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EMBRACING ACTION: 

EDUCATION FOR CIVIC PARTICIPATION 

The aims of public schools are many and much debated. Schools are widely expected to 
prepare students for entrance to institutions of higher education and/or the workforce 
and to aid in the socialization of students into society. Though perhaps somewhat less 
widely considered as being a fundamental aim of public schools, I believe that the 
preparation of students for active participation in democracy is among the most 
important missions of public schools.  

At a basic level, American democracy depends on a large number of citizens from a 
broad array of backgrounds informing themselves about candidates for public office and 
voting. But there is a great deal more citizens must do in order for American democracy 
to be vibrant. Citizens must inform themselves about issues of public importance and 
express their opinions in an effective way to their elected officials. Further, citizens 
should be able to participate in public discourse about issues of significance. They 
should be able to express their views in a way that is persuasive and contributes to 
collective understanding of issues of import. And not just on national politics – 
American democracy depends on the active participation of individuals working 
together to change their communities for the better. American democracy functions 
effectively only when individuals from all backgrounds and perspectives take action to 
make democracy meaningful by involving themselves in civic life. 

To be involved, these individuals need to have knowledge about issues of public 
importance, a wide range of skills, an interest in being involved, and an understanding 
of their ability to make a difference. The public school system is perhaps the only 
institution in the country that can help a large proportion of the population from a broad 
array of backgrounds get the knowledge, skills, and interest they need to be actively 
involved in American democracy. 

As such, it is unsurprising that civics courses are offered in public schools across the 
country. The mere presence of civics courses does not, however, indicate that schools 
are fulfilling their mission. Courses often focus on teaching facts about how the 
American political system works, student mastery of which can easily be evaluated 
through standardized testing, failing to prepare students to be engaged participants in all 
levels of democracy. In teaching the details of how American democracy works, the 
central point of the system – that it depends on the active participation of a wide range 
of citizens in affecting how their communities are administered, both inside and outside 
of the political process, at all levels of government, local to national – is lost. 



The mission of civic education should be to inspire students to take civic action and to 
prepare students for that action. Taking that mission into consideration, we should 
rethink how public schools execute civic education. It should be structured to give 
students the following things: 

1. Knowledge of the formal processes of American democracy.  
2. Understanding of America’s history of civic participation, including social 

movements.  
3. Detailed understanding of issues of particular importance in their local 

communities.  
4. Proficiency in persuasive speaking and writing.  
5. Comfort working with people from a diversity of backgrounds.  
6. Understanding of arguments made by people on different sides of issues of public 

debate.  
7. Understanding of common methods used to sway public opinion and the opinions 

of decision makers.  
8. Grassroots leadership skills including the ability to inspire/interest others, to 

engender participatory processes and community involvement, to plan courses of 
action, etc.  

9. The realization that individual and collective action can make a difference.  
10. Inspiration to take action.  

These goals should be taken into account in the pedagogy, administration, and 
curriculum of schools. 

Pedagogy 

Issues of civic participation should not simply be included in the curriculum – the 
pedagogy should support the subject matter. William Ayers describes a split between 
education and the teaching that is dominant in most school systems across the country. 

Education is surprising and unruly and disorderly, while the first and fundamental law 
of school is to follow orders. Education frees the mind, while schooling bureaucratizes 
the brain. An educator unleashes the unpredictable, while a schoolteacher sometimes 
starts with an unhealthy obsession with a commitment to classroom management and 
linear lesson plans. (Ayers, xxiii) 

To foster deep civic participation, schools must move towards educating and away from 
schooling. Students should be respected as people able to make change – to teach 
students that they can change the world, students need to see this demonstrated in the 
classroom. Teachers shouldn’t be limited to teaching a very confined curriculum. 
Instead they should design classes to match student interests – teachers should act like 



good community organizers, meeting students where they are, helping students to 
discover their interests and bringing students to action. That action should include 
intensive learning and also, perhaps, trying to affect change in the community. 
Additionally, teachers should help students to learn from their peers, in the process 
developing communication skills and learning to communicate with people from 
different backgrounds. 

