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ABSTRACT 

 

 

STUDENT LEARNING AND EFFECTIVE TEACHING PRACTICES:  

 

HOW COLLEGE STUDENTS COMMUNICATE LEARNING 

 

THROUGH CIVIC ENGAGEMENT 

 

by 

 

Millicent A. Mattor 2015 

 

Master of Arts in Communication Studies 

 

California State University, Chico 

 

Spring 2015 

 

 

Civic engagement initiatives in higher education have reentered the classroom 

as an effective way to achieve course-related goals and prepare students for citizenry. 

Communication courses have become a prominent site to implement civic engagement 

practices because of the role communication plays in the cultivation of informed and 

engaged citizens. Assessment of these programs is a necessary component of educational 

implementation because of the valuable information student feedback provides educators. 

This thesis focuses on a civic engagement program called the Great Debate, an event that 

engages students in an informed dialogue surrounding a contentious topic with members 

of the community. Students complete an assessment of the event every semester, 

resulting in a robust archive of student reflections. Using a qualitative approach, students’ 

self-reports of their experience at the event are analyzed to illuminate how civic 



 

ix 

 

engagement impacts learning. Findings support existing research about what constitutes 

effective civic engagement practices, as well as the types of learning that occurs after 

students civically engage. This study also offers insight into how students express their 

interest to participate at civic engagement events, and how different types of participation 

impacts their learning.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Background 

A multitude of civic engagement practices are being implemented in universities 

across the globe. The civic engagement program that is the focus of this thesis, the Great 

Debate, provides us with a case study that allows us to explore how students 

communicate learning after being civically engaged. This specific event was chosen 

because of the wide reach it has across a mid-sized western university and the 

surrounding community for the past ten semesters. The longevity and accepted 

implementation of the Great Debate offers a chance to further explore what makes civic 

engagement effective and how students communicate learning at these types of events. 

The Great Debate is an event that was designed in 2010 to promote civic engagement 

within introductory courses, and has been recognized as an exemplary civic engagement 

strategy for other universities to follow (First-Year Experience, 2014). This event gives 

students the opportunity to experience what it is like to engage in informed discussion 

about political topics by taking research that normally stays in the classroom into the 

public sphere. The theme of the event changes every semester, addressing timely issues 

of public concern, which keeps discussion interesting and relevant to the public at large. 

The Great Debate started in the Spring of 2010 as a program of just 300 students and 

community members, and now reaches approximately 2000 people every semester - a 

scale that many civic engagement strategies do not serve.  
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Like most civic engagement programs, the Great Debate is assessed every 

semester in order to understand the effectiveness of the program and how it impacts 

students. Different instruments are used to assess the event, including a nationally 

normed survey and open-ended reflection prompts. The quantitative assessment data has 

been previously analyzed, and the results indicate that the program has positive effects on 

student learning (Weber, 2013). While the results of the quantitative study are helpful in 

understanding student learning through civic engagement, it is necessary to illuminate 

these findings by focusing on student voice. Most of the current research on student 

learning through civic engagement practices utilizes quantitative data and focuses on the 

before and after effects that students report in surveys (Syversten, Flanagan, & Stout, 

2007). The current study contributes to the existing literature by offering personal 

accounts of students who self-report on their civic engagement experience to provide an 

understanding for how these changes come about. This thesis takes student reflections 

from five different Great Debates and examines how students communicate about their 

experience through a content analysis in order to further our understanding of student 

learning and participation in civic engagement practices.  

 

Statement of the Problem 

When asked to explain why they are attending college, students in the 1980s cited 

one primary reason: “to expand their commitment to a meaningful philosophy of life and 

to strengthen a just and civil society” (Mallory & Thomas, 2003, p. 12). A short 20 years 

later, that is no longer the case. Students entering college today view their education as a 

place to develop their credentials and skills for a desired profession (Cervone, 2006). To 
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further illustrate the decrease in civic interest among today’s young voting population, 

one can look to voter turnout. Only 58% of young people ages 18-29 registered to vote 

during the 2012 US presidential elections, and only 45% actually voted (File, 2014). 

Moreover, younger generations are 15% less likely to vote than people between the ages 

of 30-39, which is a significant difference (File, 2014). These statistics are concerning 

because studies show that voting is a habit, meaning a person is likely to carry the same 

voting habits, or lack thereof, throughout their life (Gallego, 2009; Plutzer, 2004). If 

younger generations continue to have significantly lower turnout rates than older 

generations, there is a good chance that the overall voter turnout will steadily decrease in 

years to come. When young adults are asked why they do not vote, the majority reports 

an overall lack of interest in the political process (CIRCLE, 2014). While young voter 

turnout did increase during the 2008 presidential election, there was a 5% drop during the 

following election in 2012. When there is low civic participation, the effectiveness of our 

democracy will be difficult, if not impossible, to realize. It is crucial for young voters to 

gain and maintain interest in civic issues, because it is the best way for democratic 

practices to flourish.  

