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Citizens can improve their communities, their government, and the nation through 

active civic engagement and collaboration. To do so requires skills, notes the new CIRCLE 

fact sheet entitled “Civic Skills and Federal Policy.” The fact sheet adds that educational 

programs and other government-supported initiatives have been shown to enhance 

Americans’ civic skills and their levels of engagement. But these programs and other 

opportunities are scarce and unequal, and are often provided to people who are already 

the most likely to be engaged. A lack of civic learning opportunities not only inhibits 

Americans’ civic participation, but also has harmful consequences for their academic and 

economic progress. 

The fact sheet was publicly released in concurrence with a conference at the National 

Press Club in Washington, D.C., on April 29, 2010, where seventy-five scholars, civic lead-

ers, and federal officials from the United States Department of Education, the Corporation 

for National and Community Service, Department of Interior, Department of Justice, 

Environmental Protection Agency, and the Federal Transit Administration met to develop a 

federal policy agenda for civic skills. The conference was convened by CIRCLE and was co-

sponsored by the Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools (CMS) and Strengthening Our 

Nation’s Democracy (SOND). In collaboration with the participants, CIRCLE will draft and 

publish a report presenting federal policy recommendations discussed at the meeting.

Trends Show Decline in National Civic Participation 

As described in the fact sheet, the closest that surveys come to measuring civic skills is 

to measure the frequency of civic activities – activities which generally require skills. For 

instance, participation in groups both strengthens and requires skills. Americans, however, 

have become less likely to attend meetings, work on projects and belong to groups since 

to the 1970s.

Graph 1: National Trend in Participatory Activities
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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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New CIRCLE analysis, using various national and federal datasets, 

shows that this declining trend in participation may be due to 

declining and unequal opportunities to gain civic skills in various 

settings, such as K–12 schools, higher education, home, communi-

ties and neighborhoods. 

Gap IN Engagement Caused by Lack of 
Opportunities,  not Lack of Motivation

Both adolescents and adults have unequal opportunities to develop 

civic skills. In addition to the aforementioned settings, people of 

all ages can learn and practice skills in the workplace, churches 

and religious congregations, and voluntary organizations. CIRCLE’s 

analysis focuses primarily on opportunities through home and K–12 

education.

Civic skills built at home, through parental influence. CIRCLE’s 

research shows that the levels of household income and parental 

educational attainment predict whether there is political discussion 

among family members and peers and other access to information 

(Civic and Political Health Survey, 2006). According to CIRCLE analysis 

of the Educational Longitudinal Study (ELS), 10th graders from a lower 

socioeconomic background are less likely to have access to a daily 

newspaper at home and discuss current events with their parents. 

CIRCLE research shows that the levels of 
household income and parental educa-
tional attainment predict whether there 
is political discussion among family 
members and peers and other access to 
information (Civic and Political Health 
Survey, 2006). 

Children with fewer home civic opportunities receive 

unequal civic learning opportunities through their schools.1 

A study by Kahne and Middaugh2 (2008) shows that schools located 

in affluent areas were more likely to offer service-learning than lower-

income area schools. This gap could imply that higher SES youth 

are more likely to be exposed to peers who perform service, which 

Continued on Page 3
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could be another venue for higher SES youth to be involved. A 

person’s racial/ethnic background and immigrant status have 

shown to be relevant in predicting civic learning opportuni-

ties; non-Hispanic white youth and US born youth have shown 

higher levels of opportunity and participation compared to their 

Hispanic and/or immigrant counterparts.

Data suggest that young people of all 
backgrounds are motivated to act 
civically. Youth from lower SES back-
grounds, who have fewer opportuni-
ties to participate, are motivated to 
work on civic issues.

