Figure 2

Campaign Politics Class Photograph on NVRD

Note: Campaign politics class photograph on NVRD.

9 am. to 4 p.m., with students volunteering to register their peers
to vote. The seeds for this coordinated activity were planted in
2018 when the campaign politics course was being drafted and the
task force was informally established (Figure 2). The plan for the
2022 midterm elections is to declare NVRD a day of service for
political science majors and to engage in a departmental-level
voter registration outreach campaign. =

NOTES

1. See https://idhe.tufts.edu/nslve.

2. The assignment also required that students conduct voter-registration outreach on
campus during the last week before the October 9, 2018, voter-registration
deadline. This article focuses on only the NVRD activity.

3. See https://allinchallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/Mississippi-State-University-
Action-Plan-2020-VFC.pdf.
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SMALL-SCALE CIVIC ENGAGEMENT WITH BIG IMPACTS
William O’Brochta, Louisiana Tech University, USA
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Students’ civic values, academic performance, social attitudes, and
cognitive development significantly improve as a result of taking
courses with civic engagement components (Yorio and Ye 2012).
However, designing and guiding students through civic engage-
ment experiences often requires substantial instructor time, finan-
cial resources, and university institutional support. This problem
is particularly pronounced in comparative politics and interna-
tional relations courses (Risley 2019), in which much of the
discussion centers on international-travel-based learning oppor-
tunities and semester-long programs (McCartney 2006).

This article describes a series of small-scale civic engagement
activities applicable across subfields, versions of which can be
relatively easily integrated into existing course designs without
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Profession Spotlight: Civic Engagement in Political Science

requiring extensive additional time and resources. These activities
focus on local community engagement as a way to help students to
more effectively relate political science topics to community
issues, to develop tools to solve common public policy problems,
and to increase their understanding of individuals with different
backgrounds and life experiences. This article provides a jump-
ing-off point for instructors who are beginning to teach civic
engagement while simultaneously helping them avoid common
pitfalls associated with short-term civic engagement projects
(Tryon et al. 2008).

Awareness

Civic engagement awareness activities are designed to expose
students to their local community and to provide avenues for
them to become more involved, if they so choose. Awareness
activities typically are completed outside of class either individu-
ally or in groups, take no more than two hours to finish, and can be

Conversation

Civic engagement means moving beyond a surface-level aware-
ness of local issues and organizations toward deeply understand-
ing community needs and avenues to contribute. Building deep
understanding takes time, but conversations with community
members constitute a powerful first step. Students learn the most
from these conversations if they develop a basic familiarity with
qualitative interviewing and if they identify and contact local
community leaders as part of a broader class activity. I facilitate
local policy-making simulations in many of my courses; therefore,
adding a requirement to conduct several interviews with members
of the community provides students with first-hand evidence to
use in a class debate or a mock city council meeting.

The value of conversation is that students can select and speak
to community members who share their personal experiences with
public policy problems and solutions on the topic of interest. As
with awareness activities, conversations can fit any course topic.

Civic engagement means moving beyond a Surface—]eve] awareness of local issues and
organizations toward deeply understanding community needs and avenues to contribute.

graded as either complete or incomplete. In my experience, adding
only one or two awareness activities to a course can dramatically
transform how students approach course content and the connec-
tions that they draw between political science and what it means
to be an engaged citizen.

Introductory Activity

An especially straightforward and effective introductory activity is
to ask students to research the identities present in both their
home community and the university community, to list their
elected representatives, and to learn about their representatives’
platforms so that they can describe an issue about which each
representative is passionate. Students then can spend time in
class discussing this activity through a lens that makes sense for
the course. For example, in my comparative politics course on
representation, I ask students to consider whether elected rep-
resentatives share the demographic composition of the local
community and how demographic characteristics of represen-
tatives and constituents differ in other country contexts
(O’Brochta 2020). This activity helps students to begin thinking
about the connection between political science and civic
engagement, and it lays the groundwork for other activities
throughout the course.

Getting into the Field

After this initial activity, instructors can develop other short
assignments that ask students to further investigate specific issues
or organizations in their community, again tailored to the content
of the course. Field observations—for example, attending a local
government or community meeting, making careful observations,
and reflecting—help students to more deeply connect major
themes in political science to specific course concepts. Conducting
research on community organizations that are working to address
public policy issues related to course themes connects students to
volunteer and advocacy opportunities.
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For example, students in an American politics course on immi-
gration were asked to interview leaders of local immigrant-ser-
vices organizations to better understand how legislation impacts
everyday service provision. Students can reflect on their conver-
sations in short blogs or in discussion posts that are graded as
either complete or incomplete. Following are suggested interview
questions:

1. Thave read a bit about your background. Could you talk about
your motivations for working in this field?

2. Could you walk me through your typical day at work? What do
you do, who do you work with, and what issues do you work on?

3. We have been learning about [explain specific theory or con-
cept from the course]. How would you say that this topic
impacts you?

4. What would you say are the biggest issues in your field? Are
there new questions or problems where scholarly research may
help to suggest solutions?

