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Summary: Citizens can improve their communities, the government, and the nation through
active civic engagement and collaboration. To do so requires skills. Educational programs and
other government-supported initiatives have been shown to enhance Americans’ civic skills and
their levels of engagement. But these programs and other opportunities are scarce and unequal,
often provided to people who are already the most likely to be engaged. A lack of civic learning
opportunities not only inhibits Americans’ civic participation, but also has harmful consequences
for their academic and economic progress.

Background

On his first day in office (January 20, 2009), President Barack Obama issued a
Memorandum on Transparency and Open Government. The Memorandum said:

Transparency promotes accountability and provides information for
citizens about what their Government is doing.

Public engagement enhances the Government's effectiveness and
improves the quality of its decisions. Knowledge is widely dispersed in
society, and public officials benefit from having access to that
dispersed knowledge. Executive departments and agencies should
offer Americans increased opportunities to participate in policymaking
and to provide their Government with the benefits of their collective
expertise and information. ...

Collaboration actively engages Americans in the work of their
Government. Executive departments and agencies should use
innovative tools, methods, and systems to cooperate among
themselves, across all levels of Government, and with nonprofit
organizations, businesses, and individuals in the private sector.
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There is evidence that active citizens can effectively address public problems by
using public data, working together, and collaborating with the government.
Citizens need skills for all these purposes, but Americans’ civic skills are uneven,
at best, and opportunities to obtain them are scarce and unequal.

Certain federally-funded programs build civic skills:

The federal government funds interactive civic education in K-12 schools,
primarily through Learn & Serve America and the Education for Democracy
Act (Kirby, Levine and Elrod, 2006). Evidence from national surveys shows that
young people who have experienced such civic education are more likely than
other students to be able to interpret political information correctly, to discuss
political issues with peers and adults, to monitor the news, and to feel confident
about their ability to speak in public (Comber, 2005). Further, students who have
experienced interactive civic education show better ability to clearly express
opinions, better collaborative group skills, and better ability to work in culturally
diverse teams (Torney-Purta and Wilkenfeld, 2009).

With an original grant from the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, Hampton, VA has reorganized its planning processes so that citizens,
including youth, are heavily involved in setting priorities, advising city agencies,
and making decisions. Particular planning processes in Hampton have involved
as many as 5,000 citizens. The police chief credits youth participation with
reducing crime. The city has developed training programs for municipal staff,
youth leaders, and for citizen volunteers (Potaphuk, Carlson, and Kennedy, 2005;
Sirianni & Schor, 2009; Sirianni, 2009).

Community Action for a Renewed Environment (CARE) is a program within the
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency that makes grants to partnerships of
community organizations to address toxic pollution. CARE's grants support
training and technical assistance. In addition, CARE organizes trainings and
produces educational materials for the field, sometimes in partnership with the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (Sirianni 2009). An evaluation by the
National Academy of Public Administration finds: “CARE partnerships have
changed their environments by reducing pollution in their communities; a few
CARE communities together have also had national impact” by developing new
models or knowledge. “CARE communities have developed local environmental
expertise and organizational capacity” CARE has also strengthened the EPA's
own capacity (National Academies of Public Administration, 2009).

Interactions with public agencies can be alienating and can depress civic
engagement among the people served. The Right Question Project (RQP)'
teaches individuals from low- and moderate-income communities the essential
democratic skills needed to participate effectively with public institutions such as
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their children's schools, job training programs, welfare offices, and Medicaid-
funded health services. By deliberately targeting specific critical thinking skills,
issue identification, and communication skills RQP has demonstrated positive
impacts on their clients’ motivation and behavior. In a pre-post experiment,
Alegria and colleagues (2008) found that the RQP participants were far more
likely to be active participants in their medical treatment and stay with their
treatment-provider longer. Another study showed (RQP, 2009) that the RQP had
a promising effect on the participants’ efficacy about voting. In this small study,
93% of participants felt “more prepared” to vote and 87% confirmed that they



