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What you are about to read is a quick glimpse into how six program leaders think about 
how their work advances the goal of active citizenship and civic engagement. 
 
In planning for the Wingspread discussion, we were interested in bringing the voices of 
front line program practitioners to the table.  We asked our writers to tell us how their 
work contributes to active civic participation.  To explore the relationships among the 
different program strategies we asked them to relate their work to other efforts that share 
the goal of civic engagement.  The three questions we asked them were: 
 

• What role does your work play in cultivating active civic participation? 
• Consider how what you are doing compares with other programs or efforts that 

share the same goal: civics education, organizing, service and volunteering, 
service learning, youth development and leadership development. 

• Would it be helpful to your work to have a national leadership association bring 
organizations together that are working on different approaches to active civic 
participation? 

 
Their responses were both thoughtful and exuberant.  Each writer projects a different 
voice and perspective, and each has taken a different aspect of the questions for a focus. 
However, taken together, the six opinion pieces confirm that successful programs start 
with passionate leaders, provide structured opportunities for learning, and support 
individualized practice of civic skills.  The pieces indicate that these program leaders 
have many opportunities to share and discuss their work with programs similar to their 
own – programs from within the “silo” of their civic engagement program strategy– but 
only one writer mentions having participated in an organized conversation that crossed 
several program strategies.  
 
We are pleased to bring the voices of these six dedicated program leaders into our 
conversation about bridging the different approaches to active civic engagement.  
 
 
Tina Cheplick 
Project Editor 
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Civics Education for Active Citizenship 
By Cheryl Cook-Kallio 
 
 
 

 
Cheryl Cook-Kallio, teacher and head of a high school social science department, is passionate 
about preparing today’s students to make tomorrow’s history, and sees that as the goal of civics 
education. In order to prepare students to participate as citizens, she believes schools need to 
provide opportunities and support for student-designed projects in the community. 
 

 
 
Introduction 

It might never have happened.  That’s among the most important lessons of history—and of life.  There is so much around 
us that might never have happened were it not for a host of qualities called imagination, commitment, courage, creativity, 
and determination in the face of obstacles—that maybe most of all.    ~David McCullough 

 
How is history made? Who makes history? We all do. That is the connection students must make in order 
to see history as relevant.  Every second history is made by all of us.  How we make a difference is a 
matter of choice.  If students can see that history was not something that just happened, but choices 
made by famous people, important people, evil people, kind people, most importantly, ordinary people, 
they will see a connection in the choices they make in their lives and see the importance of becoming a 
participant in our democracy.  History matters.  Our decisions make a difference.  History is not inevitable.  
Students must see themselves as part of our history, not separate from it. 

 
The great Supreme Court Justice, Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., wrote of the United States Constitution.  “It 
is an experiment, as all life is an experiment.”  That is the genius of our government.  James Madison was 
successful in his writing of the Virginia Plan because he understood that government was not finite but 
ever changing.  It had to be approached with some pragmatism in mind.  We take for granted the 
foundation of government set forth in the Constitution and often forget that it was created out of a failing 
government.  The checks and balances, separation of powers and the protection of the Bill of Rights are 
lofty ideals until they are played out in history.  From the peaceful revolution of 1800 to the election of 
2000, our Constitution works.  We learn this through the study of history.  It is this creative genius that is a 
legacy to all of us.  

 
Who is included? Who has membership in this American community? The definition has changed 
throughout history and continues to change.  During the early republic we defined property 
ownership to be more inclusive.  In Worcester v. Georgia we wrestled with the sovereignty of 
Native Americans.  It took about seventy years from the Seneca Falls Women’s Rights Convention 
in 1848 to the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 to provide for women’s suffrage.  And it took almost 
100 years to legislate black voting rights from the time it was made part of the Constitution in 1865. 
 
What is next? Largely that is in the hands of today’s students.  How we prepare them for that task 
is embedded in how we present American History and how we engage them in civics.  It is 
imperative that teachers make that connection.  
 
How Can We Teach Good Citizenship? 
Participatory citizenship is essential to our democracy.  How can we teach good citizenship? First 
of all, it is necessary to use curricular models that challenge the student and provide an 
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opportunity to apply the curriculum with current events.  For years I have been connected to The 
Center for Civic Education’s We the People program.  It provides a thorough study and 
participation requires extensive knowledge and balance.  It involves a competition that focuses on 
the United States Constitution and its application.  Students not only have to know the Constitution 
but be able to discuss its relevance, citing courts cases and historical fact to support their 
assertions.  The team is then grilled by a panel of judges, all of who have some expertise in the 
Constitution and its connection to current issues.  Students are challenged to critically think while 
under a lot of pressure, not to mention the time constraint.  The follow up questions are impromptu 
and ask students to delve into areas not explored by undergraduates in college, let alone high 
school seniors.  The competition is fun and motivates the students, but the true reward is what 
comes after.  
 
