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i n  t h i s  i s s u eHow do out of ScHool YoutH EngagE in  
tHEir communitiES and wHat StandS in 
tHEir waY?

National survey data show that the majority of Americans who are 18-to-29 years old and 

without college experience are basically disengaged from traditional civic life. They are 

engaging in ways not captured by surveys, but significant barriers to engagement stand 

in their way. These are among the findings of a new CIRCLE report entitled, “That’s Not 

Democracy: How Out-of-School Youth Engage in Civic Life and What Stands in Their Way” 

(Released in August 2012).

CIRCLE conducted semi-structured conversations with non-college youth to explore why 

they do or do not participate, and to identify forms of action and engagement that sur-

veys may not capture. In total, we interviewed 121 non-college youth in 20 focus groups 

in 4 cities between the fall of 2008 and June 2010. We concentrated our focus groups in 

urban areas, and participants were relatively likely to be African American compared to the 

national population of non-college youth.

YoutH HavE SkillS and knowlEdgE,  but lack opportunitiES 

Participants were highly aware and concerned about social and political issues. They were 

likely to say that they discussed these issues critically in their own social networks, but 

could not think of times when they had been asked to take action. They mentioned issues 

like gang violence, the safety of their children, neighborhood blight and homelessness in 

their communities. 
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the research rounduP column highlights recent 

research findings commissioned or generated by 

circle. also included is an uPdate on new circle 

Products such as fact sheets, research articles, 

research abstracts, bibliograPhies, and datasets. 
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Civic skills are necessary tools to engage effectively in the com-

munity. When asked to identify their own skills for making positive 

changes in their communities, participants most frequently cited 

communication skills (such as being able to offer a persuasive argu-

ment or listen well). Most often, they were unable to connect such 

skills with actual opportunities to participate. Yet if young people 

who had been recruited and asked to participate, they often agreed. 

They were likely To say ThaT They  
discuss These issues criTically in  
Their own social neTworks, buT  
could noT Think of Times when They  
had been asked To Take acTion.

Faced with a lack of opportunity, participants cited other ways 

that they were able to contribute to their communities. They were 

engaged in various “helping” behaviors, like providing food or 

shelter to strangers or family. More often, though, participants cited 

being role models for youth in their neighborhoods as the main way 

they contributed. Many did not think of these forms of helping when 

asked about community-level change. 

moSt fElt tHErE wErE concrEtE barriErS to 
tHEir EngagEmEnt

Participants cited many barriers that prevented their participation in 

communities. For example, many felt that institutions did not want 

their engagement and said they had few positive role models in 

their communities who had asked them to get involved. Many felt 

they lacked the money and connections to contribute.

many faced gang-relaTed issues and 
police harassmenT; They doubTed  
Their communiTies could change, or  
ThaT Their voices would be heard. 

Several of the participants described their neighborhood’s issues as 

being daunting and deterring them from engagement. Many faced 

gang-related issues and police harassment; they doubted their com-

munities could change, or that their voices would be heard. 

continued on page 3

continued from page 1
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civic influEncES comE from manY placES

Based on CIRCLE’s focus groups and a scan of previous literature, 

we explored what settings or contexts help out-of-school youth 

to develop civic skills and motivations as they move through 

young adulthood. Contexts included families and households, 

ethnic or cultural groups, neighborhoods, schools, government 

agencies, and workplaces, among others. For the most part, 

respondents were critical of the ways that these settings had 

engaged them or developed their skills.

Find the full report here: http://www.civicyouth.org/?p=4240 «

continued from page 2

Figure 1: The Contexts of Youth Development
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On September 14, in Philadelphia, the National Conference on 

Citizenship (NCoC) released its report entitled “Civic Health and 

Unemployment II: The Case Builds” (2012), which was written by 

CIRCLE Lead Researcher Kei Kawashima-Ginsberg, University of 

Wisconsin Professor Chaeyoon Lim, and CIRCLE Director Peter 

Levine. 

