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CHAPTER 5

Youth Civic Engagement:
Normative Issues

PETER LEVINE
. Tufts University

ANN HIGGINS-D’ALESSANDRO
Fordham University

THE RELEVANCE OF NORMATIVE PHILOSOPHY
TO YOUTH CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

' DUCATING YOUNG PEOPLE for citizenship is an intrinsically norma-
Etive task.! In other words, it is a matter of choosing and transmit-
_ ting values to citizens so that they will build and sustain societies
that embody particular forms of justice and virtue. Adults who teach his-
tory, civics, or social studies, who guide adolescents in community service
projects, or who recruit youth as activists generally do so for normative
reasons—Dbecause of values that they hold and wish to transmit. Likewise,
most scholars who evaluate and study such work do so because of their
own demanding moral principles. They have chosen to examine service-
learning or youth organizing—instead of distance-learning or the stock
market—because something about youth civic engagement strikes them
as deeply valuable. Yet there is relatively little discussion of the precise
normative reasons for particular forms of civic education in schools and
other institutions or of the values that scholars bring to the work of evalu-
ating such efforts. Higgins-D’Alessandro (this volume) addresses the latter
issue. ' : :
This lack of explicit attention to normative reasons is unfortunate. Reason-
able people have defined “good citizens” in various ways: for example, as
dutiful members of communities, as independent critics of public institutions,

1 We use the word normative to encompass what is ethical, just, fait, or moral—not as the
antonym of deviant, nor as a synonym for typical or average.
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as bearers of rights, and as proponents of social justice (Schudson, 1998;
Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Deciding which of these values to transmit
is a public task in which everyone has a stake. Adults who lead or study
civic education, or do both, have considerable influence over youth, who are
not permitted to choose most of their educational experiences. As a matter
of accountability, these adults ought to explain—both to the youth they
serve and to other adults—which civic values and habits they are trying to
develop, and why. In short, they should be willing to participate in a demo-
cratic discussion about their public work. : ‘
~ Second, explicit discussion of values can reveal the tradeoffs that often
arise in civic education. One category of tradeoffs (as an example) involves
quantity versus equality. Many voluntary programs attract adolescents
. who already have relatively strong commitments to civic engagement and
relatively strong skills for civic and political participation. Student govern-
ments, for instance, usually draw students who are already on a leadership
track. Those students tend to be successful in school and thus likely to hold
privileged social positions as adults. Offering them civic opportunities may
enhance their capacity to participate in politics and community affairs. That
is a good result if we want to develop more experienced leaders in the next
generation. But it is a bad outcome if we are mainly concerned about equality
of civic participation by social class (McNeal, 1998).

Another type of tradeoff involves freedom versus moral authority. Even
if it-is desirable for young people to become tolerant, trusting, caring, and
committed to the common good, there is a separate question about whether
any particular group of adults (e.g., parents, teachers, policy-makers, or tax- -
payers) has a responsibility or a right to inculcate these values. Depending :.
on one’s theory of how power should be exercised in education, one might -
think that it is the duty of public school teachers to decide which values to r
inculcate in their students; or that they should teach only the values tha
elected officials select for public schools; or that they should try to leave:
value-questions to parents; or that communities of teachers and students:;
should choose values democratically. ,

Third, we need normative reasons to address a vexing problem. Wh
young people do not engage with a public institution (for example, whe
they do not vote), that could be because they lack some mental state th:
we wish they possessed, such as interest, knowledge, concern, confidenct
or commitment. Or it could be because the institution is severely flawe
and does not deserve to be engaged. (For instance, electoral districts in
United States have been drawn to discourage competition, thereby makin
most campaigns meaningless.) Whether to change young people’s min
or reform institutions—or both—is a crucial issue that cannot be addressé
without deciding what constitutes a just society.
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Finally, explicit normative argumentation can provide persuasive reasons
* ¢oinvestin civic development—reasons that would otherwise be overlooked.
Today, the default justification for any educational investment is its impact
on individual students’ long-term human capital: their value in the labor
market, as revealed by their grades and degrees. There is evidence that some
 civic opportunities increase human capital. For example, mandatory service-
Jearning in high school seems to improve students’ grades and increases
their likelihood of completing college (Davila & Mora, 2007). However, many
adults who organize such opportunities have defensible motives other than
enhancing human capital. By elucidating these alternative reasons, we may
be able to increase public support for civic development. We may also reduce
our dépendence on fragile empirical rationales. For instance, even if service-
Jearning enhances students’ grades, it may turn out that other interventions
do so more efficiently. Should we therefore give up on service-learning? That
would be an appropriate conclusion if the only purpose of service-learning
were to increase human capital. But there are other plausible reasons for it.