 

Graph 2: Socioeconomic Status and HS Civic Opportunities (ELS 2002;2004)

Source: Education Longitudinal Study 2002;2004

Data suggest that young people of all backgrounds are motivat-

ed to act civically. Youth from lower SES backgrounds, who have 

fewer opportunities to participate, are motivated to work on 

civic issues. For example, data from the Educational Longitudinal 

Study (ELS) show that young people from lower socioeconomic 

quartiles are more likely to think that being an active citizen 

by supporting environmental or social justice causes is “very 

important.” 

Students with Civic Learning 
Opportunities More Likely to Follow a 
Positive Academic Trajectory

CIRCLE analysis of the ELS data shows that the opportunity to 

participate in community service through school also has aca-

demic benefits. Students who participate in community service 

as 10th graders are more likely to have stayed in school by 12th 

grade and to have taken college entrance exams compared to 

those who did not participate. Furthermore, Davila and Mora 

(2007) indicate that “civic activities undertaken during high 

school are related to significantly higher odds that individuals 

graduate from college in later years, when controlling for a host 

of socio-economic and demographic characteristics.” 

The fact sheet can be found at http://www.civicyouth.

org/?p=375. « 

Endnotes

1  Civic learning opportunities are defined as opportunities provided by the school 
to participate in student government, service clubs, newspaper/yearbook or 
community service. 

2  Kahne, J. & Middaugh, E. (2008) “Democracy for Some: The Civic Opportunity 
Gap in High School. “(CIRCLE Working Paper No. 59). Medford, MA: The Center 
for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement. 

3  Davila, A. & Mora. M.T. (2007) “Civic Engagement and High School Academic 
Progress: An Analysis using NELS Data” (CIRCLE Working Paper No. 52). Medford, 
MA: The Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement. 
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CIRCLE Working Paper #70 “A Five-Year Evaluation of a 

Comprehensive High School Civic Engagement Initiative” 

describes an evaluation of a high school program designed 

to encourage schoolwide democratic deliberation.   The inter-

vention involved, in part, organizing the school into clusters 

of 100 to 150 students that met for one hour each week to 

discuss governance and other school-related issues, perform 

community service, and pursue other cluster-related activities.  

The researchers, Hugh McIntosh, Sheldon Berman, and James 

Youniss, found that over the five-year evaluation, the rate of 

participation in community service increased by 23 percent-

age points.   The qualitative findings from this study support 

the idea that adult support plays an important role in building 

youth civic engagement.

The qualitative findings from this 
study support the idea that adult 
support plays an important role in 
building youth civic engagement.

Student Involvement in School 
Governance

In the fall of 2003, the Hudson school began its experiment 

to encourage student involvement in school governance. The 

experiment included launching two new programs—cluster-

ing and a schoolwide governance program—and moving to a 

new building designed with ample “public space” to encourage 

democratic deliberation. 

Qualitative findings from the evaluation suggest that overall, 

the attempt to involve students in school governance worked 

but some changes need to be made to address specific issues. 

For example, clusterwide meetings did not always function 

well due to the large number of students; some students and 

teachers were disengaged; and there was a general lack of 

resources including both time and money to support teacher 

training and program development. According to the authors, 

“Changes have been made to address some of these issues. 

For example, deliberation has evolved away from clusterwide 

meetings to small groups, where students feel more comfort-

able expressing their opinions. In addition, a policy has been 

developed to hold students accountable for using their time 

productively during cluster meetings.”  

The evaluation report also outlined several of the program 

strengths. First, while clusterwide meetings were less effec-

tive, smaller meetings called “student interest groups” showed 

promise. The interest groups were smaller groups within the 

clusters where students chose a community issue to focus on. 

The groups performed various activities such as raising funds 

for charity, doing community service projects, locating guest 

speakers, and planning trips and other events. They provided 

smaller settings for students to develop leadership skills and 

a sense of community. Furthermore, the quantitative findings 

from the study suggest that the cluster/governance programs 

were associated with major improvements in the political 

knowledge, community service, and school-wide civic engage-

ment of twelfth graders.