At the release, Wendy Spencer, the CEO of the Corporation for 

National and Community Service, said: 

I just had an epiphany listening to Kei talk, while I was sitting 

there, about what I would like to do if I had a magic wand. I 

would take this report, tonight, and send out couriers to read it 

aloud to every mayor in America, aloud for emphasis. Because  

if I am I mayor, and I am looking at this, I’m thinking: OK, this  

actually is going to help my community strengthen.

Jonathan Greenblatt, Director of the White House Office on 

Social Innovation and Civic Participation, said that the White 

House was impressed with the research, which reveals that “the 

civic health of communities is a core element of our economic 

wellbeing. And it is a long process, but that process begins with 

a first step. Today almost represents the first walk down that 

path. .. I really look forward, on behalf of the President … to 

walking that path.”

The basic paTTern found in The  
2011 reporT held up: communiTies  
wiTh more civic engagemenT  
in 2006 suffered less from 
unemploymenT in The greaT  
recession, even when oTher  
possible explanaTions are  
facTored in. 

In 2011, CIRCLE had released a report entitled Civic Health 

and Unemployment: Can Engagement Strengthen the Economy? 

in partnership with the National Conference on Citizenship 

(NCoC), Civic Enterprises, the Saguaro Seminar at Harvard 

University, and the National Constitution Center. In that report, 

we found that states and large metropolitan areas with high 

levels of civic engagement prior to the Great Recession suffered 

less unemployment between 2006 and 2010.

The relationship between civic health and economic resil-

ience held even when we adjusted for the economic factors 

that are usually thought to influence unemployment, such as 

demographics and changes in housing prices. To be sure, civic 

engagement is not the only factor that matters. Las Vegas lost 

jobs because of the collapse of the housing market; Detroit, 

because of changes in the auto market. But, given two states 

with similar economic conditions, the one with more civic 

engagement would weather the recession better.

Since 2011, in partnership with the NCoC, and with support 

from the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, CIRCLE has 

continued to investigate this topic. For the new report released 

in September, we investigated the relationship between civic 

health and unemployment in all 50 states, 942 metro areas, 

and more than 3,100 counties. We added new statistical con-

trols (alternative explanations of unemployment change) to 

the model, analyzed a Census Current Population survey that 

follows individuals over time, and incorporated the results of 

the Knight Foundation’s Soul of the Community Survey, which 

investigated a wider range of opinions and attitudes than are 

measured in federal surveys. 

The basic pattern found in the 2011 report held up: communi-

ties with more civic engagement in 2006 suffered less from 

unemployment in the Great Recession, even when other pos-

sible explanations are factored in. 

The new analysis also directed attention to two particular 

aspects of civic engagement: the role of nonprofit organiza-

tions and the effects of social cohesion. 

Nonprofits play important economic roles in communities:

• The counties with the most nonprofits lost fewer jobs than 

the counties with the least. Counties that ranked in the top 

10 percent for nonprofits per capita in 2006 experienced an 

increase of two percentage points in their unemployment 

rates between 2006 and 2009, compared to an increase of 5.1 

percentage points for counties in the bottom 10 percent during 

the same period.

• If a county had one extra nonprofit for every 1,000 residents 

in 2005, and everything else were held constant, it would have 

tHE Economic bEnEfitS of civic EngagEmEnt

continued on page 5
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half a percentage point less unemployment by 2009.

• An employed individual in 2008 was twice as likely to 

become unemployed if he or she lived in a community with 

few nonprofit organizations (the bottom five percent in non-

profit density) rather than one with in the top five percent for 

nonprofit density, even if the two communities were other-

wise similar.

A closer look revealed that not all nonprofits mattered equally. 

The ones that provided concrete opportunities to local mem-

bers or clients had the biggest impact on employment rates. 

For example, fraternal organizations and unions that convene 

their members for local meetings, sports organizations that 

hold athletics events, and service-providers that directly assist 

local people all seemed to help, whereas “mailing-list” organi-

zations whose members just contribute checks did not seem 

to matter for unemployment.