PHILOSOPHICAL PERSPECTIVES

Contemporary moral and political philosophy provides rich and diverse
" resources for thinking about youth civic development. After several decades
of groundbreaking empirical work on civic development—including a para-
digm shift to “positive youth development” (Lernerx, 2004), it would now
be useful to renew the dialogue between psychology and philosophy. One
starting point is to ask how each of the main current schools of moral phi-
losophy would assess major forms of civic education. Actual philosophers -
are often eclectic, drawing from more than one school or tradition. Never-
theless, these main schools provide useful heuristics. .
One major stream of modern moral reasoning is consequentialist. It
assesses -any action or institution by measuring its net outcomes or conse-
_quences. The leading subset of consequentialism is utilitarianism, which
presumes that the consequences that matter are measures of human welfare.
- Welfare, in turn, can be defined in terms of subjective satisfaction or hap-
piness; objective indicators, such as life expectancy; or the ability to satisfy
- preferences. Utilitarianism has had an enormous influence on welfare eco-
nomics and, more generally, the social sciences. It is a demanding ethical
doctrine, requiring that we do whatever is possible to maximize aggregate
welfare. If taken seriously, it would require deep changes in social policies,
including (most probably) massive increases in educational investments. '
Autilitarian might favor civic opportunities because they have been found
to enhance students’ welfare. For instance, an evaluation of the Quantum
Opportunities Program (QOP) studied randomly selected students and a
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control group. For about $2,500 per year over four years, QOP was able to
reduce the likelihood of dropping out t0 8%, compared to 44% for the con-
trol group. QOP’s approach included academic programs that were indi-
. vidually paced for each student; mandatory community service; enrichment
programs; and pay for each hour of participation (Hahn, Leavitt, & Aaron,
1994; Eccles & Gootman, 2002). For a atilitarian, the cost of this program
would be a disadvantage (because having to pay taxes presumably reduces
the welfare of the taxpayers); but the social benefits might outweigh the
costs. People who complete high school are generally better off, economi-
~ cally and in other ways, than those who do not. They also contribute more
to the economy, thereby enhancing other people’ s welfare. Indeed, the eval-
uators estimate the social benefits of QOP at $39,037 per student, and the net
benefits (i.e., the benefits minus the costs) at $28,427. “This exercise,” they
conclude, “shows that QOP will pay large dividends.” A utilitarian reading
this report would conclude that programs like QOP are moral imperatives,
unless some other approach turns out to be even more effective (Hahn,
. Leavitt, & Aaron, 1994, p. 19). '

" One standard argument against utilitarianism is that it overlooks fairness
among individuals by focusing on aggregate welfare (Rawls, 1971/2005,

pp- 19-24). There are situations in which making disadvantaged people .

even worse off can increase aggregate social welfare; in such cases, simple
. utilitarianism is blind to fairness. However, utilitarians can provide indirect

arguments for focusing resources on the most disadvantaged young people.

One argument is that the marginal benefits are likely to be greatest when
“we offer opportunities to adolescents who would otherwise be “at risk” of

failure in school. For instance, the QOP program obtained efficient outcomes
because it was directed at disadvantaged middle-school students, many of
~ whom were otherwise likely to become pregnant.

The other utilitarian argument for equity is political. Jeremy Bentham,

the first utilitarian, asserted that representative democracy was the form of
government that would best promote aggregate welfare. Democratic gov-
ernments were most likely to address genuine public needs and allocate
resources efficiently. Our actual democracy, however, is marked by highly
unequal participation and does not respond equally to everyone’s needs
{American Political Science Association, 2004). In order to achieve more
equitable representation, we need to help young people develop the skills,
habits, knowledge, and motivations that will increase their participation.
Utilitarianism does not provide direct reasons to protect individual
freedom and choice. Utilitarians would support mandatory civic education
programs that enhance social welfare even if youth do not wish to enroll.
Most Americans have utilitarian intuitions with respect to adolescents: We
are willing to override young people’s freedom to promote their welfare.

LW
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Unlike utilitarianism, Kantianism puts autonomy at the center. Immanuel
Kant is perhaps best known as the proponent of the Categorical Imperative,
which says that we must be able to generalize the maxims of our actions so
that they would apply to everyone in similar circumstances. This principle
proves vague in application, and many contemporary Kantians believe that
the useful heart of his philosophy lies elsewhere. Kant argued that we had
two fundamental duties: to develop our own rational autonomy, and to help
others develop and pursue reasonable goals of their own choosing (Baron,
1997). The measure of an action was not its consequences, but the quality of
the free human will that lay behind it. To be autonomous, goals had to be
freely chosen, but they also had to be rational (i.e., examined, coherent, and
capable of public justification). 7 .

A Kantian would not be concerned about the impact of civic programs on
objective measures of welfare, such as graduation rates. However, a Kantian
might be impressed by programs or opportunities that seem to enhance the

autonomy of their participants. Programs would seem especially promising
to Kantians if they encouraged young people to reflect upon moral issues
and choices, form and defend their own opinions, and act accordingly (see
Beaumont, this volume). The Just Community (JC) approach to civic and
moral education is a good example (Power & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2008;
Higgins—D’Alessandro_ & Power, 2005; Power, Higgins, & Kohlberg, 1989).
Students and teachers create a school community together using principles
of fairness and democratic processes (e.g., one person, one vote; open discus-
‘sion and debate) to govern themselves. Self-governance develops students’
(and teachers’) autonomy, critical moral reasoning, and leadership as well

~as a sense of group membership, affectionate ties, and responsibility. The

school’s aspirational norms and values become embodied in rules and sanc-
tions and the intrinsic valuing of community. In the JC schools, students’
moral reasoning is significantly higher after two to three years relative to
that of comparison students. Kantians might also value outcomes such as
success in school, but only as indirect evidence that students were devel-
oping autonomy. To continue with the same example, the Just Community’s
focus on self-governance at the community level leads to self-governance or
autonomy on the individual level, which franslates into better school atten-
dance, class participafion, and academic performance (Power et al., 1989;
Higgins-D’ Alessandro, 2008). The effects on academic performance would
strike a utilitarian as strong arguments for JC; for Kantians, they matter only
insofar as success in \schc_)ol implies greater autonomy for students.