School Administration 

It’s difficult to teach deep civic participation and democracy in part because those 
concepts don’t match up to the school experience. Schools are not generally 
administered in a democratic way – students often have very little ability to influence 
school administration, how their classes are run, what material they learn, etc. It is 
difficult to instill in students an ethic of civic participation and engagement in the 
national democratic process when their individual school community largely doesn’t 
demonstrate these things. As much as possible, schools should encourage meaningful 
student engagement in many aspects of their school administration. Student councils 
should be given real responsibilities, student evaluations of classes should be taken 
seriously, students should be taught how decisions are made at the school and within the 
school district and should learn how they can influence decisions. Deep civic 
participation and engagement in democracy often takes place in the local community; 
students could learn a great deal about participation in democracy as a whole by 
participating in decision-making at the school and school district level.  

Curriculum 

Schools should require students to take civics courses that are focused on educating 
students in the ten areas of civic knowledge identified above. To be successful, these 
courses must actively engage students in the subject matter. A project-focused approach 
to civic education has particular potential and is discussed below. 

Students should learn the skills and knowledge needed for extensive civic participation 
as part of the general curriculum, not just in course units focusing specifically on the 
topic. The opportunities for inclusion are virtually limitless, but a quick highlight tour of 
possibilities would include: 

1. History classes could include extensive discussion of citizen leaders and 
movements for social change.  

2. English classes could include discussion of the persuasive and informative 
writing that citizen leaders use.  



3. In math classes, students could learn basic statistics and the importance of 
quantitative analysis to many public policy decisions.  

4. Grassroots organizing skills could be taught as part of a communication course.  

The inclusion of civic participation related material in courses across the curriculum 
would give students a wide assortment of knowledge and skills that are needed for 
active participation in democracy. 

Project-Focused Civic Education 

A project-focused civics curriculum has particular potential to educate students in civic 
participation. Teachers would help students flesh out what they are interested in and 
would encourage them to connect those interests with actionable issues of 
community/civic importance. Teachers, perhaps with the help of community volunteers, 
would advise students as they move to do something to change the issue for the better, 
guiding students, educating them on necessary skills, and encouraging and helping 
students to work with people from a wide variety of backgrounds. The possibilities for 
student action are limitless and include a wide range of actions appropriate for students 
of any age, experience level, interest, etc. Possible actions could include creating a 
letter-writing campaign, organizing a community forum, creating a student group to 
address an issue, meeting with decision makers, and making signs to inform the public. 
In working on projects they are interested in and that are of community significance, 
under the advisement of a teacher and/or community mentor, students could learn a 
great deal about an issue and about the organizing, writing, communication, and other 
skills that are of tremendous importance for active and deep civic participation. More 
importantly, such projects would help give students an understanding of the importance 
of taking action and would help students realize they can make a difference. 

Teachers would have to manage to help students figure out what they are interested in 
and help them connect those interests to do-able projects. Teachers would have to 
support different students/student groups search out information on issues, connect them 
with community partners, and advise students throughout the project. The teachers 
would have to simultaneously advise multiple students working on different projects, 
ensuring that they see the connections between their individual projects/interests and 
civic participation and are in the process developing the skills and interest needed for 
sustained participation. Further, teachers would have to help ensure that students see 
some progress as a result of their efforts – without successes, projects can serve to 
dishearten rather than engage students. 

Rather than running away from the controversial issues that will likely be brought into 
the classroom with these projects, teachers should support students in working on such 



issues in a respectful, thoughtful, effective way. Controversial issues are what bring 
many into active civic participation – they should not be hidden from students when 
they are in the classroom. Instead teachers should focus on ensuring that discussion is 
respectful and that students understand a diverse range of perspectives. Much learning 
can come from controversy. Teaching students to confront controversial issues will help 
them to build common bonds across difference and to investigate different sides of 
arguments. 

Skilled teachers who are trained in teaching a project-based curriculum and have the 
support of community volunteers could overcome these challenges. If teachers are 
successful, they will educate students in the knowledge and skills needed for active 
civic participation, both in the material students are exposed to and how they are 
exposed to it, and will prompt students to take civic action. 

Public schools play a tremendously important role in American democracy – the school 
system is a key institution that gives young citizens the knowledge and skills they need 
to participate actively in civic life. We need to do more than merely teach students 
accepted facts about the formal workings of the democracy that serves them. Doing so 
does not demonstrate the tremendous importance of individual action at all levels, local 
to national, that is required for a vibrant democracy. The inclusion of civics content 
throughout the general curriculum, the utilization of pedagogies that model the actions 
desired of students, the administration of schools in a way that supports what students 
are learning in the classroom, and the use of a project-based approach to teaching civic 
participation are some of the many possible ways that schools can support the 
development of active participants in American democracy.  
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