The second aspect of civic engagement that affects employ-

ment is “social cohesion.” We analyzed several surveys for this 

project, each with somewhat different measures. Thus the 

precise components of social cohesion varied, but the general 

definition was the degree to which residents socialize, com-

municate, and collaborate with one another. Some examples 

of the impact of social cohesion:

• At the state level, stronger social cohesion within a commu-

nity strongly predicted a smaller increase in the unemploy-

ment rate from 2006-2010. 

• In 2006, the states with the highest social cohesion and those 

with the lowest had virtually identical unemployment rates of 

around 4.5 percent. But by 2010, their unemployment rates 

were significantly different: states with high social cohesion 

had an unemployment rate of 8 percent and states with low 

social cohesion had an unemployment rate of 10 percent. 

Social cohesion and nonprofit density each independently 

mattered for unemployment. Changing either the number 

of nonprofits that serve and work with citizens, or the degree 

to which people interact, would benefit a community’s eco-

nomic resilience. 

The statistical models used in this analysis cannot completely 

explain why these patterns exist, but the Knight Foundation’s 

Soul of the Community provides suggestive evidence. It mea-

sures subjective factors, such as people’s feelings about their 

own communities. By combining Knight survey data with 

federal data, we find that nonprofit density and social cohe-

sion both predict people’s pride in, and attachment to, the 

places they live. In turn, pride and attachment strongly predict 

positive perceptions of the local economy. Given the links we 

found between nonprofit density and social cohesion (on 

one hand) and employment (on the other), we hypothesize 

that when residents are proud of their communities, they are 

more likely to promote local businesses and local initiatives. 

As a result, local business owners prosper and entrepreneurial 

activities flourish.

For example, businesses and investors have three choices 

during a recession: (1) keep their own capital and produc-

tive assets (such as factories) on the sidelines until economic 

conditions improve; (2) invest anywhere in the world where 

the returns seem most promising; or (3) invest in job-creating 

enterprises near where they live. They may be most likely 

to choose the last option if they are optimistic about local 

opportunities, if they are connected to and trust local people, 

and if they care about where they live. They may assess local 

opportunities more optimistically, or simply decide to invest 

locally even if they anticipate somewhat lower returns.

continued from page 4

Unemployment Rate 2006-2010 for Most and Least Connected States

continued on page 12
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ElEction 2012: information nEEdS of Young amEricanS 18-29

A poll conducted by CIRCLE for the Youth Engagement Fund 

found high levels of uncertainty among young adults about key 

issues and the voting process itself. A nationally representative 

sample of 18-to-29 year olds answered a range of questions 

about the November 2012 federal election, key public issues, 

the presidential candidates, and their own motivations to vote. A 

little over one third (36.8%) of respondents were 18-to-21 years 

old and will have their first opportunity to vote this year in a fed-

eral election. A large number, 42.8%, have no college experience, 

a group highlighted in our new report “That’s NOT Democracy.”

manY unSurE of kEY public iSSuES

Although many respondents in the survey indicated strong 

views on current fiscal and social policy issues, a substantial 

portion of 18-to-29 year olds simply did not know where they 

stood on those issues. Forty-one percent did not know whether 

they supported or opposed the national health care reform law, 

even though health care costs were ranked as the third most 

important issue in the poll. Twenty-eight percent did not know 

what they thought would be a successful approach to improv-

ing the U.S. economy and creating jobs, even though jobs and 

the economy were ranked as the most important issue by 33% 

of respondents. Thirty-five percent did not know whether they 

opposed or supported the “Buffet Rule,” which would establish a 

minimum tax of 30% for people making $1 million or more.

Respondents were less unsure about social policy. Only 22.9% 

didn’t know whether they supported or opposed the Arizona 

law that required police to verify the legal status of someone 

they had stopped or arrested. Slightly more, 25.7%, did not 

know whether they supported a pathway for children of illegal 

immigrants to gain legal-resident status by joining the military 

or attending college. Nineteen percent did not know whether 

they supported or opposed laws recognizing same-sex marriage.

The poll did not delve into the deeper reasons behind these 

“don’t know” responses, but it would seem that young people 

need better opportunities to learn about and discuss public 

policies. 