~ Both Kantians and utilitarians have reasons to favor programs such as
QOP and the Just Community (assuming that the evaluations cited above
are accurate). However, their reasons are quite different, and this difference
matters when we confront questions such as whether to mandate service-
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learning, whether youth should always co-lead their own service projects
with teachers, or whether to count economic welfare as a positive outcome
of service. These issues are complex, and Kantians need not always take
different sides from utilitarians. For instance, although utilitarians are not
directly concerned about freedom, they might be dissuaded from imposing
service requirements if such obligations usually breed resentment. Kantians
care a great deal about freedom, but they might support a service mandate
if service reliably expands young people’s sense of options and possibili-
ties and therefore enhances their autonomy later on. They would be more
likely to support a mandate if students recognize and agree with the propo-
sition that mandatory service not only helps others, it also enhances their
own future autonomy. This has happened in one JC school, where students
have voted to impose service mandates on themselves but have also voted
to remove the same mandates when they seemed to Jose their meaning.
Such cycles reveal the need for human beings—in this case, students—to
make meaning of their experiences as discussed under civic republicanism
in this chapter. A substantial majority of alumni from the last two decades of
this JC school reported that they are currently civically or politically active
in their communities whether they participated in mandatory or volunteer -
service as students (Vozzola, Rosen, Higgins-D’Alessandro, & Horan, 2009).
Overall, Kantians and utilitarians will seek different evidence and may reach
different conclusions in concrete cases. They will also justify the very same
program in different ways; and justifications matter in the public debate.

A third relevant stream of modern philosophy is civic republicanism.
Its core idea is that civic participation (deliberating, collaborating, volun-
teering, advocating, and voting) is not a cost. It is not work that we must
unfortunately do in order to sustain a just society. Rather, it is a good and an
intrinsically dignified and rewarding form of human behavior. Some civic
republicans rank various human pursuits and place political activism high
on their lists. Aristotle, for example, considered politics the second-highest
way of life after philosophy itself (Nicomachean Ethics, 1177b). Others are plu-
ralists. They do not believe that there is one universal and objective ranking
of human goods, but they consider civic participation to be a good rather
than a cost (Galston, 2002). ' _

Civic republicans should view civic opportunities for young people as
intrinsically valuable, regardless of their outcomes. For example, a one-time
service project is unlikely to boost any long-term outcomes; thus it has weak
appeal for utilitarians. But civic republicans could argue that schools and
colleges are communities. Good communities offer opportunities for collab-
oration and service. Therefore, even one-time service projects are valuable.

Civic. republicans could argue, further, that young people should be
exposed to the satisfactions of participation so that they may choose to be
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engaged when they are adults. We are barraged by advertising for other -
oods, such as consumer products. Civic participation is not widely pro-

moted. Civic republicans might see effective forms of civic education as
advertisements for participation. .

A related argument in favor of civic participation begins with the observa-
tion that human beings make meaning. That is, they create narratives, images,
performances, rltual.s,. and melod.1es‘t¥1at integrate snnpl_g facts or impres-
sions into more ambitious, more significant wholes. Meaning-making can be
seen as a source of happiness and satisfaction, as an expression of rational
autonomy, or as intrinsically valuable. In other words, it can be linked to
ytilitarianism, Kantianism, or civic republicanism, albeit in different ways.

In any event, civic engagement is essential for meaning-making. By inter-
acting in groups and trying to persuade peers, we create narratives about
ourselves and our communities and develop opinions. Hannah Arendt used
acting as a specialized term for persuasion and collaboration (in contrast to
work, which for her meant individual creativity, and labor, which meant sub-
sistence). She wrote, “In acting and speaking, men show who they are, reveal
actively their unique personal identities and thus make their appearance in
the human world” (Arendt, 1958, p. 179). Civic participation rewarded elo-
quence, and eloquence was a way to make meaning.

People who participate in groups also generate collective narratives and
build institutions whose buildings, logos, mission statements, and rituals
reflect common meanings. This kind of work is a powerful antidote to mass
culture. As de Tocqueville observed, members of large democratic societies
tend to prefer cultural goods that are popular. Books are advertised as “best
sellers,” movies as “blockbusters,” and songs as “hits” because democratic
audiences trust popularity as evidence of quality. In aristocratic cultures,
on the other hand, elites have disproportionate consumer power and tend
to view popularity as a mark of vulgarity (de Tocqueville, 1954, 11, 3, xvii).
Therefore, we should expect that mass-prodiiced culture will prevail in a
democracy, and then most people will be less able to create meaning. All our
narratives, images, and melodies will come out of Hollywood (or its equiva-
lent). However, when people participate actively in communities and associ-
ations, they have opportunities to create distinctive cultural goods, and they
have audiences for their products. They also have incentives to influence the
content of cultural products; and if they lose debates about what meanings
to make, they can exit and create new associations. Thus, in a strong civil
society, cultural products become diverse; and that diversity is an argument
for civic engagement. '

Philosophical schools such as utilitarianism, Kantianism, and civic republi-
canism consistently apply a few abstract principles to all relevant cases. That
methodology has itself been criticized, most notably by communitarians.
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Drawing on Hume, Hegel, and other classic sources, they argue that our
duties are not abstract and general, but derive from our particular and con-
tingent connections to fellow members of our own communities and fami-
lies, with whom we happen to have common histories. Denying these bonds
in the name of autonomy or universality, according to communitarians,
leaves us bereft of the basic materials of a good life (Sandel, 1984; Taylor,
1984). Certain kinds of civic opportunities, especially voluntary service,

seem to embody communitarian values. Some forms of feminism and crit- .