The competition gives the students a chance to build their own small community.  This past year I 
had a Burmese student, new to the country, who struggled to be included.  The night we realized 
that our school’s team would not be advancing to the state finals the students were extremely 
disappointed.  Zinn, my Burmese student, began to tell of his struggles and what the class meant 
to him.  He captured the essence of community.  Spontaneously the students surrounded him in a 
class hug.  Later that evening, Zinn, up to this point a student who would never dream of touching 
a teacher, ran up to me, threw his arm around my shoulder and exclaimed, “Mrs. Cook-Kallio, this 
is my BEST day in America!” I knew it was the day he became an American.  It was the moment 
the students understood the breadth of the community they had created. 
 
At Irvington High School, we mandate service learning and community service because modeling 
good civic virtue is part of our job.  It is essential in a participatory democracy.  Although we do 
"require" volunteerism, we do so in order to model behavior we believe should be part of our 
community and behavior we count on to make sure our democracy survives.  We teach this 
behavior by explaining the value of service and requiring that students demonstrate knowledge of 
what constitutes service.  
 
We have seen students resist service and then become experts on it, once they have seen the 
value.  I think Irvington High School goes one step beyond by requiring students to make 
connections between their learning and the outside world, which is the difference between knowing 
something in the abstract and understanding it conceptually.  Is this our job? Of course it is.  One of 
the things incumbent upon us as teachers is to graduate people who participate in our society.  We 
want people to have a social conscience.  Our government leaders, regardless of their political 
party affiliation, ask participation of us as residents of this nation. 
 
Connecting Learning with the Community 
Three times during a student’s high school career at Irvington, each student must pass a 
benchmark project that connects learning with the community.  It is one of the things that make 
Irvington unique.  It is also one reason why Irvington has a strong sense of community.  The 
crowning jewel of these three projects is the senior project called QUEST.  This requires a student 
to form an essential question, identify a need, job shadow and then testify about what was learned 
in front of a panel that includes community members and a teacher.  A student must pass the 
testimony, regardless of G.P.A., in order to earn an Irvington High School diploma. 
 
The value of the program is quickly apparent to any who witness the testimonials.  One of my first 
students at Irvington decided to do something in the medical field.  Rahwa, whose name means 
freedom in Eritrean, had started an Eritrean Student Union a few years before.  For her service she 
decided to try to get an ambulance donated.  Getting the vehicle donation was the easy part.  She 
then used the student union to organize fundraisers to ship the ambulance to her parents’ native 
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country to help people during the civil war in Eritrea.  She raised $10,000, which not only paid for 
the shipping but also filled the vehicle with medical supplies. 
 
The beauty of the QUEST project is that it addresses the needs of all students as well as the 
community.  Once I served on the panel of a student who was designated special education and 
had struggled through school.  His essential question dealt with learning the copy trade.  He spent 
time learning a software program and painstakingly made a flyer to help another group of students 
with their service.  His smile filled his whole face when he held up the flyer he had made on his 
own.  The culmination of his project was the proud announcement that Kinko’s Copy Center had 
offered him a job upon graduation.   
 
That same year, a student chose to shadow a paralegal.  A member of her family was in jail and 
she wanted to do something connected to the legal system.  The paralegal handed her a petition 
from a prisoner who had claimed that his civil rights had been violated when he was wrongly placed 
in solitary confinement and had nine months added to his sentence.  The paralegal did not have the 
time to investigate the charges. The student took on the challenge and relentlessly investigated the 
charges.  She was able to uncover evidence that facilitated the prisoner’s release from solitary 
confinement, and he was given nine months of his life back. 
 
None of these stories touched me more than Maria’s.  Maria was quiet and nervous as she began 
presentation.  She spoke of thinking that perhaps she would just get a job after graduation.  She felt 
forced into doing QUEST.  However, she set something up with the bilingual teacher from her 
former elementary school.  She tutored bilingual children four hours a week over six weeks.  As she 
spoke about her connection to those kids, her voice got louder and her eyes started to sparkle.  
She finished by saying that the teacher refused to let her think that she would go to work right after 
graduation.  The teacher encouraged her to think of the many opportunities available.  This 
encouragement and her positive QUEST experience gave Maria ideas.  At the end of her 
testimonial Maria said, “Next year instead of working at McDonalds, I am going to Ohlone 
Community College.  You see, I have decided to be a bilingual teacher.” 
 
