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Making Civic Engagement
Matter to More Students:
Expanding Our Reach and

Improving Our Practice
Paul LeBlanc

MANY PEOPLE FEAR that online education makes it harder to support civic edu-
cation and engagement, worrying about isolated and alienated students (the
antithesis of civic engagement, really) sitting behind computer screens at home
and alone. It need not be so. In fact, a new generation of degree programs—
online and competency based—can actually empower previously marginalized
adult learners from around the globe with new knowledge and powerful tools
to shape their worlds, while dramatically improving and expanding civic educa-
tion and engagement. Because these programs largely serve adult learners—the
majority of college students today—they also expand civic engagement’s gener-
ally narrow focus on traditional-age students in residential “coming of age”
settings. While these next-generation competency-based approaches are still
new, they have remarkable potential to make civic education both better and
more broadly available.

First, some background. Southern New Hampshire University made history in
April 2013, when its College for America (CFA) degree program became the first
competency-based program to be approved by the US Department of Education.
While competency-based programs have been around for a long time, CfA is the
first approved program fully to untether from the three-credit-hour construct, or
Carnegie Unit. Working online and at their own pace, CfA students must demon-
strate mastery of 120 competencies—there are no courses or classes—and they can
go as fast or as slow as they like. The first CfA graduate went from zero credits to
completing an associate’s degree in only shree months, because in CfA learning is
fixed and time is variable. The key breakthrough with CfA is a fundamental revers-
ing of the Carnegie Unit, which makes it very easy to report how long students
have sat in classrooms, but not to measure what they actually learned while there.

Competency-based education, by its very nature, is very clear about the claims
it makes for student learning, and it is complemented (or should be) by well-
designed assessments that force students to demonstrate mastery. In contrast,
traditional higher education tends to be much less precise about what graduares
actually know, with the exception of fields where there is rigorous third-parcy
certification (think nursing boards for nursing or the CPA exam for accountants).
Indeed, much of traditional higher education actively resists such accountability.
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Commensurately, at most institutions,
ill-defined, poorly assessed, and touchir

a program like CfA, there is no room for the ambiguous or ephemeral, There
are well-defined competencies related t

0 clvic leaming, engagement, and re-
sponsibility, and students complete projects that concretely demonstrate their
mastery against rubrics that reviewers use to assess the work.

civic engagement often feels squishy—
1g only a percentage of the graduates. In

IMPROVING OUR PRACTICE BY CLARIFYING OUR CLAIMS

CfA includes competencies necessary to participate fully as citizens in the broader

society (e.g., critical thinking, communication skills, media literacy) and pays
special attention to ethics and social responsibility in various key societal contexts
(science/technology, media, business), More imporrantly, competency-based edu-
cation does not have to be vocational or merely utilitarian, as some traditionalists
fear; the work can require higher-level thinking and critical analysis, and it is
well-suited for the kinds of learning widely associated with civic education. More-
over, by resting on a strong foundation of clear competencies and well-defined
rubrics required for demonstration of mastery, competency-based education
offers greater clarity about learning than do many traditional programs.

In an exploration of torture, for exam ple, the competencies include the ability
to describe major traditions in moral philosophy, to identify key figures in the
field of moral philosophy and explain their views, and to identify and evaluate
ethical arguments. Other competencies include the ability to research, wri te,
and edit one’s own work. Every student has to complete these competencies;
there is no sliding by with a B or C (one has either “mastered” or “not yet”),
and they are not “add-ons” to the educational experience. These competencies

are built in and expected of everyone with the CfA associate’s degree. In terms
of rigor, accountability, and quality, competency-based education is transparent
and coherent in ways that the mere “weaving in” of civic learning is not. Built
into the program as it is with CfA, no scudents are left out.

To illustrate, one area of study for the associate’s in general studies degree re-
quires that students examine eth

ical perspectives. In this area,
a variety of essential ethical questions—whether torture is ev

example, or whether people should be able to sell their own o
area of study,

students explore
er justified, for
rgans. In another

students consider the environment by examining the environ-

mental impacts of common products—like bocled drinking water—and show
whether they can both calculace the specific carbon footprint of the industry and
generate solutions to mitigate it. Students must show that they can identify and
analyze ethical issues raised by scientific and technologic developments by ana-
lyzing the infamous Johns Hopkins Lead Paint Study (in which researchers put
children in potencially dangerous living situations) and determining whether or
not it violated ethical principles of science.! They engage in questions about
globalization and the meaning of “corporate responsibility.” They look ar adver-
tisements and examine the ethical issues involved—for example, in marketing
to children. They also read important thinkers on the questions under consid-
eration. For example, in the torture exam

ple, students read Michael Sandel’s
Justice: Whats the Right Thing to Do?

