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An important question for every society—and most particularly for emerging as well as established democracies—is how to educate the young so that they become competent, responsible, and knowledgeable citizens. That is a challenge of overriding importance. Not only does the quality of life in a democracy depend upon how well that challenge is met. So, too, does the stability—indeed, the endurance of democracy itself is contingent on the competence, commitment, and caring of its citizens.


An infant may be born a citizen in the eyes of the law, but transforming a human being into a citizen who can participate effectively and responsibly in a democratic society is a lengthy and demanding task. Fortunately, we now can turn for guidance about how to accomplish that task to a growing body of research.


Because of constraints on time, I would like to draw your attention to a very small portion of that research—findings which are indicative of what we now know about the effectiveness of interactive methods of teaching and learning. But before we turn to the research findings, let’s remind ourselves that the objective of civic education is not to make all students into adults exclusively or obsessively occupied with political matters or who participate intensively and continuously on every conceivable issue. In a democratic society each individual must retain the right to choose where, when, and how he or she wishes to participate. Without the requisite knowledge and skills, however, an incompetent citizen has only two options:

· not to participate or

· to participate without effect.


We believe that schools should open a third option to all students: to participate in ways that are effective and which accord with democratic values and procedures. What does research tell us about how to make that third option a viable one?

Evidence From a Multi-National Study


First, let’s focus attention on a multi-nation investigation sponsored by The Center for Democracy and Governance. The Center is part of the United States Agency for International Development (USAID).1 That agency had compelling reasons for wanting to learn what is and is not effective in civic education. It had spent roughly $30 million a year during the decade of the 1990s on adult and school-based civic education in countries in Asia, Africa, Latin America, the Caribbean, and Eastern Europe. Naturally, the Agency needed to know how well that money had been spent—and it was aware that oversight committees in the United States Congress also would want to know. The Agency, therefore, launched a pioneering effort to determine when and under what conditions civic education encourages more informed and responsible political participation and builds support for important democratic values. In the first of a series of reports, three countries were selected for more rigorous analysis—the Dominican Republic, Poland, and South Africa. In those countries, some 4,700 adults and 1,900 students were interviewed or responded to questionnaires about civic education programs in which they had participated.


What were the results of this multi-nation investigation? The researchers tell us:

By far the most important finding to emerge from the study, one that applies equally to adult and school-based programs, is that course design and the quality of instruction are critical to the success of civic education programs. If civic education programs are well-designed and well taught, if they meet frequently, use participatory methods, stress learning by doing, and focus on issues that have direct relevance to participants’ daily lives, they can have a significant, positive impact on democratic participation and attitudes.2


It is worth noting that the researchers also found that attitudes or dispositions only changed when students perceived their teachers to be well-informed and likeable and when they used interactive methods.


As a result of this study, researchers have made ten specific recommendations of ways to improve civic education. It is interesting to note that two of those ten recommendations concern participatory methods.

· Use as many participatory methods as possible
The evidence overwhelmingly supports the conclusion that participatory teaching methods are critical to the success of civic education programs. Role playing, dramatizations, small group exercises, and group discussion are far more effective tools for imparting knowledge about democratic practices and values than more passive methods such as lectures or the distribution of materials. In a range of focus group discussions, trainers and participants stated categorically that “lectures do not work” and that emphasis should be placed on helping participants find their own way toward the skills and behaviors that will enhance their role as democratic citizens….

…Using participatory approaches may also contribute to a sense of political efficacy by providing participants with the psychological space and support that they need to speak openly about political matters. Through this type of training and support, individuals may begin to view themselves as actors, rather than as passive recipients of government action.

· Build opportunities for participation directly into the program
Closely related to the finding about the importance of participatory teaching methods, is the finding that civic education had the greatest impact on participants when programs brought individuals directly into contact with local authorities or engaged in local problem-solving activities. The evidence clearly shows that one of the surest ways to increase local political participation over the longer term is to tap into or build opportunities for political participation directly into the civic education program, whether by working through NGOs or arranging meetings with local government officials. This involves more than simply using the types of participatory methods discussed earlier; rather, it involves building opportunities for direct political engagement into the program.3
Evidence from “The Civic Mission of Schools”


Additional evidence on the effectiveness of interactive methods of teaching and learning comes from a report entitled The Civic Mission of Schools. It is a consensus document developed by respected researchers and practitioners which sets out what research shows are six promising practices schools can employ to develop competent and responsible citizens. The first promising practice is formal instruction in government, history, and democracy to increase civic knowledge. That is an important goal in itself, because as abundant research has shown “For those who are relatively well-informed, the system operates much as in textbook descriptions of representative democracy. The less informed one is, however, the less likely one is to participate, and the less likely it is that one’s participation will be effective.4

The other five promising approaches supported by research deal with interactive, participatory activities. They are:

1. Incorporate discussion of current local, national, and international issues into the classroom, particularly those that young people view as important to their lives.