I believe that creating good citizens is a way to define patriotism, and it is that connectedness to 
the community that makes us Americans.  We know this works.  Our 2003 graduating class of 321 
students did 33,000 hours of service learning and community service.  This is a testimony to the 
connections we have helped facilitate. 
 
What Other Organizations Can Do To Help 
One of the ways outside organizations can be helpful to our school is to continue to be willing to 
have high school students job shadow, intern and volunteer for their institutions or companies.  In 
order to provide the links for service learning and community service, we must have willing 
participants in the community.  This often takes time and effort, which is sometimes more difficult 
to find than money. 
 
Education is a prerequisite for democracy.  So is civic virtue.  Service learning and community 
service connect academics with real world learning opportunities.  Civic education allows students 
to learn for the sake of learning.  The desire to learn has transcended the need to know “the 
grade”.  It is the purest form of teaching. 
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Cheryl Cook-Kallio is a teacher and chair of the social science department at Irvington 
High School in Fremont, California. 
 

Contact info: 
Irvington High School: 
41800 Blacow Road 
Fremont, CA  94538 

Telephone  510-656-5711 ext 46368
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Military Service and the Larger Field of Civic Engagement 
By Joseph Kopser, Captain, United States Army 
 
 
 

 
Joseph Kopser is a Captain in the United States Army and instructor at the US Military 
Academy at West Point.  He believes that the military represents the embodiment of the 
values of "volunteerism, service and civic engagement." 
 

 
 

 
"To educate, train, and inspire the Corps of Cadets so that each graduate is a commissioned 

leader of character committed to the values of Duty, Honor, Country; professional growth throughout a 
career as an officer in the United States Army; and a lifetime of selfless service to the nation."1 

 The Mission of the U.S. Military Academy 

 

Introduction 
While speaking to the Corps of Cadets at West Point in 1998, GEN (R) Colin Powell described 
the Military Academy as “the wellspring of my chosen profession - the place where the 
professional standards are set, the place that defines the military culture, the place that nurtures 
the values and virtues of Army service and passes them on from generation to generation.”2   
Words like these, spoken by someone like Powell who exemplifies public service and civic 
engagement requires further explanation.   

 
As the Grantmaker Forum examines it strategic vision, the United States military deserves a 
closer examination of best practices to serve as a role model for further endeavors.  As 
mentioned in the mission statement above, West Point and the military as a whole, align very 
nicely with the values of volunteerism, service, and civic engagement.   
 
Framework 
This paper will highlight the best practices and institutional norms that already exist in our 
military profession today.   Two basic assumptions must be made initially to be able to focus 
attention on the real contribution that the military makes in building stronger communities.  First, 
through self selection, members of the military are the epitome of service.  Their conscious 
decision to raise their right hand and swear an oath of service already demonstrates a 
willingness to sacrifice.  The past days of “Go to Army or Go to Jail” have been over since the 
early 1970s when the military eliminated the draft and with it, mandatory service.  Today, we are 
all volunteers.  That leads to the second basic assumption, service to country today exists on a 
100% voluntary basis in our armed forces.  Leaders and scholars might argue all day about 
what incentives draw young people, but the fact remains that some sort of incentive draws them 
into voluntary service.  These two characteristics form the first two components of the 
Grantmaker Forum’s belief in the ethics and practices needed for strong communities. 
 
                                                 
1 http://www.usma.edu/mission.asp 
2 http://www.usma.edu/publicaffairs/press%5Fkit%5Ffiles/two%5Fhundred.htm 
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The final ethic and practice to be discussed is the concept of Civic Engagement-- known by 
many different names such as political participation, civic participation, and many times used 
interchangeably.3  While scholars debate precisely what is required for healthy civic 
engagement, this paper will focus on what the military is doing to reinforce and cultivate the 
knowledge, skills, and habits of good citizenship. 
 
Discussion 
If active citizenship is the goal to build strong communities, then closer attention must be given 
to the basic knowledge, skills, and habits of good citizens. As an institution, the military 
recognizes that high esprit de corps and cohesive units are a vital piece to the success of its 
units. The military, in its units and bases around the world, is in the process of building strong 
communities to support its men and women.  Since deployments, training events, and the 
recent War on Terrorism remove the service member physically from his or her home 
community, the military has been forced in recent years to invest even more time and effort to 
prepare members of its community, the citizens, to engage in non-traditional ways.  Institutional 
changes have occurred that are worthy of examination. 
 