Clustering Program Improves Community 
Service Rates

Opportunities for community service were built into the design 

of the clustering program, and the proportion of twelfth grad-

ers performing community service in 2007 was 23 percentage 

points higher than in 2003. The authors attribute this increase 

to the clustering intervention, since 17% of all seniors (28 of 

169) in 2007 reported that the only service they performed 

was in their cluster.   In addition, they note that the increase 

in community service participation spread widely throughout 

the student population, including males and females, Whites 

and non-Whites, high- and low-SES students, highly active stu-

dents, and students who seldom get involved in non-academic 

school activities.

Adult Scaffolding:  A Powerful Three-Step 
Process

“Adult scaffolding” is a concept that many community pro-

grams use to help young people learn to engage the political 

system. The idea is that adults provide youth with the support 

and resources they need to navigate the political system to 

bring about changes they want to see in their communities. 

According to two of the lead evaluators, Hugh McIntosh and 

Continued on Page 5

Schoolwide civic intervention may help to increase community 
service participation among students of all backgrounds
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James Youniss, “In the realm of real-world politics, adult scaf-

folding of youth involves at least three major components: 

training, access to a political system, and support while par-

ticipating in that system.” 

At Hudson High School, these scaffolding components were 

used to engage students in community service but were not 

used when teaching students about how governance works. 

For example, students received step-by-step training on how 

to conduct a community service project in their required 9th 

grade civics course. Students then had access to real-world 

community service via the clustering program. Teachers lead-

ing clusters and interest groups provided support for students 

while they performed their community service project. The 

authors note, “Conversely, the absence of scaffolding, in 

terms of formal training on how a school district is governed, 

may have contributed to the relative lack of engagement in 

schoolwide governance among students not sitting on the 

Community Council. These findings suggest that the type of 

adult scaffolding that has been successful in helping youth 

in community programs engage the political system may 

also work in schools to help students engage in community 

service and other forms of civic activity.”

For a complete copy of CIRCLE Working Paper #70 “A Five-Year 

Evaluation of a Comprehensive High School Civic Engagement 

Initiative” please visit http://www.civicyouth.org/?p=371. «

Quick Facts About Young Voters in the 2006  Midterm ElectionS

•  As we approach the 2010 midterm elections, 2006 is the best comparison year. In the 2006 midterm election, turnout 

among 18–29-year-olds increased for the second major election in a row–up 3 percentage points in 2006 (25 percent) 

from 2002 (22 percent). 

Graph 1: Voter Turnout Midterm Years Among Citizens, by Age

• In 2006, young adults voted for the 

Democratic candidate over the Republican 

candidate in races for the House of 

Representatives (58 percent vs. 38 percent), 

the Senate (60 percent vs. 33 percent) and 

governor (55 percent vs. 34 percent).

• Young people were more likely than adults 

30 and older to identify as strictly indepen-

dents (26 percent vs. 18 percent) and less 

likely to identify as Republicans (28 percent  

vs. 35 percent). Compared to 2002, more 

young adults identified as independents (up 

2 points) though slightly fewer identified as 

Democrats (down 1 point).

  

• The youth voter turnout rate was highest in Minnesota (43 percent), Wisconsin (40 percent), and Montana (49 per-

cent). The states with the lowest turnout were West Virginia (16 percent), Texas and Utah (tied at 17 percent).

• The metropolitan areas with the highest turnout in 2006 were the Twin Cities (Minneapolis-St.Paul, 47 percent), 

Milwaukee (39 percent), and Detroit (38 percent).

Want to know more about young voters in the mid-term elections? Visit http://www.civicyouth.org/?page_id=241 to 

learn more.
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CIRCLE’s Social media experiments

CIRCLE is involved with two experiments that combine social 

media and civic engagement. One project, called BLink, is 

designed to “link organizations, issues, and people in the Greater 

Boston Area for social change.” BLink is an open network, usable 

by college students and anyone else in the community to sup-

port their volunteering and activism. The other project, called 

Legislative Aide, involves high school classes in Tampa, Florida. 

There, students use custom-designed software as part of a high 

school curriculum.