Young pEoplE miSinformEd about voting 
lawS

Comparing what respondents thought were their state voting 

laws to the actual laws, we found that 68% of young people were 

either unable or unwilling to answer — or were incorrect about, 

— whether their state required a government-issued photo ID 

to vote. Eighty percent were unable to answer or were incorrect 

about their state’s early registration rules. Thirty-two percent 

of the non-registered young adults thought their state allowed 

them to register less than 30 days before the election, when it 

actually required them to do so at least 30 days prior. If they 

become interested in voting during the final phase of the 2012 

campaign, it will be too late for them to register.

Anyone who works to get out the youth vote may have to raise 

awareness of the voting registration and poll-access rules in their 

areas. 

continued on page 7

inSigHtS from tHE julY 2012  circlE/YoutH EngagEmEnt fund poll
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comparing whaT respondenTs 
ThoughT were Their sTaTe voTing  
laws To The acTual laws, we  
found ThaT 68% of young people  
were eiTher unable or unwilling  
To answer — or were incorrecT 
abouT — wheTher Their sTaTe  
required a governmenT-issued  
phoTo id To voTe. 

connEcting witH Young votErS

It is often thought that social media, the Internet, and adver-

tising campaigns are the best ways to reach young people.  

Although more than 90% of respondents had household 

access to the Internet, and two-thirds said they had smart 

phones, when asked about Facebook, only 21.6% said it might 

or would influence their voting, just slightly higher than the 

20.4% who said celebrity endorsements might or would influ-

ence their votes.

Those looking to reach young voters would do well to work 

with the “microsystems” —friends, families, and organizational 

contacts—that are part of the lives of young people. In fact, 

48.5% of respondents said they might or would be influenced 

to vote if their parents asked them to. Forty-five percent said 

they might or would be influenced to vote if their friends 

asked them “in person,” and 36.5% said they might or would be 

influenced to vote if an organization they belonged to asked 

them to vote. These personally meaningful connections are the 

strongest ways to reach young eligible voters.

Those looking To reach young  
voTers would do well To  
work wiTh The “microsysTems” —
friends, families, and  
organizaTional conTacTs—ThaT  
are parT of The lives of young  
people. 

Respondents reported low levels of engagement with orga-

nized groups. More than three fifths (60.5%) indicated that 

they did not belong to any group or organization. Of those who 

were involved with a group, the highest percentages (18.9%) 

said they belonged to a hobby group, sports team, or youth 

group. Fifteen percent said they belonged to a school club or 

association, and 11.4% said they belonged to a religious group.

gEtting Young votErS involvEd in 
campaignS

For those running campaigns, it might be helpful to know 

that 32.7% of respondents said they might or would display 

a sticker on a car or a sign on their door or another location. 

Thirty-two percent indicated that they might or would spread 

a campaign message to friends and family. Downloading ring-

tones and donating small amounts of money via a cell phone 

were the least popular strategies, with only 12.4% and 14.1% 

of respondents indicating that they might or would engage in 

these activities. 

Read more and get the basic findings here: http://www.civicyo-

uth.org/?p=3951 «

continued from page 6
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CIRCLE recently launched #YouthTruth, an education campaign 

to address a set of myths about young people. 

As part of the campaign CIRCLE will provide:

• Stakeholders with the research and resources they need to tell 

an accurate story about youth political participation in Election 

2012.

• Accurate, timely, and contextualized research and data to 

improve public conversations about youth and politics.

• Visuals that explain research on youth participation in an 

accessible way

• Simple summaries of youth voting in various forms for use in 

classes, trainings, and online

• Quick responses to data questions.

Follow @CivicYouth and #YouthTruth on Twitter, and contribute 

your own thoughts to the conversation. «

gEt tHE #YoutHtrutH on Young votErS 

tHE #YoutHtrutH:  confronting mYtHS about Young votErS

mYtH:  Young pEoplE arE apatHEtic or aliEnatEd

Young people care about issues, but in many cases are not asked to participate. Our recent national study entitled “That’s Not 
Democracy: How Out-of-School Youth Engage in Civic Life and What Stands in Their Way” (see this issue, p. 1) finds that even the 
population least likely to vote, young adults without college experience, talk frequently about social and political issues, but they 
perceive that organizations do not want them to participate.