and Sam Harris’s “In Defense of Torture,”?
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and learning almost always assume that students are eighteen-year-olds in tradi-
tional coming-of-age residential four-year colleges. But according to the National
Center for Education Statistics, that student profile is a distinct minority today."
Online programs mostly serve older adults for whom education gets squeezed
between the demands of family and work. For CfA students, the world has
often found ways to exclude them from community through conditions of pov-
erty, dysfunctional neighborhoods, alienated and disrespected labor, and more. Yet
these students deserve and need the benefits of civic learning and engagement
no less (perhaps much more) than their traditional-age peers.

I would go a step further. The need to re-engage civically might be even greater
for the student most marginalized by traditional education and often by society
at large, for one who has never felt a sense of “matrering,” as Brown Sociologist
Greg Elliott and his colleagues use the term: “A relatively new concept, ‘mattering
is the belief persons make a difference in the world around them. Mattering is
composed of three facets—awareness, importance, and reliance. Do others know
you exist? Do they invest time and resources in you? Do they look to you as a
resource? Elliott asserts that mattering is the fundamental motivation in human
beings. ‘Above all clse, there’s a need to matter,” he says.”>

CfA students are often hourly workers in food processing plants, convenience
stores, and manufacturing plants, and most are long removed from education
at any level. Statistically, they are much less likely to be civically engaged than
their college-educated peers (in our increasingly socioeconomically divided society,
they probably don't have many college-educated neighbors), and they come to
CfA with little perceived social capital and few tools to leverage it. So, to the extent
that it addresses those needs, the delivery of the CfA program is proving almost
as powerful as the competencies and topics included in the CfA degree.

CfA students engage with the CfA community, both online and in person, in
a varicty of ways in order to build their own learning and, eventually, professional
networks. Students become members of a learning community while completing
their competencies through peer interactions—asking and answering questions,
providing feedback, sharing resources, and celebrating successes. However, in the
CFA model, students are also asked to think about and leverage other resources in
their lives. They are asked to name an “accountability partner,” someone whom
they can trust to keep them on pace and on task (the way a “gym buddy” increases
the likelihood that one will get out of bed and to the gym to work out). They
are asked to think about workplace mentors upon whom they can call for help.
Some activities require students to work in teams, and all students get a Southern
New Hampshire University coach who supports them throughout their degree
program. Maybe the most powerful motivator is the way employers ler CfA stu-
dents know it matters to them that they are enrolled. While most employers simply
sign off on tuition reimbursement, CfA employer partners are encouraged to let
their employees know they care and are invested in their success.

The first step in becoming engaged in the community—in any com munity—
is to think of oneself as first belonging and then as empowered—a sense that grows
with CfA students, who form workplace “meet ups” on their own and find ways to
support each other. CfA then builds on that sense of community with requirements
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that they start engaging in professional networks such as LinkedIn as part ofa
competency called “establishing a professional presence.” In fact, social capital
theory and social media tools are a critical part of CfA’s design. The CfA portal
allows students to see who else in their company is enrblled (in design studies,
students identified this as very important to them), who else is working on the
same competencies, and who else has successfully completed which competencies
(since they might then become a peer-to-peer learning resource). CfA has no
instructional faculty, so this peer-to-peer engagement serves learning needs while
also building a sense of community. It does so not only from a sense of belong-
ing and shared experience, but also through the empowering confidence that
comes from helping peers.

As important as the interactions between students are the specific tools that
enable them. For example, all CfA students are asked to join a Google Plus
Community—a social networking site that allows students to connect with each
other and other mentors in CfA. Using that powerful platform, students can do
the kind of interactions described previously: ask questions about the projects
they are working on, about technical issues, or about the program more generally.
Information technology and academic experts monitor the community to answer
questions, but more often than not, other students will respond before those
experts get a chance. All the coaches are also active in the community, posting
resources on success strategies and tools for completing academic work. The
Google Plus community also allows students to connect with

cach other privately in order to collaborate on team projects .
or to discuss other issues that might be important to them. Theﬁ V.‘ft b0 v
CfA employs a range of other Google tools to support aca- bé’wmmg mgﬂgfd
demic work and community building as well. Students in any Community
check in with their coaches, complete team projects, and s to think of oneje[f
submit pre.sentatio.ns over Google Hangouts—a free video- as éelonglng and
conferencing service. They use Google Docs to critique 8 J
cach other’s writing. ten empoere