5. What would you like students to know about your field? How
can students support your work?

Partnership

Awareness activities and conversations are prerequisites to stu-
dents contributing to and working in partnership with community
leaders and organizations. An effective partnership moves beyond
asking students to choose a nonprofit organization with which to
volunteer for a certain number of hours and involves both students
and the community organization learning from and benefiting
one another. This means that students use skills that they are
learning in a particular course to address a community problem
while also respecting and working to understand the organiza-
tion’s philosophy and needs.

Although many partnerships last a full term and constitute the
majority of course activities, instructors can develop short, high-
impact partnerships lasting only three or four class periods
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(i.e., four to eight contact hours). This is particularly achievable if
students engage in awareness activities and conversations before

beginning the partnership.

Effective Short Partnerships

Instructors facilitate partnerships by selecting an appropriate
partner organization, working with the organization’s staff to
determine their needs, and matching those needs with student
capacity. Appropriate partner organizations are those that instruc-
tors know well and preferably have volunteered for or interacted
with for some time. Instructors who are familiar with their partner
organization can work to convey essential information about it
during the course. Doing so limits the amount of oversight
required by partner organizations, which may lack the capacity
to onboard students—especially if they are involved in only short-
term projects.

Effective short partnership projects are related to course con-
tent and have tangible, flexible outputs. Flexible outputs are key
because students do not have time to re-do project work during
short partnerships. Developing educational training, assisting
with event planning, designing surveys, and creating how-to
guides are examples of potential partnership projects. Krain and
Nurse (2004) described a short partnership in a course on human
rights in which students worked with residents at a juvenile
detention facility to decorate theater masks and to build commu-
nity. This project was effective in part because the mask-decorat-
ing activity had clear goals but flexible outputs.

As with any group project, it is best to provide students with
opportunities to complete both group work and individual reflec-
tion assignments. Individual reflections are an excellent means for
asking students to connect what they learned during the project to
course themes and to assess specific learning outcomes.

Conclusion

Instructors who are interested in integrating civic engagement
into their courses can choose to implement a wide range of short
activities applicable across subfields. I recommend starting by
assessing students’ civic engagement involvement and knowledge
at the beginning of the course, asking them to complete one or
more awareness activities, and collecting their reflections on the
activities to ensure that they meet their stated goals. Instructors
then can choose to include additional civic engagement compo-
nents as they feel comfortable doing so, starting with awareness
activities and adding conversations and partnerships.

In my experience, students state that civic engagement activ-
ities are high-impact course practices that are particularly good
teaching tools and ultimately are fun and meaningful. As political
science curricula evolve to emphasize career and skill develop-
ment, civic engagement is an excellent way to help students apply
political science to address local community problems. =
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UNDERGRADUATES IN NEW HAMPSHIRE FOR THE
FIRST-IN-THE-NATION PRIMARY
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In 2016 and 2020, I led travel courses to Manchester, New Hamp-
shire, where students participated in the state’s first-in-the-nation
presidential primary. For almost two weeks in January, 10 under-
graduates (on each trip) attended campaign events, volunteered
for candidates, and heard from local presidential-elections experts.
Although extra hats and gloves were required, students benefited
from a challenging, memorable, and fruitful experiential-learning
course.

Eager to do well in early contests, presidential candidates flood
New Hampshire months before the state’s primary. Events are
held in small venues such as school gymnasiums, fire halls, pubs,
and coffee shops. In a small state like New Hampshire, every vote
is magnified, meaning that candidates place great value on one-
on-one meetings with voters to win their support. This “retail”
politics is a distinct departure from the large rallies and television
advertising seen in much of the country before national elections.

History suggests that performing well in the New Hampshire
primary can be pivotal. Since 1972, five of 11 Democratic winners
(in competitive contests) became the party’s presidential nominee;
on the Republican side, seven of nine winners did so. Even
candidates who do not win the state (e.g,, Bill Clinton in 1992)
can generate momentum for their campaign by overperforming
expectations.

Because the final weeks of campaigning align with Randolph-
Macon College’s January term, I designed a travel course whereby
students would visit New Hampshire for almost two weeks to
actively participate in the primary process. Students were respon-
sible for the cost of the trip (about $3,500), which covered flights,
lodging, travel in New Hampshire, a food allowance, and other
small expenses. Coordinating a travel course is always a formida-
ble task; in this case, it also required some faith. Candidate events
in New Hampshire typically are scheduled with little advance
notice. As a result, I could not develop a detailed itinerary before
the group departed by air from Virginia. In conversations with
colleagues in New Hampshire, however, I was assured that such
events would be ubiquitous on our arrival. To ensure that the group
was prepared when candidates did schedule events, I found a day
charter company that could transport us around the state on short
notice. Because the course was limited to only 10 students, we had a
wider range of transport options available (e.g, large vans).

As expected, candidate events were abundant. In 2016 and
2020, the group saw eight and six candidates, respectively. Stu-
dents were not merely observers at these events; rather, they posed
questions to candidates and often met them afterwards. Students
challenged presidential hopefuls on student debt, the minimum
wage, electability, the South China Sea, and healthcare policy.
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