ical race theory are communitarian in their emphasis on respecting identity
differences. There are Kantian and utilitarian reasons for paying attention to
racial and gender equity, but not for valuing ethnic or gender solidarity as
intrinsic goods. '
Another critic of abstract philosophical principles was John Dewey, a
major influence on pragmatist theorists of education ever since. Dewey
asserted that no general principles (no “antecedent universal propositions”)
could distinguish just institutions from unjust ones. The nature of a good
society was “something to be critically and experimentally determined”
(Dewey, 1927, p. 74). Any effort to identify and apply independent criteria
would be naive, because philosophy is always “intrinsically” connected to
“social history” (Dewey, 1931, p. 3). Dewey’s skepticism or relativism would
seem to invalidate any normative distinctions, but he tried to construct a
positive ideal out of a few modest commitments. One commitment was
learning: A good society continuously revisited and changed its normative

commitments. The second was experience: The only way t0 learn was to try

things in the real world. And the third was deliberation: Learning worked
best when people of different backgrounds discussed, planned, and expe-
rienced together. Therefore, in Dewey's view, such democratic institutions
as “popular voting, majority rule and so on” were valuable only because
“to some extent they involve a consultation and discussion which uncover
social needs and troubles” (Dewey, 1927, p. 206). All groups (even criminal
bands) promote some internal discussion, but some groups were better than
others. The criterion for assessing a group was not whether it endorsed the
right principles (no such things could be identified), but rather whether its
membership were diverse and open. The two questions to use in evaluating
a group were: “How numerous and varied are the interests which are con-
sciously shared?” and “How full and free is the interplay with other forms
of association?” (Dewey, 1916, p. 89).

These criteria can be applied to schools as communities. Deweyan pragma-
tists understand them as institutions within which people (including youth)
make—rather than discover—moral values. We can assess schools morally
not by asking whether they have reached the right conclusions about matters
like rights and duties, but whether their discussions were diverse, opex, and
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remain to be made democratically (see Haste, this volume). By developing ?i
young people’s skills of social analysis and deliberation, we help to promote *

democratic decision making and thereby optimize society’s support for

capabilities.

We have not been able to find any scholarly work that connects the capa- :

bilities approach (which is influential in development economics and polit-
ical philosophy) with the theory of “positive youth development” (which
arose in developmental psychology and influences youth programming).
Positive youth development asserts that young people should be freated
as assets to their communities who can contribute distinctively because of
their energy, creativity, independence, and fresh thinking. They will “thrive”
better, on this view, if they are encouraged to contribute than if they are

treated as vulnerable to pathologiés and failures, such as crime, suicide, aca- -

demic failure, or sexually transmitted diseases (Lerner, 2004, pp. 85-107; cf.
Nussbaum & Sen, 1993, p. 1). Positive youth developmenf is a critique of the
prevailing deficit model, which encourages strategies of monitoring, preven-
tion, remediation, and discipline that, in the aggregate, send an alienating
and disempowering message to adolescents. Young people respond better
when given opportunities to be actively engaged and to serve. Especially in
the work of Richard M. Lerner, a positive relationship between adolescents
and their communities is understood as bi-directional; when things go well,
- youth benefit from serving their communities, and communities improve
because of youth service and voice.

This is an empirical thesis for which there is considerable support (Eccles -

& Gootman, 2002). But one might ask why we hope that the evidence sup-
ports the theory of positive youth development. Wouldn't it be easier if one
could solve adolescent pathologies with efficient programs of monitoring
and prevention? The underlying normative reason, we believe, is best artic-
ulated in the capabilities approach, which suggests that the first duty of a
just regime is not to maximize welfare but to enhance individuals’ capaci-
" ties to play their choice of positive roles. We should not specify our goals
for adolescents in terms of reducing the high-school dropout rate or cutting
_teen pregnancy. These are measures of welfare, not of capabilities. A highly
capable young person will probably finish high school and avoid early preg-
nancy in order to enhance her ability to pursue challenging ends of her own
choice. Thus the measure of our success is her capability, not her success in
school or her age when becoming a parent.

This brief sketch of philosophical views toward youth civic engage-
ment has omitted other questions that are equally relevant. For instance:
Who deserves citizenship (i.e, full membership in a community)? What
rights and obligations should come with citizenship? What civic or political
roles should be played by, for instance, elected representatives, voluntary
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associations, and the clergy? Which public problems should be addressed
by the people acting through the state, and which should be addressed in
civil society? . '

Plainly, these are enormous questions, basic to political theory. Even a
short list underlines how deeply our views of “civic engagement” depend
ypon our jdeas of justice, fairness, the good life, and the good society.

WHAT NORMATIVE POSITIONS AﬁE EMBODIED
"~ IN ACTUAL PROGRAMS?

Dozens of trademarked programs attempt to teach various aspects of civic
engagement to American youth. They range from the federally funded
Center for Civic Education and its We the People . . . The Citizen and the Con-
stitution curriculum (with a heavy emphasis on constitutional law) to grass-
roots voluntary associations like Sistas on the Rise in the Bronx, NY, which
helps “young mothers and women of color raise consciousness, build sis-
tethood and take action for social change.” In addition, many thousands of
schoolteachers and staff of youth programs develop and teach their own
curricula or combinations of curricula. Each of these interventions has goals
and intentions, which, in the case of the trademarked programs, can usu-
ally be read in mission statements and on web sites. But %nterventions may
also have undisclosed or inadvertent messages and effects. To make matters
even more complicated, the messages and the effects may not coincide, for
students may take away unintended lessons. Thus, it is a complex matter to
determine what normative positions are embodied in real-life classes and
 programs. : : : :
~ Inorder to provide some brief illustrations, we have consulted professional -
program evaluations of several prominent trademarked programs. In each
case, students were assessed using measures that had good psychometric
properties and that seemed to fit the intentions of the program’s designers,
who were involved in various ways in these studies. In each case, the evalu-
ation found positive impacts on the measures tested {(notwithstanding some
variation in methodology and rigor among the studies). Thus we can say
that these programs attempted to—and actually did—enhance the specified
outcomes for their enrolled students. Our question is what normative orien-
tation would lead someone to want to have these effects.