To some extent, it is taken for granted that traditional-
aged students have some facility with such tools. But for the adult students CfA
serves, these are tremendously empowering tools to master. Social media tools are
now critical components of any community interaction at any level, from orga-
nizing fundraising walks to political campaigns to rebellions in the Arab World.
Not to possess mastery of these tools is to be marginalized and often left out;
digital literacy is becoming as important as reading and writing. CfA provides
practice in the use of these tools, models their application, and demonstrates their
power. The extent to which students answer questions before the staff do, or
organize meet-ups offline, or go out to access resources and people outside of the
CfA program and community provides assurance that they are being equipped
with some elements of the essential toolkit of modern civic engagement in a society
of technology haves and have-nots.

There is a core assumption in all that has been thus far outlined: that CfA
graduates will take all they have learned, the tools they have mastered, that sense that
they matter, and actually become more civically engaged after they graduate.
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This is something that will be assessed and tracked over time, as the first CfA
graduates have been—and as should also be done for the civic engagement pro-
grams in more traditional settings. In the meantime, if one were designing a

new program for civic engagement at one’s institution, the following would be

a pretty good checklist of priorities:

* Be very clear about how civic engagement is defined, measured, and built into
the curriculum.

¢ Include ethics education across fields and areas that shape community and civic
life (such as media, corporate responsibility, the environment, and more).

«  Expand the definition of community and make sure students engage with others
who are quite different from themselves on some sort of equal footing.

« Give students the technological tools to engage in this way.

+ Provide students with a sense that they matter'and that they have social capital,
and provide them with the ability to be agents of improvements in their own
lives and in the lives of others.

College for America does all of this, and it does not look at all like traditional
higher education. In fact, in this new phase in higher education—disaggregated,
online, focused on outputs and not inputs—we can rethink not only degree
programs, but important learning in areas like civic engagement. In the world
of competency-based education, if you say civic learning matters, then the test
of that conviction is transparent, straightforward, and rigorous. More importantly,
CfA is reaching out to people traditionally excluded from higher education and
civic education, and empowering them to have better work, to be full and better
citizens, and to have the knowledge and tools to improve their communities.
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Rethinking Higher Education:
Olin College of Engineering

Richard K. Miller

WHY START OVER?

_‘Esta.bllshcd in 1938, the E W. Olin Foundation developed a wonderful le

in !ulgher education over more than fifty years. The foundation provided iacy
funding for seventy-cight buildings on fifty-eight university campuses im:lud"3
many well-known universities like Cornell, Johns Hopkins, the Uni\'rcrsi ]?g
Southern California, and Vanderbilt, as well many smaller colleges such asr])?(;cs
I;{Jacalcster, Kenyon, ?»abson_, Ha{'vcy Mudd, and the Rose-Hulman Institute, ,

owever, the foundation decided in 1997 to suspend their building grants pr
and cionmder instead establishing an entirely new institution from the lrc:)fr[ladm
up. The members of the foundation were concerned about making a isi tive
difffaren.:le and had noticed that there was a great deal of unhappinessgbol:l[ the
engineering was taught at the time. After consulting with officials at the I\Ja:icnrmvr:t ’
Science Foundation and the Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technol
they concluded that what was needed was not simply a new course or de r:gy,
program hete and there, but a whole new mindset. Therefore, nothin si;go : f
establishing an entirely new institution would provide the nece;sary o gt;rru:' ;
B_eForc reaching this radical conclusion, the members of the founsstion ﬁ]rr:t.

cl:)nstdercd the altcr.native of giving the money to an existing technical e
]ti.;ﬁ; was already doing tlail?gg c{uite well. In addition, they also considercci estabt)-,
h.a s :g anew colle.ge of engineering within an existing university that did not yet

ave an engineering program. However, they had concluded that the dominant
c}l;:!ture in higher education was the primary factor responsible for resistance to
the .::hanges that were needed. So, unless a change in culture could be established
the improvements that were sought were unlikely to be sustained. Starting o ’
provided the best chance of achieving the cultural change they so-u\ ht e

Conf:crn about engineering education continues to this day, and Eas-bccome

more widespread and better recognized. Symptoms of the underlying problen
mcllude the following: (1) less than S percent of the bachelor’s de re::g:; }:Jffc c:l1s
nationally go to students who majored in any kind of cnginccring- (2:) aborc
!13]5 oF. all e!uering freshmen who choose engineering as a major wngll‘ not rarlill.tlatc
in engineering; and (3) less than 20 percent of all students majoring in eng ineer-
ing are female. In addition, and perhaps of even more importance, the Nagtionali
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