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Support for college civic learning is growing, but what are advocates’ goals for student

learning? This essay describes four distinct but potentially complementary college

civics movements. It then shows why and how the CLDE Coalition approach draws

from each movement to build students’ democracy knowledge, dialogue and problem-
solving skills, and practical preparation to tackle public-good questions both in

civil society and in students’ careers. The essay outlines an “across-the-curriculum”
approach that provides multiple touchpoints for civic and democracy learning: in

general education, in all departmental majors and programs of study, and in stu-
dents’ experiential learning.

avid Campbell’s thoughtful essay on renewing civic culture argues for
higher education’s role in fostering Americans’ facility in the arts of pro-
ductive disagreement.* I fully endorse Campbell’s call.

In this essay, however, I want to widen our vision of what higher education
should bring to U.S. democracy in this turbulent era of deep polarization, political
dysfunction, and heart-breaking violence. Teaching the arts of productive dis-
agreement is certainly part of the solution. But there is much more that we can do.

Specifically, I invite readers to commit to two actions. First, take the time
to explore the several fast-growing civic and democratic learning movements —
described below — that are both anchored in higher education and designed to
bring new vision, new voices, and new creativity to a democracy plainly in need of
renewal.> Second, encourage atleast one college, university, or community college —
one where you teach, are an alum, or serve as an advisor — to make a 250th American
anniversary commitment to embed civic and democracy education within the required
college curriculum, both in general education and major programs of study. And
this commitment should include bringing K-12 educators into new dialogue about
the complementary roles of primary/secondary schools and colleges in building
the capacities that our fractured democracy urgently needs.
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Whether as citizens or international visitors, all U.S. students are earning their
degrees in a constitutional democracy that rests authority in “We the People.” And
all students should therefore devote time and talent to exploring constitutional
democracy and practicing “small-d” democratic capacities, those habits of mind
and heart that prepare them to make thoughtful, examined, and consequential
choices about their potential roles in the future of democracy.3 That work begins in
K-12 schools. Butit should go higher and deeper as students pursue postsecondary
degrees. Higher education’s cultural reach is enormous. Two-thirds of all Ameri-
cans now enroll in postsecondary education at some point in their lifetime, while
most who teach in K—12 schools prepare for that work in higher education. Imagine
if we put that potential reach in service to democracy.

This essay draws from my work as the founding director of the Civic Learning and
Democracy Engagement Coalition (CLDE Coalition), a national alliance now based
at American University, and, from 1998 to 2016, as the president of the democracy-
committed American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U). I provide a
brief portrait of the multiple civic and democracy learning movements now rapidly
gaining ground across the postsecondary sector. Taken together, these movements
provide a compelling outline of what contemporary college education for democ-
racy should include. I then turn to seizing the opportunity of this 2026 anniversary
year to move college civic learning from its current standing as widely available but
typically elective to an expected component — just like communication and quanti-
tative reasoning — in a high-quality college education.

ampbell is right to find reasons for hope in initiatives like the Institute for
Citizens & Scholars’ important effort to bring higher education presidents
together both to foster constructive dialogue and to measure reductions in
what Citizens & Scholars calls “affective polarization.” But that work is best under-
stood as one component in a suite of fast-growing postsecondary movements to
revitalize civic and democratic learning in college.
These major civic learning movements and their intended learning out-
comes include:

Juny

the constitutional literacy movement (sometimes called “civics”),
the civil dialogue movement,

the community engagement movement, and

S

the movement to include civic and ethical inquiry in career and technical
fields.

Constitutional literacy proponents are acting on the sobering evidence that 30
percent of Americans cannot name even the three branches of government, and
the majority cannot name more than one of the five freedoms included in the
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First Amendment.# Thoughtful scholars throughout the academy are bringing
new intellectual leadership for engaging democracy in higher education.’ There is
active political support for this constitutional literacy movement, and at least four-
teen states now require study of American institutions and ideals in order to earn
a degree. Some state laws specity reading core texts and/or Supreme Court cases
relevant to democracy’s contested development over time. The intended outcomes for
this constitutional literacy movement include deepened knowledge and informed citizenship.

Civil dialogue leaders promote respectful engagement with differing views,
including progressive, centrist, and conservative views. They advocate for campus
programs in which faculty, staff, students, and senior administrators all practice
the skills needed for productive dialogue. They also urge new training for faculty
to guide such dialogues in their courses. The State University of New York (SUNY)
has made “civic discourse” arequired general education outcome for all students in
its mega system of sixty-four two-year and four-year institutions, including tech-
nical schools. Dozens of nonprofits now assist such efforts, both at the state level
and in individual institutions.® The intended learning ouicomes include humility, active
listening, and constructive engagement across differences of many kinds.