1. Facing History and Ourselves is a nonprofit organization that provides
curticula, professional development, and materials related to historical
examples of severe intergroup conflict, such as the Holocaust. Students
are encouraged to discuss and critically evaluate their own identities and
responsibilities. (See Selman & Kwok, this volume, on the program.) In an
evaluation by Schultz, Barz, and Selman (2001), participating students and
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a comparison group were given questionnaires with scales designed to
measure numerous aspects of “interpersonal development,” understood
as “interpersonal understanding” (knowledge of how groups interrelate),
interpersonal skills (strategies that support good relationships), and per.
sonal meaning (the ability to reflect on “one’s actions and emotional invest-
ment in a particular relationship”). For instance, students were given the
Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure instrument developed by Jean Phinney,
which includes items such as: “I have a strong sense of belonging to my
own ethnic group” (Phinney, 1992). They were also asked about their own
“modern racism,” as measured by their response to prompts. such as: “Over
the last few years, racial and ethnic minorities have gained more economi-
cally than they deserve” (Schultz et al., 2001, p. 12). And they were given
self-reported measures of behavior, such as involvement with social issues
and fighting, among others. o

The results indicate that students in Facing History and Qurselves “showed
~ increased relationship maturity and decreased fighting behavior, racist atti-
tudes, and insular ethnic identity relative to comparison students” (Schultz
et al., p. 23). These outcomes are treated as positive, as evidence of the pro-
gram’s efficacy. That is not a particularly controversial judgment, although
the evaluators’ interpretation of “opposition to affirmative action” as evi-
dence of “subtle prejudice” would be controversial (Schultz et al., p. 12).
There could also be controversy about whether the goals of the program
(such as relationship maturity) justify allocations of students’ time; whether
and where the program fits into the broader curriculum; and whether the
U.S. government has a right to promote some of these attitudes, such as
a lessening of insular ethnic identity. A certain image of the good citizen
emerges from the evaluation: He or she will be conscious of ethnic iden-
tities and .capable of working peacefully and respectfully across lines of
difference. . _

Dennis Barr, evaluation director of Facing History and QOurselves, writes
that the program “integrates the study of history and ethics in order to pro-
mote young people’s capacity and commitment to be thoughtful and active
participants in society who are able to balance self-interest with a genuine
concern for the perspectives, rights and welfare of others” (Barr, 2005, p. 156).
There is a strong element of Kantian ethics in this summary statement.
Being thoughtful and self-critical, seeing matters from others’ perspectives,
and being concerned about rights are core Kantian values. The themes of
positive youth development and building student capacities in Facing His-
tory align with Sen and Nussbaum’s ideas that a just society builds human
capabilities. o

Facing History is also concerned with ethnic group membership as a form
of identity. That goal is in some tension with utilitarianism and Kantianism,
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poth of which classically unc?erstand human beings as part of a single, undif-
ferentiated human community. For Lawrence Kohlberg, the highest stage of
moral development is a “universal-ethical-principle orientation.” This stage
(as Kohlberg qute) has “a distinctively Kantian ring” (1973, P: 632). -

In Kant’s original terms, the fully developed moral agent is a citizen of
one universal and undifferentiated Kingdom of Ends. John Rawls (1971/2005,
p. 136) operationahzfed th}s idea by proposing that we try to reason about
justice behind a “veil of ignorance,” in which we do not know our own
identities. Likewise, in classical utilitiarianism, each human being is to count
for one and none for more than one. With its respect for, and interest in,
ethnic particularism, Facing History and Ourselves seems to depart from clas-
sical Kantian and utilitarian thinking. But bridges can be built. For example,
a core Kantian principle is respect for others; if ethnic identity is constitu-
tive of selves, then one must understand and appreciate ethnicities to be
respectful of others. Likewise, if people’s happiness or welfare depends
on having healthy attitudes toward their own ethnic groups, then under-
standing and even celebrating ethnic identity is important from a utilitarian
perspective. :

Indeed, in Kolhberg’s work, the highest stage of moral reasoning, Stage 6,
gradually developed into a balance between abstract and impersonal jus-
tice and personalized care or sympathy. Kohlberg, Boyd, and Levine (1986)
stated the idea this way: ' '

...although these two attitudes (benevolence and justice) are in tension with

each other, they are at the same time mutually supportive and coordinated

witha Stage 6 conception of respect for persons. This coordination can be sum-
marized thus: benevolence constrains the momentary concern for justice to
remain consistent with the promotion of good for all, while justice constrains
benevolence not to be inconsistent with promoting respect for the rights of

individuals conceived as autonomous agents. (p. 6)

Moreover, Kohlberg argued that the motivator for moral decision making
is the feeling of sympathy for others; without that, we would not put our-
selves in their place or adopt the view of the impartial spectator to try to
reach a fair solution; we would just take what we could get. He said that
starting-moral decision making with an act of empathy (taking the original
position or playing moral musical chairs, as Kohlberg characterized it) leads
to a more just decision, one that is more clearly reversible. Sympathy of this
sort becomes refined throughout development and transformed at Stage 6
into the moral point of view. Kohlberg’s late statements about Stage 6 seem
quite consistent with Facing History’s approach.

