MAY OVERLOOK OTHER
WAYS THAT GOALS MAY BE EXPRESSED.
AS LOUZAO NOTED, WORKING WITH
YOUTH “"HAS GOTTA BE MORE THAN A FEW
WORDS - [IT HAS TO BE A COMBINATION
OF] WORDS AND IDEAS AND PRACTICES, A
CULTURE.”

Staff at the Seattle Young People’s Project report that the actual words
they use are only one part of way they succeed in empowering youth.
Co-director Jeremy Louzao says that “chances are...people won't read
every word of the [flier] you write,"it's about a “whole environment of
language and action.”In Seattle this happens “because we take youth
power and youth leadership seriously,” says Co-director Sunny Kim.
The Seattle Young People’s Project works hard to put their words into
action. While they intentionally talk about building youth power,
they also make sure youth have power within the organization. For

example, they report that youth made up 90% of a recent hiring

committee.

For these youth organizations, many factors influence what language
they use. Last year, Rich Harwood, the founder of the Harwood
Institute, wrote that “too often ‘civic engagement’ is more like a
badge we wear to a cocktail party or conference, where we find
ourselves boasting about the extraordinary engagement process we

cooked up and implemented. People and impact take a back seat.

We produce events not impact.”® The Harwood Institute focuses on
“breaking down barriers and empowering people to make progress
in improving their communities.”” Harwood’s point illustrates why
focusing on civic engagement as a single term may overlook other
ways that goals may be expressed. As Louzao noted, working
with youth “has gotta be more than a few words - [it has to be a

combination of ] words and ideas and practices, a culture”

uuu“gurganize

BN IG

eﬂ\uauu uh\‘cﬁ

%:s::tw:‘m,: - cummumtu

- prganization em\lﬂw‘
insti mn

al\\lude'—“‘c‘ﬂc\'

- k“‘ hrshﬂ SOcEly

11

\USIA0E
WIS

dnnaﬂ

ENDNOTES

1 More results can be found at http://ncoc.net/National

2 http:/learningtogive.org/about/ .

3 “In August 2010, Learning to Give became part of generationOn, the youth division of Points
of Light Institute”

4 http://www.colorado.edu/iece/welcome.html

5  http://sypp.org/

6 http://www.theharwoodinstitute.org/index.php?ht=d/Blogger/y/2010/m/6/pid/21438

7 http://www.theharwoodinstitute.org/index.php?ht=d/sp/i/12985/pid/12985
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