Community engagement is the civic learning movement with by far the most exten-
sive reach and impact across all sectors in postsecondary education. For more
than four decades, Campus Compact and a host of sister organizations have led
the movement to make community-facing courses, often called service learning,
widely available throughout U.S. higher education. The National Study of Student
Engagement has found that 59 percent of those who graduate from four-year higher
education institutions report taking at least one course that included a community-
based project.” The community engagement movement emphasizes reciprocal
relationships with communities and meaningful benefits to community organiza-
tions that participate in this engagement. The intended learning outcomes include civic
motivation, practical problem-solving skills, and the demonstrated capacity to collaborate
with people whose views and experiences are different from one’s own.

Civic and ethical inquiry in career and technical fields is perhaps best described as a
set of emergent movements rather than a discrete national campaign. The growing
attention to ethical inquiry reflects the effort, led by AAC&U since 2002, to recog-
nize and strengthen ethical reasoning as integral to liberal learning, an essential
learning outcome, and a valued career skill.?

In addition, many professional fields now emphasize either teaching the ethics
of a specific profession or embedding civic inquiry in majors, or both. For exam-
ple, the influential business program accreditor AACSB has established “societal
impact” standards that require business programs to explore ways that business
decisions can help “better” U.S. communities.? The artificial intelligence revolu-
tion has raised the ethical learning stakes to new heights for every college major,
since all fields confront core questions about fairness, transparency, trustworthy
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information, and social responsibility. The intended learning outcomes include exam-
ined choices concerning public-good issues important in specific fields and practice in applying
ethical reasoning to real-world professional and workplace issues.

aken together, the four contemporary college civics movements just de-

scribed provide new clarity about what a twenty-first-century college edu-

cation for informed citizenship should include. And so, following a nearly
two-year dialogue across higher education, the CLDE Coalition has drawn these
several purposes together into the CLDE Framework for College Civic Learning and
Democracy Engagement, a unifying framework that includes 1) democracy knowl-
edge and levers for change, 2) bridge-building and problem-solving, 3) practical
experience and projects, and 4) career-related civic and ethical learning. (“Bridge-
building” is the CLDE Coalition’s term for “civil discourse.”)*®

The overarching goal for college civic and democratic learning, the CLDE Coa-
lition contends, is each student’s development of civic purpose, agency, voice, and
judgment. Some people speak of students developing “civic faith.” We recommend
that each student make examined choices both about the value and values of living
in a free society and about the roles they want to play in securing the future of free
democracies.

How can higher education help graduates develop these capacities? The CLDE
Coalition recommends what we call CLDE pathways, which begin in the initial year
of college, most likely in general education courses and/or in required courses like
communications.” Curricula can include reading, writing, dialogue, and assign-
ments related to constitutional democracy’s premises and development in the
United States and other societies.

In this pathways conception, such early college civic inquiry is foundational,
not terminal. Civic and ethical questions should be further explored in students’
program of study, reinforcing the notion that small-d democratic principles such
as fairness and concern for the greater good need to be practiced in the workplace
as well as the public square. Similarly, civil discourse and “bridge-building” should
be practiced as part of students’ major programs, including in projects that students
may work on to complete their degree requirements.

And, finally, the CLDE Coalition recommends that postsecondary education
should provide some kind of integrative experience that also includes civic inquiry
and ethical reflection. The integrative experience might be part of a required practi-
cum, such as student teaching, a public health clinical assignment, or a capstone
project in business or engineering. It might include an undergraduate research
project, a senior thesis, or a creative portfolio showing students’ accomplishments
over time. It might include final year assignments in which students document their
gains in civic learning and purpose and show how small-d democratic capacities
were gained at multiple touchpoints in their course of study.

198 Deedalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences



Carol Geary Schneider

If well-designed, CLDE pathways create an integrative civic and democratic
through line, from first to final year of instruction, in which students engage
challenging problems and issues, practice dialogue with others about the best
approaches to those problems, learn to bring evidence-based reasoning and a sharp
eye for disinformation to the table, and apply these capacities to significant ques-
tions both in the wider world and in their own lives.

The actual pathways will vary, depending on students’ interests and choice of
fields and projects. But purposeful CLDE pathways will prepare every student to
deal with complex questions whose answers are either unknown or actively con-
tested as a core component of their college studies. And by addressing problems
through multiple disciplinary and experiential lenses, educators can provide a new
and pragmatic answer to college students’ perennial question: “Why do I have to
take all these liberal arts courses outside my major?”

Most institutions already have all the potential pieces of public-spirited CLDE
pathways in place. Across U.S. higher education, virtually every institution requires
specific general education courses, insists that students must complete writing or
communications courses, and points students toward majors that have their own
requirements. Further, countless institutions are now promising students that
their education will include “real-world experience,” whether through internships,
required practicums, or service learning. These are the recommended components
in a public-spirited CLDE pathway.