Young people’s engagement is often substantive rather than superficial. For instance, in 2008 young people 18-24 were signifi-
cantly more likely to say that the candidate’s position on the issues, rather than his leadership or personal qualities, was more 
important in determining their vote for president (69% versus 28%). Exit polls showed that young voters were aligned on the 
issues with the candidate they chose.

mYtH:  Young pEoplE cannot bE mobilizEd to votE

Research shows that when young people are contacted, they respond. Mobilizing youth is a smart investment by campaigns. 
Youth are most likely to respond to contacts from people they trust, and by personal and interactive methods, such as telephone 
conversations, rather than automated messages.

mYtH:  Young pEoplE =  collEgE StudEntS

Substantial portions (40.4%) of young eligible voters (age 18-29) do not have any college experience. Approximately a quarter of 
young eligible voters are in college (24.4%) and only 19.9% of young people have college degrees.

mYtH:  voting iS tHE onlY waY Young pEoplE can EngagE politicallY

Youth are not only diverse demographically, but they engage in their community and politics in various ways. In 2008, nearly 18% 
of young people only voted, not being engaged in other ways. But 19% of young people were broadly engaged, participating 
both politically and civically through community groups.

mYtH:  Young pEoplE all votE dEmocratic

In 2008, not all youth voted for President Obama. That year, 32% of young voters chose Senator McCain, whereas 66% chose 
President Obama. Historically, the youth vote has been split more evenly.
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A SAMPLE OF RECEnT ARTICLES: 

n “SuRVEY: MOST YOunG ADuLTS DO nOT KnOW THEIR 
STATE VOTInG LAWS," BY KAuKAB JHuMRA SMITH, youth 
today, 8/1/2012

n “GOP DIVIDE DEEPEnS On ABORTIOn, IMMIGRATIOn, 
GAY RIGHTS,” BY PAuL WEST, chicago tribune, 8/27/2012

n “LIVE VIDEO DISCuSSIOn: WILL OBAMA STILL APPEAL 
TO YOunG VOTERS?,” BY MICHELLE MALTAIS, la times, 
9/4/2012

n “ROVE: THE PRESIDEnT’S FOunTAIn OF YOuTH IS 
DRYInG uP,” BY KARL ROVE, wall street journal 
online, 9/6/2012

n “THE YOuTH VOTE: CAn OBAMA RECREATE 2008’S 
MAGIC?,” BY nICOLE GREEnSTEIn, time magazine 
online, 9/6/2012

n “YOuTH FERVOR HIGH AT DnC, BuT LAGGInG BEHInD 
2008,” BY BIAnCA BROOKS, npr, 9/6/2012

n “OPInIOn: YOuTH VOTE CRITICAL TO 2012 ELECTIOn,” BY 
BETHAnY BIROn, usa today, 9/7/2012

n “MY VIEW: HOW SCHOOLS SHOuLD HAnDLE 9/11 In 
CLASS,” BY PETER LEVInE, cnn online, 9/11/2012

n “COLLEGE STuDEnTS: nEW HAMPSHIRE IS TRYInG TO 
STOP uS FROM VOTInG,” BY STACY TEICHER KHADAROO, 
christian science monitor, 9/17/2012

n “STRuGGLInG YOunG ADuLTS ARE quESTIOn MARK 
FOR CAMPAIGnS,” BY SuSAn SAuLnY, new york times, 
9/20/2012

n “YOu GOT ID?,” BY ALLIE GRASSGREEn, inside higher 
ed, 9/24/2012

n “THE YOunGEST OnE-FOuRTH OF uS,” BY JuDY 
WOODRuFF, pbs newshour (online), 9/26/2012

n “FEW STATES TEST STuDEnTS On CIVICS,” BY nORA 
FLEMInG, education week, 10/11/2012

n “THE MISSInG MILLEnIALS,” BY ZOë CARPEnTER, the 
nation, 10/17/2012

c i r c l e  i n  t h e  n e w s nEw circlE fact SHEEt ExaminES 
StatE civic  

Education StandardS and 
rEquirEmEntS

With funding from the S. D. Bechtel, Jr. Foundation, CIRCLE has 

analyzed the standards, course requirements, and mandatory 

assessments relevant to civic education in all 50 states plus the 

District of Columbia. This is the first such scan in 5 years. The full 

analysis is summarized in our new fact sheet entitled State Civic 

Education Requirements, found here: http://www.civicyouth.