. 2. We the People ... is a curriculum with supporting materials and profes-
S.lonal development opportunities funded by the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion through the Center for Civic Education. Its relatively substantial and
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stable funding has allowed it to reach more than 26 million students (Hartry
& Porter, 2004). Evaluations to date have used less rigorous designs than the
evaluations we summarize here for other programs, but it is important to
review the outcomes included in the We the People evaluations because they
reflect an effort to articulate purposes for a publicly funded and authorized
program.

In a 1991 evaluation by the Educational Testing Service, participating
students and comparison groups were given items from the National
Assessment of Education Progress Civics Assessment. Students were asked
questions such as: “Prayer periods in public schools are allowed by the
Supreme Court...” (Correct answer: “in no instances.”) Participants scored
higher than comparison students, leading the evaluators to conclude, “The
. We the People... program had a strong positive impact on high school stu-

dents’ knowledge of the hj_stbry and principles of the U.S. Constitution”
(Educational Testing Service, 1991, p. 2). Again, a concept of good citizenship
emerges: Americans are supposed to understand core principles embodied
in the U.S. Constitution and other classic texts.

- The evaluation by the Educational Testing Service does not explam why
public funds should be-used to enhance such understanding. However, in

. a later evaluation by Hartry and Porter (2004), the central goal of We the -
People. .. is described as “promoting civic competence and responsibility.”
This goal is operationalized as a long list of outcomes that include positive
attitudes toward American political institutions, knowledge of these institu-
tions, and political participation (e.g., working for a pohtical party or candi-
date, participating in a peaceful protest).

A 2007 evaluation by RMC Research mveshgated the Project Citizen
middle-school program from the Center for Civic Education, which involves

student reseafch and advocacy on local policy issues. Students were observed
to gain “civic knowledge, civic discourse skills, and public problem solving
skills.” Changes were greater than in comparison classrooms. A method-
ological limitation, however, is that “Potential classrooms for the study were
identified by state or national coordinators of Project Citizen.” Teachers in
the Project Citizen classrooms suggested the comparison classrooms. This

- method raises serious questions about generalizing the findings to the pro-
gram as a whole (Root & Northup, 2007, pp. 5, 35).

Although these evaluations do not advance elaborate normative justifi-
cations, it is implicit that the Center for Civic Education values high rates
of informed and enthusiastic political participation within the mainstream
American political system because that system is beneficial (for utilitarian,
Kantian, and/or civic republican reasons). In addition, since it is used in
civic education courses required for high school graduation by every stat¢
in the United States, it seems the Center for Civic Education relies on ;he
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pormative justifications of such laws. Civic education is deemed necessary
for the continuance of the U.S. system of government.

A different criterion for evaluation would involve the distribution of ben-
ofits from We the People to different groups of students. We the People par-
ficipants are involved in team competitions at the local and national level.
There is a tisk that academically stronger students would progress further
in these competitions and thereby benefit more. Root and Northrup (2007)
address this question, finding that gains in participating students’ skills were
the same regardless of gender or home language. On some measures, non-
White students made more progress than White students. However, family
socioeconomic status was not controlled in this evaluation, and the popula-
tion studied was 84% White in grades 6 to 8 and 88% White in grades 9 to
12. This suggests that Project Citizen may serve disproportionately advan-
taged students, which would be problematic from an egalitariar_l or utili-
tarian perspective. : _

3, KidsVoting USA is a third nonprofit organization that provides curricula,
materials, and professional development. The students’ culminating experi-
ence is a mock election modeled on the official election in the district where
they are enrolled, but there are also intensive discussions and class projects
related to government and current issues. In an evaluation by Patrick C.
Meirick and Daniel B. Wackman, the program was found to raise students’
knowledge of politics (measured by current factual questions, such as “Who
is the governor of Texas?”); to reduce gaps in knowledge between the most
and least knowledgeable students; and to increase the consistency between
students’ opinions on issues and their own voting behavior. (Meirick &
Wackman, 2004). Other evaluations by Michael McDevitt and colleagues .
reinforce these conclusions (McDevitt, 2003; McDevitt & ‘Kiousis, 2004;
McDevitt & Kiousis, 2006). Evaluations of the value of procedural learning
(participating in mock elections) on future voting have not been done to our
knowledge, but if they showed effectiveness (increased voting), it ‘would
suggest a utilitarian justification.

Here, the normative frame is egalitarian. The evaluators cite evidence that
knowledge of current political events is a precursor to voting (Delli Carpini
& Keeter, 1996). Voting is a source of power but unequally distributed. .
KidsVoting USA “works” to the extent that it decreases political inequality

by increasing usable political knowledge and reducing gaps. Perhaps the
most intriguing result is that parents were more likely to discuss politics and
- current events if their children were enrolled in KidsVoting—a “trickle-up-
effect” (McDevitt, Kiousis, Wu, Losch, and Ripley, 2004). The underlying
Teason for that goal might be utilitarian, since a polity that responds equally
t all members should maximize aggregate welfare. As in We the People,
Mmany of the outcomes are measures of factual knowledge; but KidsVoting
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USA emphasizes information that is immediately relevant to political action
(For instance, you need to know the identity of the governor of your state in
order to vote in a gubernatorial election that features the incumbent.)

Note that these three widely used programs chose sets of evaluation mea-
sures that hardly overlapped at all, probably because they chose measures
based on each particular program’s content. All were successful on their
own terms, but each cultivated different kinds of civic engagement. The
range would be much greater if we also discussed religious, political, and
union-sponsored programs.

