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Civic Engagement:
A Tool for Building Democracy

Jose Zapata CALDERON

-—»‘ More than ever, there is a need to build a society that is inclusive of
/B many voices, that allows for democratic decision making, and that
opens the doors for our diverse communities to be involved in and know]-
edgeable about the issues they are facing. Teacher education can serve such a
role, but presently, there is the reality of a top-down authoritarian trend that
is being forced on our school systems. To turn this trend around will take
the courage and energy of educators to promote and create prototypes of a
type of learning based on creating democratic spaces of engagement in the
classroom, in the community, and in the larger society.

With the growth of a global economy, there is the need for a type of edu-
cational system that promotes civic engagernent as a means of building new
models toward a democratic society. Our present educational system, unfor-
tunately, is going back to the days of reproducing individuals to fit 5 more au-
thoritarian philosophy. The norm is to move toward a managerial “banking”
system, where the power of disseminating knowledge is being transferred to
the needs of the business and political establishments. This shift fits into the
early 20th-century industrial model of schools where students were socialized
in assembly-like rows to be taught the status quo and not to be heard from.
With the promotion of standardized tests and quantitative methods that
evaluate the performances of teachers and students, there is a diminishing of
the space for the creation of democratic bridges between the classroom (and
what is being learned therein) and the challenges of democratic decision mak-
ing in our communities. This trend js characterized by the growth of charter
schools and for-profit companies who are redefining the meaning of educa-
tion. Rather than tapping the passionate reason why so many college gradu-
ates become teachers, this trend vilifies teachers and forces many to turn
away from the educational world as » career. Instead of an educational system
where the teachers are students and the students are teachers, the trend is to
position the teachers as the “experts and subjects” and the students as mere
“objects” whose minds are to be filled with the wisdom of authors chosen by
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others and by teachers approved or ratified by top-down bureaucratic admin-
jstrators, politicians, and so-called choice corporate interests.

With so many problems being faced by our society, there is the opportu-
nity for our schools and colleges to play a role in advancing new forms of re-
search, learning, and practice that can help engage our teachers, faculty, and
students in critical thinking and problem solving to find solutions to those
problems. This type of learning will help develop a citizenry and a leadership
in the future that is more engaged and excited about participating in making
the future society. There are all types of studies that show how much students
benefit from connecting their learning in the classroom to community en-
gagement: Not only do their grades improve, but they develop principles of
collectivity that go against the grain of individualism. Such engagement also
enhances their skills in working with diverse populations, taking leadership,
creating new knowledge, and formulating solutions to real-world problems.

There is a tendency in our schools to focus on a type of service engage-
ment that is separated from having students learn about the foundations of
the social issues and problems they are working on. If this aspect is dominant,
a type of civic engagement can be advanced that serves merely to perpetuate
the inequalities that are already prevalent. Without an education that looks at
the systemic and structural foundations of social problems, students are taught
the symptoms of the problems, instead of understanding the character of the
structure that is placing individuals in those conditions. Involving students only
in charity work may have the reverse effect of creating a form of what is incor-
rectly called “community engagement” work that results in creating spaces that
are the opposite of creating a more democratic and just society.

The type of teaching that is needed in this contemporary period is one
where there is a passion for creating spaces of equity; where students are
exposed to a curriculum that not just deals with the problems in the society
but looks at the systemic and structural aspects of inequity; that brings to
center stage the contributions of communities who have historically been
excluded from our textbooks (because of poverty, racism, sexism, classism, or
homophobia); and that involves students working alongside excluded com-
munities on common projects to implement transformative social change.

Rather than a traditional monocultural education where the students learn
very little about the contributions of the diverse mosaic that comprises the
people of this country, our educational system needs to support a multicul-
tural learning environment in which differences are embraced (not just tol-
erated). In this context, our institutions do need to appreciate our historical
pluralism. But there is no getting around the reality that U.S. pluralism had
its origins in laws and ideologies that were used to justify the stratification
of different groups through conquest, slavery, and exploitation. If we do not
absorb and appreciate this aspect of history in all its manifestations, there is
the danger that we will maintain a society that blames the victim for his or
her lack of social mobility.
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Rather than frontally assaulting the national dilemma of restructuring the
economy with policies that invest in education and development, energy hg
been diverted toward seeking someone to blame. In the debate over the State
of our educational system, many taxpayers have been led to believe that the
issue is only about the quality of our teachers and not about the structura}
inequities that many of our underrepresented students and their familieg
confront everyday in their communities.

As we seek to develop models of civic engagement in teacher education, iy
is important for us to look toward new ways of carrying out democratic formg
of learning and curriculum building in our classrooms that connect to new
models of building democratic participation in our communities. Our begin-
ning to dialogue on these new models may help us to understand how the
engagement of our school/campus and community partnerships can move
beyond top-down bureaucratic structures of volunteerism (or charity) to 3
level of civic engagement that advances a more democratic and socially just
calture in civil society.
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