 

BLink is an open network, usable by 
college students and anyone else in 
the community to support their volun-
teering and activism.

These two experiments share an emphasis on learning to ana-

lyze and use networks, both online and in the community. Both 

projects use specialized network-mapping software designed by 

CIRCLE’s partner, Community Knowledgebase, LLC of Wisconsin. 

University of Wisconsin professor Lewis A. Friedland and his 

colleagues have been working closely with CIRCLE throughout. 

A Learn & Serve grant from the Corporation for National and 

Community Service is funding BLink. A Small Business Innovation 

Research (SBIR) contract from the United States Department 

of Education has funded the development phase of Legislative 

Aide.

BLink is an open social network, comparable to Facebook or 

Twitter (see myblink.org). In fact, users of BLink can elect to 

receive notifications through a network like Facebook and do 

not have to return often to BLink if they prefer not to. But BLink 

differs from other social networks in two important ways. First, 

the main nodes of the network are not people, but organizations 

and issues. Any member can set up a page for a local nonprofit, 

a government agency, an informal group, or an issue such as 

homelessness or global warming. Any member can then edit and 

augment those pages and link them together. 

Second, the BLink network is transparent. The nodes and links are 

displayed visually on the site, whereas the network structure of 

Facebook is private. Being able to see and edit a public diagram 

of Boston’s civil society is useful for anyone involved in commu-

nity organizing. A visitor can see which groups have many links 

and are therefore important to contact about an issue, which 

groups seem marginal and need to be linked better, how clusters 

are segregated by geography, demographics, or ideology, who 

serves as important bridges between communities, and much 

other information that is useful for civic work.

Figure 1: Mockup of a Blink page, showing an imaginary organization with 

the network map at the top of the page. Clicking on a different node re-centers 

the map and opens a new node.

Students Use Network Maps to Understand 
Complex Community Issues

The Tampa project, Legislative Aide, is an example of what 

Wisconsin Professor David Williamson Shaffer, who was a prin-

cipal on the design team, has called an “epistemic game.” High 

school students role-play adult jobs—in this case, aides in a 

fictional U.S. Congresswoman’s field office. The class meets in a 

computer lab or a school library. Students log onto a password-

protected Web site that simulates the office network of their 

Congresswoman. Fictional employees send them assignments 

and feedback in the form of emails, and the students are able to 

email one another and share documents. 

The fictional characters are ultimately controlled by the teacher, 

who makes judgments about students’ performance and the 

appropriate pace to set for the group as a whole. The fictional 

Congresswoman represents a real district in the Tampa Bay and 

seeks real information and guidance about a problem in that com-

munity. Students leave the fictional, online environment when 

they are assigned community-research tasks, such as interviews 

w w w . ci  v ic  y o u t h . o r g
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with adults. The class develops a plan for addressing that issue, and 

they may implement part of their plan through a service-learning proj-

ect once the game is over.

The common element shared by BLink and Legislative Aide is the 

network map. Students in Tampa use proprietary software from 

Community Knowledgebase to build a shared diagram of issues, 

people, and organizations relevant to their project. Although real 

aides to a U.S. Representative would not use such software, political 

professionals do develop implicit models of issues, people, organiza-

tions, and their relationships. A class of students can quickly produce 

a sophisticated map if they work together online, and this becomes a 

representation of the mental model of an adult professional.

Before its public launch, BLink has been used by college students 

at Tufts University, University of Massachusetts-Boston, and Suffolk 

University, who have built an initial network map of the Boston area 

that will be expanded when the network becomes publicly acces-

sible. Our colleagues at UMass Boston (including faculty and stu-

dents) have been closely involved in designing BLink. Massachusetts 

Campus Compact is CIRCLE’s other major partner, responsible for 

recruiting additional users.

Figure 2: Example of student work from Legislative Aide in Tampa. The emerging 

network map is shown in the background. The node entitled “water shortage” is 

open to show a student’s overall description of that problem.