4. The Just Community is a fourth approach that has taken-a more explicit
‘philosophical stance. In contrast to the others discussed here, it is not a

product, but rather an approach to education. Kohlberg saw development
" as the goal of education (Kohlberg & Mayer, 1981) distinguishing between
his psychological theory of moral reasoning development and an educa-
tional theory that supports children’s development. Thus, ‘developmental
theories can inform educational theories regarding the developmental
capacities and needs of students of different ages but cannot be substituted
for them (Kohlberg & Higgins, 1987). The educational theory, the Just Com-
munity approach, developed over time from 1974 with an increasing under-
standing of the developmental processes through which JC schools enhance -
both individual and group moral decision making, autonomy, valuing of -
community, and teachers’ and students’ investment in learning. As noted-

above, the JC approach is consonant with Dewey’s (1916) progressive edu- -
" cational ideas that schools should be communities that sufficiently mirror .
- the larger democratic society if they are to promote effective learning and -
future citizenship. As the name implies, both justice and community consti- -
tute goals and means of the approach. Justice is embodied in the following - ]
.democratic institutions: one large weekly community meeting, smaller *
class-size advisory groups to prepare for the community meeting and dis
cuss current issues, and fairness and agenda committees. Justice is a mean’
because these institutions focus on issues of fairness, rights, dufies, and
equity. :

The JC school is democratically governed, one person one vote. Con
munity meetings establish norms and values through open discussion ©
the importance of rules and rights as well as rule making and enforcement. % -
Community building is, in part, what educators now describe as creating 2 &
positive school climate. However, it is more. By taking ownership for th
governance of their own group and making decisions about what kind 0
community they want to form, students and teachers build a community
they intrinsically value as well as one that is personally meaningful an
instrumentally helpful. Thus, justice and community are the main mor
content of JC schools.
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- democratic, self-governed programs, concrete understanding the expe-
o5 of other members from their viewpoint, rather than from one’s OWIL,
Jead to decisions to change the community itself. For example, for one
school, ethnic identity became an explicit issue when Blacks argued that
< numerical minority status interfered with their feeling the same strong
" of ownership of the community as did White students. For the next two
Sirs, this JC school admitted mostly Black students (reverse discrimination)
-1 all members felt they truly #“owned” the school. Different educational
"~ that are used to give students prolonged and varied experiences of
P Iy Sympathetic perspective-faking can modify or, as one of us would
j, actualize universalism. ' '
though in a JC school, teachers and students are formally equal in
any respects, teachers continue to have more inherent authority as adults
are recognized as curricular and pedagogical experts. Just Commu-
teachers learn to be advocates for the good of the community, and not
for their own positions. Teacher advocacy does not constitute moral
traint because its effects are open to democratic discussion and deci-
(and has been challenged and addressed in some JC schools as teacher
idation).
e Just Community approach is informed by Durkheim (1973) almost
uch as it is by the constructivist theories of Piaget (1932) and Kohlberg
hlberg & Mayer, 1981), with their focus creating educational conditions
ter development, that is, active and challenging interactions and deci-
making among peers. Durkheim’s socialization theory of moral for-
n argues that respect for rules arises from a group’s authority and
that fostering attachment to the group and group solidarity is vital
derstanding one’s moral duty. A tension with Durkheimian thought
ether the content of moral norms is relative to each group or society.
Hust Community approach adapts Durkheim by infusing a Kantian
tude and resting the idea of moral duty not on the group’s authority
n the authority of individuals as autonomous and members of a com-
ity. The group’s power comes from self-conscious sharing of the norms
hich all have agreed, norms of respect for each other, for dialogue,
for the community itself. Like Kant, the Just Community does not
te a majority vote with what is morally right; it developed practices
\sure minority voice as in the aforementioned example in which White -
ents listened and acted on the concerns of their Black peers to feel
anchised. Just as Durkheim believed that altruistic morality arose
eelings of attachment and solidarity with the group, the JC approach
to build communities of trust in which students and teachers alike
?“SIY and spontaneously look after each other’s interests. Lastly,
ing Durkheim'’s lead, the purpose of discipline is to reintegrate a |
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violator back into the community, not just to sanction him. At the heart
this intervention is civic republicanism, or learning to appreciate the oblj
tions of a democratic society for their own sake and weaving together indly
vidual and group narratives that form the basis of symbolic interactionisf
theory of the moral self (Higgins-D’Alessandro & Power, 2005; Kohlberg :
Higgins, 1987). '
In summary, the Just Community approach is one of the few prosocial
~ education interventions to elaborate its philesophical and psychologicil
assumptions and how they inform practice. JC schools aim to foster moral
awareness and development as well as ethical engagement with others, with
a community, and with broader political and civic issues. The JC pursues
these goals by transforming the nature of schooling, by turning a school into
a valued community that promotes voice, growing autonomy, and shared
experiences of students and teachers as they form a community together
using the ideas of justice, rights, duties, and equity. . , , ,
Research on the secondary—leveI']C schools shows that students’ social'
and moral thinking develops, and that students working side-by-side with
teachers are able to create and sustain self-governing communities with
increasingly positive and- effective moral cultures. An analysis of com-
munity meeting discussions over four years showed more fair, inclusive,
and equitable norms developed, sanctions became more constructive, the
need for discipline dropped off dramatically, and attachment to school and
valuing community increased (Higgins, Power, & Kohlberg, 1989; Higgins-
D’ Alessandro & Power, 2005; Oser, Althof, & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2008).
In addition, a study of alumni showed that high percentages of respor
dents continue to be actively engaged in community service and credit
not only the service learning program and outreach activities but also the
sense of self and community they gained while in a Just Community school
(Vozzola, Rosen, Higgins-D'Alessandro, & Horan, 2009). It should also be
mentioned that JC teachers” social and moral reasoning develops over time
due to the richness of the teaching environment, with almost all reasoning
_.post-conventionally (i.e., reasoning from a prior-to-society perspective that
what is right is determined by moral considerations first and by legal and
conventional considerations second, Stage 5, after abouit five or more years)-
They also report teaching in a democratic community transforms them pro-
fessionally and personally (Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2002). The major studies
of this approach were done within an action research paradigm, meaning
that the researchers in the first JC schools were also the interventionists.
This may be seen as a limitation because researchers who conduct action
research, similar to those involved in participatory evaluations, realize they
have taken a value position that they will better understand a program™ .
from straddling the line between inside and outside. This means they must
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carefully monitor their assumptions and inclinations and create method-
ological procedures that optimize transparency so that others may judge