org/?p=4422 

Some of the highlights include: 

«All states have standards for social studies, a broad category 

that includes civics/government along with other disciplines 

such as history and geography. The theme of power, authority, 

and government is included in all 51 states’ social studies stan-

dards (including the District of Columbia’s). The theme of civic 

ideals and practices is found in every state’s standard except 

Missouri’s.

«Thirty-nine states require at least one course in American 

government or civics.

«In the 2012-13 school year, 21 states require a state-designed 

social studies test. This is a similar number as in 2006 but a dra-

matic reduction compared to 2001, when 34 states conducted 

regular assessments on social studies subjects. Two states, 

Maryland and Florida, have recently instituted new social stud-

ies assessments, not yet required this year.

«Just nine states require students to pass a social studies 

test in order to graduate from high school: Alabama, Georgia, 

Mississippi, New Mexico, New York, Ohio, South Carolina, Texas, 

and Virginia. Georgia’s assessment will be phased out but 

Maryland and Florida will add high-stakes tests.

«Social studies assessments have shifted from a combination 

of multiple-choice and performance tasks to almost exclusively 

multiple-choice exams since 2000.
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iS tHErE a rolE for HigHEr Education in rEducing tHE gap in 
YoutH civic participation?

continued on page 11

In August, CIRCLE released a major report entitled “That’s Not 

Democracy: How Out-of-School Youth Engage in Civic Life and 

What Stands in Their Way.” We found that young people are inter-

ested in civic and political issues--and when they are recruited to 

participate in organizations or events they often engage--but they 

face a general lack of opportunity, especially compared to peers 

who have any college experience. Since engagement early in life 

is related to later participation, today’s opportunity gap could fore-

shadow participatory gaps in the future. 

We offered recommendations for several stakeholder groups, 

including policymakers, schools, and civic organizations. One sec-

tor for which we did not propose explicit recommendations was 

higher education. As we emphasize in the report, 42% of youth 

(18-29) do not have college experience and only 24% of 18- to-24 

year-olds are college students in 2012. Yet colleges and universities 

have been called “anchor institutions” and “democracy schools,” 

suggesting that they have broad roles in their communities, not 

limited to educating their own students. What, if anything, could 

they do to engage youth not currently enrolled in college?

whaT, if anyThing, could They do  
To engage youTh noT currenTly 
enrolled in college?

The answer differs depending on the context of each specific com-

munity and the assets that exist within the institution and local 

organizations. One strategy is to try to increase matriculation rates 

to serve a broader range of young people. Here are a few examples 

of other ways in which campuses have tried to enhance the civic 

engagement of non-student youth:

Support and promotE opportunitiES for a 
wHolE communitY

Young people who do not have college experience are less likely 

than college students to be registered to vote or to cast a ballot. 

They are also much more likely to be contacted by campaigns and 

parties and invited to participate in politics. In our focus groups, 

we found little evidence of organized political outreach to non-stu-

dent youth. But there are exceptions. For example, the League of 

Women Voters (LWV) has 800 state and local chapters working to 

“improve our government and engage all citizens in the decisions 

that impact their lives.” LWV chapters have found ways to engage 

higher education in providing low-income youth with more expo-

sure to opportunities. The University of California-Fresno LWV 

chapter goes to local high schools to register voters. The Houston 

LWV has worked with higher education administrators to involve 

students in voter registration in local high schools and at concerts. 

campus efforTs To build  
communiTy-based parTicipaTory 
research (cbpr) opporTuniTies can  
also creaTe spaces where all youTh  
can play imporTanT civic roles and  
build skills. 