 

Initial Research Findings 

BLink is a research opportunity, and we have fielded pre-test and 

post-test surveys in the participating classes. Though the survey 

samples have been small so far, the findings indicate substantial 

increases in the proportion of students who spend time volunteering, 

work with other people in the community to fix problems or improve 

conditions, interact with people of other racial backgrounds, and 

interact with students from other colleges. 

Though the survey samples have been 
small so far, the findings indicate sub-
stantial increases in the proportion of 
students who spend time volunteering, 
work with other people in the community 
to fix problems or improve conditions, in-
teract with people of other racial back-
grounds, and interact with students 
from other colleges. 

Like BLink, Legislative Aide is a research project. We have collected 

data in the form of student work, pre-and post-test surveys, and class-

room observations and interviews. The most striking finding from 

the pilot phase was a significant increase in the quality of students’ 

writing about social issues. We hypothesize that the combination of 

service-learning (academic work tied to community service) plus an 

epistemic game may prove especially valuable. The epistemic game 

gives students a challenging, immersive environment in which they 

are able to achieve successes. The service-learning experiences allow 

them to work in the real world and make an actual difference. 

Future steps for CIRCLE and its partners include refining and re-test-

ing Legislative Aide in Tampa, publicly launching and continuously 

improving BLink in Boston, making Legislative Aide portable to other 

communities, and developing new epistemic games (such as possibly 

a classroom simulation of running an environmental organization). «
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Through partnerships with local universities and nonprofits, the 

National Conference on Citizenship (NCoC) expanded America’s 

Civic Health Index in 2009 by providing localized data in state-

specific indices, including California, Florida, Illinois, Minnesota, 

New Hampshire, and Ohio. CIRCLE contributed in the analysis of 

the state-specific data.

In many states, the economic reces-
sion seems to have exacerbated the 
civic inequalities that already exist 
among low-income, non-college- 
educated, and minority populations.

As seen in the 2009 America’s Civic Health Index, the economic 

recession has caused Americans to draw back from civic life. 

State-specific data show that this is more so the case with certain 

states in comparison to others. In many states, the economic 

recession seems to have exacerbated the civic inequalities that 

already exist among low-income, non-college-educated, and 

minority populations. Additionally, the findings show a shift 

in citizen engagement from institutionalized engagement to 

more personal forms. Individual factors beyond the economic 

recession – such as trust in government – may also be impacting 

civic participation. The 2009 index is based on a survey of 1,518 

Americans and an additional oversample of 2,371 respondents in 

six states. For more information see www.ncoc.net.

Minnesota and New Hampshire Report 
Strong Civic Tradition 

Two of the states – Minnesota and New Hampshire – fared 

comparatively well in civic health. Both states ranked above the 

national average on a variety of civic indicators including: volun-

teering during the past year (NH 43%, MN 60%, National 35%), 

and working with people in their neighborhood to solve a com-

munity problem (NH 19%, MN 16%, National 15%). Moreover, cit-

izens in both states were more likely than citizens in other states 

to view their state’s civic tradition as strong. According to Harry 

Boyte and Nan Skelton, the authors of the Minnesota report, 

“When it comes to the combination of voting, volunteering and 

trying to institute change in their own neighborhoods, no state 

in the country has had more engaged citizens over the past few 

years than Minnesota.” Minnesota led the nation by its citizens’ 

overall engagement level. Moreover, New Hampshire showed 

a strong commitment to volunteering: 43% of New Hampshire 

residents volunteered within the past year, compared with the 

national average of 35%.

In Ohio and California Non-College and 
Immigrant Residents Help in Alternative 
Ways  

In Ohio, demographic groups responded differently to the eco-

nomic downturn. Similar to the national trend, Ohioans with 

college experience were more likely to engage in traditional civic 

behaviors, such as attending public meetings or volunteering, 

than those with no college experience. Fifteen percent of adults 

with college experience said they participated in community 

projects, compared to the 11% of non-college educated adults. 