their work.

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

Good social scientists know that values are important as both explanations
and outcomes of human behavior and that values differ between people,
communities, and programs. Some social scientists study values (their
development, their correlates, and their prevalence in different cultures and
times); and some social scientists.are capable of seeing the world from dif-
terent value perspectives than their own (Flanagan, 2003).
Good evaluators know that programs embody values and that different
_ pfograms embody different values. They are skillful at elucidating the values
that each program represents. »
That someone holds a particular value is an empirical claim. It is either
true or false (or maybe a mix of the two). A normative claim is different. It is
a cdlaim that particular values are good or right, or bad or wrong. That kind
of claim is rarely published in social science journals and academic program
evaluations {although it is the mainstay of academic philosophy and polit-
ical theory). A social scientist might say that working class urban youth hold
a particular value, and that this value is important to them and importaht
for the effectiveness of any programs that engage them. The researcher may
quote the youth and even design an evaluation in collaboration with them.
But if the researcher asserts that their value is right or wrong, that claim is
no longer seen as science. In a scientific publication, the author is supposed to
reduce the significance of his or her value judgments, which are understood
as opinions or even biases, not as facts. And yet nothing is more important
than having good values and explaining why they are good. o
We still live in a positivist age. Positivism implies a strict distine-
tion between facts (seen as observable and testable) and values (seen as

| . Important and interesting, perhaps, but also as arbitrary and subjective).

Our controversial claim is-that the designers of programs, evaluators, and
‘tesearchers should adopt values of their own, put them on the table, and

efend them, because the debate about values—not who holds which values,

ut which ones are good—is the most important discussion. The alternative
to submerge the discussion about values into an empirical literature that
vactually rife with value judgments. Science should be a public enterprise
ther than one that hides behind a cloak of objectivity, which in the end is
i'fnpessib}ie. :

:In the studies cited above (as in almost all published evaluations in
Ne field of youth civic engagement), substantial attention is given to the




134 MULTIDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH

psychometric properties of survey questions and scales.? Items should w
the same when reused later; different scorers should obtain the same resul
when they use the same instruments on the same populations; subjed
should understand the guestions as they were intended; and items that ax
supposed to ‘measure the same factors should correlate. These are empiic
matters that do not directly raise value questions. But the measures that sho
these good psychometric properties did not come from nowhere. Someo
decided to ask about the Constitution rather than the Communist Manifes
and the governor of Texas rather than the Dallas Cowboys' starting quart
back. Scales of questions about Marxism or American football could havi
high Cronbach alphas (strong internal reliability), but that would not mak
them good evaluation measures for civics. Many survey and test questio
involve subtle judgments about institutions. For. example, it is commo
to ask whether respondents regularly read a newspaper. To treat that as
positive outcome presumes an overall favorable judgment about newsp
pers today (which is, however, compatible with various crificisms of new
papers). Asking about newspaper use also presumes that it is beneficial"
for many citizens to engage directly with the press. These are controversial
assumptions. Their merit will change as institutions change; newspapers ate

quite different from their predecessors in 1950 or 1850.

Often evaluations cite literature in which the same measures have been
used before. But previous use of an item in an empirical study does not
prove that it measures valuable outcomes (or even that it measures what it

~purports to measure). Whether our measures are good depends essentially
on whether our values are right. To be guided by values is not a limitation
or a bias. If our values are good, foliowing them is a virtue. Unfortunately,
our values differ. In our view, it is most important to specify one’s normative

. positions in detail and to defend them with ethical reasons. It is essential to
use valid and reliable measures and to find genuine empirical links between
interventions and outcomes; that is the role of science. But an exclusive reli-
ance on scientific-sounding criteria can avoid ethical accountability if one
fails to disclose and defend the real reasons for one’s goals.

Disclosure is relatively straightforward; one notes the fact that one holds
certain values. Defending such values is harder, especially if one does not
resort automatically to uti itarianism. Moral argumentation requires a shift
out-of a posifivist framework, as one gives non—empirical reasons for one's '
positions. Philosophy and normative social theory provide rich resources
for such arguments. With a few exceptions, such as Facing History and Just

-

2 Of the studies cited here, only the evaluations of We the People ... lack elaborate discus

sions of psychometrics, but they borrow items from the National Assessment of Educa
tion Progress, which is carefully tested and constructed.
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Communities, we do not see much explicit moral argumentation in either
the justiﬁcations or the evaluations of civic programs. Influential and rel-
evant schools of philosophy, such as the Capabilities Approach of Sen and
Nussbaum, are entirely missing in the empirical literature on youth civic
engagement. In turn, recent academic philosophy has not benefited enough
from reflecting on innovative youth programs, a method that Plato, Erasmus,
Rousseau, Dewey, and others found generative in earlier times.
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