2. Design and implement programs that provide students with the opportunity to apply what they learn through performing community service that is linked to the formal curriculum and classroom instruction.

3. Offer extracurricular activities that provide opportunities for young people to get involved in their school or communities.

4. Encourage student participation in school governance. A long tradition of research suggests that giving students more opportunities to participate in the management of their own classrooms and schools builds their civic skills and attitudes. Thus, giving students a voice in school governance is a promising way to encourage all young people to engage civically.

5. Encourage students’ participation in simulations of democratic processes and procedures. Recent evidence indicates that simulations of voting, trials, legislative deliberation, and diplomacy in schools can lead to heightened political knowledge and interest.5
The Benefits of Well-Planned Discussion

Additional insights into helping young people become informed and effective citizens comes from studies of classroom discussion. Studies show that schools and other organizations foster civic engagement “when they help students learn how to participate in respectful discourse about social and political issues.”6

A discussion is not just the free exchange of information and opinion. It has common features that help distinguish discussion from other forms of talk such as lecture and recitation. One scholar describes discussion in this way:

First, discussion is dialogue between or among people. It involves, at a minimum, the exchange of information about a topic (a controversy, a problem, or event, a person, etc.). Second, it is a particular approach to constructing knowledge. The approach is based most fundamentally on the idea that something positive can occur when people are expressing their ideas on a topic and listening to others express theirs.7

The importance of citizens learning to participate in respectful discourse cannot be over-emphasized. As Robert Dahl has cautioned us, “Silent citizens may be perfect subjects for an authoritarian ruler; they would be a disaster for a democracy.”8

The benefits of discussion have been confirmed by many studies.

· Research shows a positive relationship between discussion of complex policy issues (especially involving civil liberties controversies) and the development of tolerance, as well as an understanding of why tolerance is necessary in democracies.9
· Discussion of controversial issues in an open classroom climate is a significant predictor of civic knowledge, support for democratic values, participation in political discussion, and political engagement. An open classroom climate is one in which students can investigate issues and explore their opinions and those of their peers.10
· Contrary to what many believe, research shows that effective discussions are more likely to occur when they are planned. Teachers need to think carefully what students will do to prepare to participate and which skills students need in order to create quality discussions. In doing this, they are using discussion as a form of interaction to promote disciplinary learning and democratic competence.11
Community Service, Service Learning, and Civic Engagement


Service-learning approaches used in K-12 schools have been found in many studies to have positive impacts on students’ academic achievement, civic engagement, and on their social/personal development. All service-learning approaches are not created equal, however. It is important to differentiate among community service, service learning, and service-based internships. Community service programs usually address a social need of some kind such as reading to the blind, tutoring special needs students, or providing assistance to the elderly. Integration with the curriculum is marginal. Their intended purpose is ethical development on the part of the service provider. Service-learning programs are more closely integrated into the curriculum and the service activity is based on an academic discipline. They are intended to benefit both the service provider and the recipients. Service-based internships such as working in a non-profit organization or in a government office are typically reserved for older adolescents and young adults.


Research findings demonstrate significant differences between students who performed any type of service and those who did not. Those who performed service developed more positive attitudes toward school, themselves, others, and their communities. Outcome differences among the three service program types indicated that those engaged in service learning and internships scored higher in academic gains. Studies also show that students are most affected when they are engaged in meaningful service activities in which they have some responsibility and in which they are able to take on adult-like roles.12 Students also benefit from exposure to role models in their communities and opportunities to engage in social networking.13
Conclusion

The case for using interactive methods to create informed, effective citizens is really made by an abundant body of multi-national research. That research tells us that participatory methods not only engage students and stimulate their civic interests, they improve students’ knowledge and skills as well as their sense of efficacy. Participatory methods employed by well-informed, skilled teachers also can result in attitudinal changes that improve the quality of democracy. There is no question that well-designed, interactive methods demand more of both teachers and students than a steady diet of “lecture-read-recite.” If our goal is to educate the young so that they become competent, committed and caring democratic citizens, then we need to use interactive methods that are most likely to help us achieve that goal.
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