Ohioans without college experience were more likely to give 

food or money to a relative in need (57%) compared to those 

with some college experience (44%) or those with a college 

degree (29%). 

New immigrants in California were 
more likely than non-immigrants to 
have attended a club or community 
meeting (34% vs. 27%) or worked with 
others on pressing issues in their  
community.

California – the state with the largest immigrant population1 – 

has also seen a shift from traditional forms of service to more 

personal contributions. New immigrants in California were more 

likely than non-immigrants to have attended a club or commu-

nity meeting (34% vs. 27%) or worked with others on pressing 

issues in their community; minorities also showed higher levels 

of confidence in the federal government than non-minorities 

(48% Black, 35% Hispanic, 22% White).

Continued on Page 9

2009 Civic Health State REports reflect unique characteristics 
among States 
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n “Reality Check: Obama’s Base likely to disappoint 
dems,” by david paul kuhn, realclearpolitics, 
5/17/2010

n “Millennial, issues and politics,” by Demfromct, 
daily kos, 5/16/2010

n “Opposite of radical: Today’s youth trust uncle 
sam,” by tovia smith, npr’s morning edition, 5/11/2010

n “Inside the beltway,” by jennifer harper, 
washington times, 4/29/2010

n “less political activity than ‘08,” by emily 
schultheis, daily pennsylvanian, 4/29/2010

n “pondering millennial political views,” by ben 
goddard, wiretap magazine, 4/17/2010

n “Civic Exams might not be a bad idea” by james 
Burnett, Miami herald, 4/9/2010

n “skepticism growing among young americans” by 
kerri miller, minnesota public radio, 3/24/2010

n “Youth and politics,” by Anonymous, Boston 
globe blog, 3/7/2010

n “will the next generation be as civic-minded,” by 
chuck raasch, argus leader, 3/4/2010

n “prognosis negative,” by jesse singal, newsweek, 
2/3/2010

 

c i r c l e  i n  t h e  n e w s Illinois and Florida Strengthen Policies 
to Engage Youth in Civic Life

Civic culture in Illinois was hit hard by both the economic reces-

sion and several events that caused severe political distrust. 

Citizens of Illinois did, however, have high levels of trust for their 

fellow Illinoisans and also showed support for a federal civic 

agenda: 72% of Illinoisans support policies to implement civic 

education assessments, compared to 66% nationwide. In addi-

tion, 76% of Illinoisans support a service-learning requirement, 

five percentage points higher than the national average. Within 

the past year, steps have been taken in Illinois to improve civic 

education. Specifically, the Illinois Reform Commission asked 

Governor Pat Quinn to make recommendations for political 

reform – identifying civic education as a top priority. 

Similarly, Florida, a state that is suffering from a civic depres-

sion, is looking to strengthen civic life. According to the report, 

the state has one of the worst civic cultures, ranking 46th in 

the entire nation. Engagement among youth has been a con-

cern; data show that Floridian Millennials (15–29 years old) are 

less likely than Seniors (65 and older) to be engaged in their 

community (7% vs. 21%). In 2010, the Florida State Legislature 

passed the “Justice Sandra Day O’Connor Civics Education Act.” 

This act adds social studies, including civics, to the list of sub-

jects tested in the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test.2

To download reports for Minnesota, New Hampshire, California, 

Ohio, Illinois and Florida, please visit the National Conference 

on Citizenship’s Web site at www.ncoc.net.«

Endnotes

1  http://www.cis.org/articles/2007/back1007.pdf

2  http://www.ncoc.net/index.php?tray=content&tid=top41&cid=2kc45
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From Research to Practice, a column dedicated to 

recognizing successful “bridges” between researchers 

and practitioners, reports on research with practical 

implications for youth civic engagement. 

r e s e ar  c h  t o  p ra  c t i c e

In 2003, CIRCLE published work by Dr. Mary Kirlin, who conducted 

a comprehensive literature search for measures of civic skills 

among young people. This search led her to split “civic skills” into 

four major categories: collective decision-making, critical thinking, 

organization and communication.1 The following article provides 

examples for how today’s youth organizations are trying to build 

skills in these major areas, using Kirlin’s list of measures in each 

category as a guide.

