Many Seek To Encourage Civic Participation
in N.C. and the U.S.

While Argentina and Chile make a strong
impression with their efforts to increase citi-
zen participation and civic education, many orga-
nizations in the U.S. and North Carolina continue
to encourage civic activities as well. These include
the National Civic League in Denver, Colo., the
Center for Civic Education in Calabasas, Calif., the
National Council for the Social Studies in Wash-
ington, D.C., and the Center for Participatory
Change in Asheville, N.C. All have developed and
piloted programs similar to those operating in
Argentina and Chile, according to Debra Henzey,
executive director of the North Carolina Civic Edu-
cation Consortium, a program of the Institute of
Government at the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill. ’

Many of these programs focus on promoting
youth involvement, which is viewed as planting
the seeds for future civic involvement. The Na-
tional Civic League, for example, offers small
grants to cities and counties that more effectively
involve young people in meaningful activities,
says Henzey. Closer to home in North Carolina,
the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation has had a long-
standing commitment to civic education and in-
volvement, as have the Institute of Government,
the N.C. City-County Management Association,
Students Against Violence Everywhere, and the
Mediation Network.

These North Carolina efforts led to the found-
ing of the Civic Education Consortium, the first
organization in the nation doing such work at the
state level. With funding from the Z. Smith
Reynolds Foundation, the consortium has helped
fund civic participation efforts across the state. It
also is helping students in more than 20 high
schools inventory public concerns of their class-
mates and develop ways to engage them in service-
learning projects to address those concerns.

However, Henzey notes that the consortium’s
efforts have not generated strong support from pub-
lic officials, education leaders, or the business com-
munity. “Thus, our ability to reach large numbers
of people is limited.” Another important point, says

Henzey, is that too many civic engagement initia-
tives in North Carolina are led by government offi-
cials rather than the broader public. “This means
the parameters of these programs are determined
by people already in power and often do not open
the doors to those who have the least power.”

A growing arena for encouraging civic partici-
pation in the United States is the service-learning
movement. According to a 1999 survey by the U.S.
Department of Education, 64 percent of all public
schools and 83 percent of all public high schools
organize some form of community service for their
students. Research has shown significant results
from this movement. The positive findings include
development of civic and social responsibility and
citizenship skills, enhanced ability to make a posi-
tive social contribution, and even stronger aca-
demic performance.

An important component of service learning is
that students not only serve by addressing a social
problem such as hunger in a nation that produces a
surplus of food, but learn about the social context
in which the social problem has developed.! Thus,
students would not merely serve meals in a soup
kitchen, but study the broader issues of poverty and
hunger. The movement also carries a sense that
the poor not merely receive services but be actively
engaged in the process that meets their needs with
the hope that they can maintain their dignity and
move toward self-sufficiency where possible.

However, the strongest beneficiaries may be
the students who participate. A well-run program
can impart the lesson that their efforts can make a
difference. There may be no greater motivator to
citizen participation and public service.

—Mike McLaughlin

FOOTNOTE

!For a list of principles of good practice in combining sexv-
ice and learning, see Jane Kendall and Associates, Combining
Service and Learning: A Resource Book for Community and
Public Service, Volume I, National Society for Internships and
Experiential Education, Raleigh, N.C., 1990, p. 40.

Mike McLaughlin is editor of North Carolina Insight.
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