Knowledge.  A community of informed citizens is better off than one of uniformed citizens. The 
Army in recent years has recognized the benefit of helping soldiers’ spouses and families better 
understand how to interact with and draw support from their communities, both the military and 
civilian communities. The more a spouse knows about the military, the better off the entire 
family will be.  As the soldier is away from the home, it is the spouse who must continue the 
mutual support networks, disseminate information, and handle the day to day crises that occur.  
Formally, the Army has captured that body of knowledge in a program called The Army Family 
Team Building program (AFTB).4  Found on their website, their overview reads:  

 
“Army Family Team Building is a volunteer-led organization with a central tenet: provide training 
and knowledge to spouses and family members to support the total Army effort. Strong families 
are the pillar of support behind strong soldiers, and AFTB's mission is to educate and train all of 
America's Army in knowledge, skills, and behaviors designed to prepare our Army families to 
move successfully into the future.”5 (Emphasis Added) 
 

The training consists of increasing levels of scope and responsibility.  Throughout the program, 
the instructors and leaders are all volunteers.  The resources for meetings, materials, 
classrooms, and logistics are provided by the local unit.  Times of the training include day and 
night sessions to accommodate working spouses and their special needs.  Level I classes focus 
on new members of the Army “community.”  It literally spells out the rank structure, customs and 
courtesies, and pay/benefits/compensation of military service.  It enables family members and 
spouses to feel more confident and less intimidated while engaging in their community around 
them.  For many young spouses who are often living away from their parents for the first time, it 
teaches a body of knowledge of life skills to include not just skills for inside the family, such as 
basic banking and bill paying, but also community skills and the ethic of civic participation that 
sometimes are not properly explained in the home growing up. 
 
If Level I is focused on making people active participants in a community, Level II and Level III 
focus on developing the volunteer leaders in a community.  The Army recognizes the very 

                                                 
3 Mary Kirlin, The Role of Adolescent Extracurricular Activities in Adult Political Engagement, Center for 
Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement Working Paper 02.  March 2003,  pg 3 
4 http://www.armyfamilyteambuilding.org 
5 http://www.armyfamilyteambuilding.org/data/modules/pbm/rendered/overviewone.asp 
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important distinction between the leader and the follower.  Unlike the scholarly material from 
academia that focuses on “participation” and “involvement,” the Army puts a premium on 
leadership.  Level II focuses on the specifics of communication, time management, conflict 
management, etc…  It extends beyond knowledge and looks at the application of the 
knowledge. 
 
Skills.  For any amount of participation, there must be a certain set skills that volunteers and 
civic participants must demonstrate.  While there is a wide range of discussion of civic skills, the 
most recent comes from a working paper from the Center for Information and Research on Civic 
Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE).  CIRCLE Working Paper 6, “The Role of Civic Skills in 
Fostering Civic Engagement” by Dr. Mary Kirlin examines the four basic skills required.  The 
four skills identified are:6 

1. Communication 
2. Collective Decision Making 
3. Critical Thinking  
4. Organization 

 
As if by design, the Army and its method of self-evaluation has already identified these same 
tasks as paramount to success in its leaders.  In fact, Army regulation requires its leaders to be 
evaluated yearly on a set of core competencies.  On the front page of its evaluation form, it lists 
nine leadership actions.  In order, the first five are:7  

1. Communication 
2. Decision Making 
3. Motivating 
4. Planning (Defined as using Critical and Creative Thinking) 
5. Executing (Defined in part as maximizing the use of available systems and 

technology) 
 
With the exception of the missing component of motivation, there is almost a perfect alignment 
with the skills associated with civic engagement and the Army’s evaluated leadership actions.  
The Army’s constant pursuit of self-improvement leads to a culture where its members are 
constantly evaluating their leadership skills.  Those same skills have been found to be important 
in promoting civic engagement.  The military is a leadership laboratory producing more than just 
leaders on the battlefield, but also soccer coaches, reunion committee chairmen, church board 
leaders, and Scout leaders.  More importantly, the skills transfer from military service is a near 
perfect match for the skills demanded in our civic society.    
 
Habits.  Finally, society must find a way to make civic engagement a habit rather than a one 
time occurrence.  While the scope of this paper is not psychological examination of intrinsic 
motivation, there are some best practices to note.  They include institutional recognition of the 
commitment and the resources. 
 
Transactional leadership is required in any organization to draw people initially into a position of 
volunteerism and civic engagement.  Institutionally, major Army commands have been known to 
require commanders to place local school PTA meetings on the unit’s master training calendar.  
This mandate serves two purposes.  First, it reduces the chance that a training conflict will be 

                                                 
6 Mary Kirlin, The Role of Civic Skills in Fostering Civic Engagement.  Center for Information and Research on 
Civic Learning and Engagement, June 2003.  
7 From Army Form 67-9, Officer Evaluation Report, October 1997, ftp://pubs.army.mil/pub/eforms/pdf/a67_9.pdf 