Collective Decision-Making

The United Teen Equality Center (UTEC) in Lowell, MA provides 

one example of a youth organization that works to build collective 

decision-making skills. It hosts a statewide initiative called Teens 

Leading the Way (TLTW). According to Geoff Foster, Youth Civic 

Engagement Specialist at UTEC, the purpose of TLTW is to bring 

together the “minds, opinions and individual backgrounds of the 

young people in the group to address statewide issues which effect 

teens across the Commonwealth.” Foster suggests that “the teens in 

Teens Leading the Way own a new identity,” a group identity. “That 

identity,” Foster continues “teaches humility, care for others, and 

responsibility for fixing problems that they once didn’t own.” 

Foster says that when initiating new projects, “the group goes 

through a long process of debate and deliberation to decide where 

they would like to spend the next year focusing their energy.” Each 

meeting is facilitated by a small group of young people, allowing 

each member of the group to take ownership, build facilitation and 

other communication skills, but ultimately contribute to making 

decisions as a full group who represent various cities around the 

state. “Teens Leading the Way has two major successes thus far: the 

creation of the first ever Governor’s Youth Council and…getting 

a bill as far as the House Ways and Means Committee increasing 

mental health resources in youth centers.”

Critical Thinking

Kirlin’s review of research found a handful of skills that she labeled 

as critical thinking. These included: 

•Identifying and describing information about political and civic life

•Analyzing and explaining information about political and civic life

•Synthesizing and explaining information about political and civic 

life

•Evaluating, taking, and defending positions on public events and 

issues

•Thinking critically about conditions of political and civic life

•Thinking constructively about how to improve political and civic 

life2

Many of these skills are integrated into an international pro-

gram involving hundreds of teachers in Europe and the United 

States. “The Constitutional Rights Foundation Chicago (CRFC), The 

Constitutional Rights Foundation in Los Angeles (CRF) and Street 

Law, Inc. are conducting a major six year teacher-based initiative, 

Deliberating in a Democracy (DID), designed to improve teach-

ing and learning of democratic principles and the skills of civic 

deliberation.”3 

Carolyn Pereira, Executive Director 
of Constitutional Rights Foundation 
Chicago, suggests that “Naturally the 
discussions are much richer if teachers 
take a longer time and embed [the dis-
cussions] into [the] curriculum.” 

DID provides teachers with materials and training to lead discus-

sions of controversial issues in the classroom. 

The materials are constructed with European partners so that 

the problem and the information is relevant to multiple sites. 

Each topic area includes a short article, a concrete public policy 

question that poses a choice between two values important in a 

democracy (such as liberty and equality), and is designed for one or 

two class periods. However, Carolyn Pereira, Executive Director of 

Constitutional Rights Foundation Chicago, suggests that “naturally 

the discussions are much richer if teachers take a longer time and 

embed [the discussions] into [the] curriculum.” 

Four youth organizations that are working to build civic skills

w w w . ci  v ic  y o u t h . o r g
Continued on Page 11
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The program involves opportunities for students in the U.S. to inter-

act with students in European countries through video conferences, 

web forums and international exchanges. Lena Morreale Scott is the 

Senior Program Director at Street Law, Inc. She says that this “adds a 

dimension that isn’t normally accessible…[and a] human dimension 

of people who you may never get to talk to.” She says that students 

were interested in what other students in other countries thought 

about them and that this encouraged students to think “’why in the 

world would there be so much difference’—[an] added piece that 

makes [DID] deeper.” Understanding multiple perspectives is an 

important skill that the DID program tries to build.