The missing piece is an explicit focus on education for democracy as an inte-
grative through line that connects general and specialized studies with students’
own questions about problems they believe society needs to tackle. Educators
have put the needed pieces of civic and democratic inquiry pathways in place.
But, to date, only a few higher education institutions identify civic learning as a
priority for all their students.

The next step is for educators to integrate and illuminate the stepping stones in
these CLDE pathways, helping students discover both that education for democracy
will be a core component of their degree and that, while they prepare for careers,
they also need to explore the ethical and social responsibilities that their intended
profession includes.

his brings us to the second recommendation: a concerted effort, by every-
one connected to higher education, to confront and revise the dominant
narrative about the educational purposes of both primary/secondary school
and college. Overwhelmingly, educators, policy leaders, and the media have joined
forces over the last four decades to insist that the main point of college is to gain
access to economic opportunity.
Itis time to forcefully advance an expansive counternarrative : namely, that edu-
cation in ademocracy hones the capacities we need to ensure that democracy thrives.
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Higher education’s distinctive role is preparing graduates to solve problems together,
in the economy, in civil society, and in the myriad connections between them.

Changing a dominant narrative takes time, but the 2026 anniversary of the
nation’s founding provides a rare high-visibility opportunity. Many Americans
know Benjamin Franklin’s laconic description of the 1787 Constitution: “A repub-
lic, if you can keep it.” But as Richard Haass, president emeritus of the Council on
Foreign Relations, points out in his recent book The Bill of Obligations, Americans
lack any vocabulary or conceptual framing to describe their own “responsibilities’
to democracy and its future.

So in this season of historical commemoration, I encourage readers to join the
national movement to make education for democracy — across school and college —
both a national priority and a catalyst for that civic renewal every American knows is
needed. Set a timeframe: say, the period from 2026 to 2037, the years when the United
States will commemorate both its founding and the writing of the U.S. Constitution.

Where might you begin? Most Deedalus readers either work in higher educa-
tion or hold degrees from a U.S. collegiate institution. Start with the institution
you know best.

Does your institution’s mission offer some version of preparing graduates for
their roles in a democracy? Are civic learning courses and experiences available
but entirely optional ? Or, worse, are they required but taught in large lectures that
allow no opportunity for practicing productive dialogue? Do your departments
emphasize their field’s role in preparing students to make examined choices about
public-good and public policy issues they will encounter in their careers? If most
students do practicums or internships, does your institution provide opportunities
for them to reflect on and discuss the ethical and public-good issues they encoun-
tered in those settings?

And, casting the net wider, is your institution part of a state or national group
that is itself reclaiming higher education’s public-good mission? If so, connect
your institution’s civic and democratic learning initiatives with a collective call to
broaden Americans’ conception of the essential civic and democratic purposes of
both school and college education.

Iwasreminded, in watching the PBS series The American Revolution, that citizen-led

“committees of correspondence” played a key role in connecting potential leaders
across all thirteen colonies. And that in an era of stagecoach and horse-carried mail !

Making civic and democracy learning a national priority will require our own
contemporary version of the founding colonies’ committees of correspondence.
What role can each of us play in creating them ?

>
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3 Civic Learning and Democracy Engagement Coalition, Every Student, Every Degree, 8. The
CLDE Coalition uses the term “small-d” to refer to the principles of democracy rather
than to the political party. Notably, Americans currently are divided over whether the
United States is best described as a “republic” or a “democracy.”
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veys Americans’ knowledge of basic constitutional information. The 2025 findings
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/resources/better-discourse-a-guide-for-bridging-campus-divides-in-challenging-times.

7 For NSSE evidence, see Civic Learning and Democracy Engagement Coalition, Every Stu-
dent, Every Degree, 17. The literature on engaged college learning is voluminous. AAC&U

155 (3) Summer 2026 201


https://www.amacad.org/daedalus/learning-disagree-why-we-need-refresh-our-civic-culture
https://www.amacad.org/daedalus/learning-disagree-why-we-need-refresh-our-civic-culture
https://www.collegeciviclearning.org/every-student-every-degree
https://www.collegeciviclearning.org
https://www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/americans-knowledge-of-civics-increases-annenberg-survey-finds/
https://www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/americans-knowledge-of-civics-increases-annenberg-survey-finds/
https://compact.org/resources/better-discourse-a-guide-for-bridging-campus-divides-in-challenging-times
https://compact.org/resources/better-discourse-a-guide-for-bridging-campus-divides-in-challenging-times

Every Student, Every Degree : Bold Higher Ed Action to Renew U.S. Democracy
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ership Council for Liberal Education and America’s Promise, College Learning for the New
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www.collegeciviclearning.org/learning-framework (accessed July 15, 2026).
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provides sample CLDE pathways for both two-year and four-year collegiate institutions.
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