Campus efforts to build community-based participatory research 

(CBPR) opportunities can also create spaces where all youth can 

play important civic roles and build skills. An example related to 

Tufts is “Nuestro Futuro Saludable: The Jamaica Plain Partnerships 

for Healthy Caribbean Latino Youth.” With funding from the 

National Institutes of Health and the National Centers for Minority 

Health and Health Disparities, and in close partnership with com-

munity groups, Tufts professors Flavia C. Peréa and Linda Sprague 

Martinez engaged teenagers to design an intervention to address 

health disparities among Caribbean Latino youth. The teenagers 

offered essential expertise about their community and became 

civically engaged as part of their work.

prEparE tEacHErS to do HigH qualitY civic 
Education

K-12 schools reach a wide range of youth. Many of the young 

adults whom we interviewed in focus groups recalled poor expe-

riences with civic education while they were still in school. An 

important role that higher education plays is preparing future 

teachers to serve all students. Research shows that simulations of 

democratic processes, interactive pedagogies, and opportunities 

to discuss current issues promote youth engagement. Schools 

of education can prepare teachers to use such pedagogies. The 
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TeacherCorps, for example, is a partnership between the University 

of New Mexico Community Engagement Center and Department 

of Teacher Education. The program engages future teachers with 

“innovative teacher preparation with a focus on community-based 

service-learning and civic engagement.” 

HigHEr Education aS convEnEr

The departments and programs of a given university usually support 

a wide variety of specialties, topics, and community partnerships. As 

a result, an institution of higher education can serve as a convener in 

its community, not seeking to impart knowledge but to facilitate a 

discussion and bring people with diverse knowledge to the table. The 

Bonner Center for Civic and Community Engagement at the College 

of New Jersey (TCNJ) is working on just this task with respect to youth 

in the Trenton area. According to Pat Donohue, Assistant Provost for 

Community Engaged Learning Programs and Partnerships at TCNJ, 

this is a “grassroots project that leads to recommendations about pre-

venting juvenile crime [and] promoting positive youth development.” 

Several stakeholders have been a part of the project, including youth 

from the local YouthBuild site and high schools, who contribute 

their own experiences and knowledge to help envision new ways to 

engage youth in Trenton. Professors also sit on each Working Group 

and complete literature reviews—thereby combining youth, com-

munity and campus expertise before finalizing recommendations.

as a resulT, an insTiTuTion of higher  
educaTion can serve as a convener  
in iTs communiTy, noT seeking To  
imparT knowledge buT To faciliTaTe  
a discussion and bring people wiTh  
diverse knowledge To The Table. 

inStitutional rEflEction on rEal outcomES

Lastly, colleges and universities should reflect on their impact on 

non-students. These institutions choose to admit some young people 

and not others. Do their students learn knowledge, values, and skills 

that will allow them to act democratically and equitably in their post-

graduate work? Does treating college students as future leaders send 

a message that other youth are not leaders? These are questions that 

deserve explicit consideration in colleges that hope to support civic 

renewal. «

continued from page 10
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Consider too consumers who have retained some assets in a reces-

sion. Like executives and investors, consumers have three options:

 

(1) hold onto their savings until economic conditions improve; 

(2) purchase goods or services from far away, or 

(3) pay local people to provide goods or services. 

Again, consumers may be most likely to choose the third option if 

they know and trust local service-providers and care about their 

communities. 

Although more research is necessary, the case is building. At the 

release, Sarah Bloom Raskin, a member of the Board of Governors 

of the Federal Reserve, said:

I am very interested in exploring this link between civic engage-

ment and economic resilience. I want to say I was really excited 

to receive a copy of the research and send it out to various Fed 

researchers. … It is an extremely important topic. … First of all, 

I should commend the researchers for both the important time-

liness of the work and, I think, the analytical rigor that it was 

conducted under. … I like the research for many reasons, but one, 

I think, is that it shows us, potentially, that civic engagement is 

a kind of softening agent; it’s a buffer that keeps unemployment 

from being much higher than it could be.

Read more and access the full report here: http://www.civicyouth.

org/?p=4394 «

continued from page 5