Organization 

The Citizenship and Public Service (CPS) Scholars program is an 

opportunity for Tufts undergraduates to “work on projects to cre-

ate positive change and build capacity in Tufts’ partner communi-

ties, as well as throughout the world.”4 The program is based at 

Tufts’ Jonathan M. Tisch College of Citizenship and Public Service 

(CIRCLE’s home) where CPS Scholars can participate for either three 

or four years. Participants begin the program by taking a class called 

‘Education for Active Citizenship’ and work on a community-based 

project each year. “The developmental program consciously builds 

new levels of knowledge, skills and behaviors year-by-year and brings 

together a mentoring community of peers.”5

“The developmental program consciously 
builds new levels of knowledge, skills 
and behaviors year-by-year and brings 
together a mentoring community of 
peers.” 

Melissa DeFreece, the CPS Scholars Program Coordinator, believes 

the intended outcomes of the program are broad in helping students 

become active citizens while learning organizational skills such as 

time management, event planning, grantwriting, facilitation, and 

program and curriculum development. Scholars develop a workplan 

with a Community Supervisor at their partner organization and use 

the skills they have learned at CPS Scholars’ meetings and through 

other campus activities to implement this plan. DeFreece says that 

in addition, “some partners train and work with [CPS Scholars] on 

different skills because they have to work at least eight hours a week 

during the academic year.” 

While these skills are critical for a CPS Scholar to move forward with 

their projects, DeFreece says that the crux of the program “is that we 

want them to be able to assess ‘where can I fit in?,’ ‘what can I do to 

help?,’ and ‘I am interested in X and I want to help with a viable solu-

tion.’” She wants students to “look at communities wherever they 

are at and say ‘what are the assets in this community and how can 

students think about how they can be involved in community work.’”  

Communication

A project of the Bus Federation Civic Fund, Trick or Vote was launched 

in 2004 in Portland, OR and is now a national event with a significant 

number of partner organizations. “Trick or Vote is a massive non-parti-

san get-out-the-vote canvass, aimed at getting new people engaged 

in the political process.”6 According to Matt Singer, Executive Director 

of the Federation and CEO of the Forward Montana Foundation, this 

year Trick or Vote is going to reach 200,000 voters through the partici-

pation of several thousand volunteers, all of whom will have “intense 

one to one interactions with voters.”

For Singer, Trick or Vote has “figure[d] out ways to get people back to 

what we know is the single most successful form of communication” 

with voters. On top of this, Trick or Vote “has been an outlet for peo-

ple’s first time being involved,” said Ryan Joseph Davis Christensen, 

Trick or Vote’s National Director. Singer believes that Trick or Vote 

“takes advantage of this giant cultural opportunity.” He says it’s a “can-

vass with training wheels [because it] meshes with something you’ve 

done before” and establishes volunteers’ communication with voters 

and their confidence. “[Trick or Vote] lowers the bar,” Singer adds, 

“someone dressed up as Dracula…makes it funny [and a] good voter 

interaction. People are ready to smile and laugh at you.” Christensen 

says that “monster invasions” will start in September. «

Endnotes

1  This CIRCLE Working Paper: The Role of Civic Skills in Fostering Civic Engagement can 
be found at http://www.civicyouth.org/PopUps/WorkingPapers/WP06Kirlin.pdf

2  Kirlin found these skills cited in two sources: 1) Patrick, John J. 2003. Defining, 
Delivering, and Defending a Common Education for Citizenship in a Democracy. Patrick, 
John J., Gregory E. Hamot, and Robert S. Leming (eds) Civic Learning in Teacher 
Education International Perspectives on Education for Democracy in the Preparation of 
Teachers, Vol. 2; and 2) Center for Civic Education. 1994. National Standards for Civics and 
Government. Calabasas, CA: Center for Civic Education 

3  http://www.deliberating.org/index.php/about-us-topmenu-19/about-us-topmenu-336

4  http://activecitizen.tufts.edu/?pid=19&c=14

5  http://activecitizen.tufts.edu/Students/ScholarsProgram

6  http://trickorvote.org/
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