Of course, decline in voter turnout is troubling because votes determine who wins 

elections and ultimately the content of public policy, but voting is only one aspect of 

civic participation. A more fundamental concern is that low voter turnout among young 

adults can be a reflection of insufficient engagement opportunities in other areas of life, 

education being a main point of reference (Hoffman et al., 2005). Research indicates a 

connection between classroom dynamics and students’ perspective on civic life, and that 

educational engagement practices play an important role in preparing students for 
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citizenship (Torney-Purta et al, 2001). Of course, voter turnout is influenced by a variety 

of factors, such as time schedules and political knowledge, however, there is evidence 

that the long-term outcome of consistent voting is affected by the short-term outcomes 

that are a result of engagement practices earlier in life (Torney-Purta, 2005). The 

foundation of citizen engagement is hinged on the engagement opportunities in which 

people are exposed during years of active learning (Chan, Ou, & Reynolds, 2014). Thus, 

student learning and engagement in higher education is the focus of this thesis.  

In recent years, civic engagement as a teaching strategy has re-entered the 

classroom with positive contributions to student learning (Sax, 2004). Shah, McLeod, & 

Lee (2009) point to civic engagement as a motivating agent for students to engage in 

“effective political information acquisition, expression, and exchange” (p. 115). There is 

a high standard for information acquisition on college campuses that produces informed 

and well-researched understanding of civic issues, but being informed is only half of 

what effective civic education entails. Research indicates the practice of civic 

engagement behaviors, in addition to information acquisition, may be the key to 

developing sustained civic participation after college (Sax, 2004). Students who interact 

with other citizens to deliberate about public policy issues are more likely to develop a 

positive disposition toward political participation (Patrick, 2000). 

When students interactively deliberate about public policies, they are engaging in 

a communicative process, which makes communication studies courses an ideal site to 

implement civic engagement strategies. Communication is a factor of civic life that 

creates meaning in the public sphere and influences “individuals’ orientation toward 

citizenship” (Barnidge et al., 2014). The way people communicate about civic 
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engagement is shaped by the information they receive and the interpersonal interactions 

they experience – processes that have a significant impact on potential civic participation 

(Dahlgren, 2005). This thesis will examine the communication patterns among young-

adults when they are reflecting on their own civic engagement experience. 

Civic engagement in higher education has more benefits for students than just 

better voter turnout. Civic engagement among college students has proven to enhance 

argument and leadership skills, as well as reduce communication apprehension (Brammer 

& Morton, 2014). Moreover, becoming civically engaged contributes to positive 

increases in student perceptions of self-efficacy, social empowerment, and the likelihood 

of future civic participation (Knapp, Fisher, & Levesque-Bristol, 2010). There is a great 

deal of evidence about positive student outcomes before and after being civically 

engaged, however, there is little known about why or how these outcomes occur. Of 

particular interest to this thesis is the student voice and what they have to say about their 

engagement experience.  

Educators are exploring different ways to embed civic education within college 

courses, as there is no consensus on the most effective way to implement civic 

engagement as a learning strategy (The Carnegie Corporation of New York & CIRCLE, 

2003). Many existing strategies lend themselves more towards the practice of service 

learning, which takes a volunteerism approach to civic education than do civic 

engagement strategies (Sax, 2004). These two civic learning techniques are often 

conflated due to the positive effects both have on students’ sense of citizenship and civic 

responsibility, but there are important distinctions to be made (McIntyre & Sellnow, 

2014). While service-learning strategies do effectively get students to participate in their 
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communities, these practices do not necessarily ask students to be well-informed on civic 

issues. Becoming aware of civic issues and knowledgeable of American politics is an 

area of higher education that needs to be revitalized; otherwise, younger generations’ 

disengagement with these issues will continue to persist (Bennett, 2000). Existing civic 

engagement programs are attempting to do just that by promoting research and 

deliberation that asks students to engage in meaningful discussion with each other, 

educators, and people within their communities. 

This paper specifically focuses on how these practices are implemented in 

communication courses. Courses within communication studies have certain goals, like 

communication competency and listening skills, which have shown to be obtained 

through civic engagement learning strategies (Sellnow & Martin, 2010). However, these 

practices are only effective in achieving course goals if they are designed to tap into 

aspects that enhance student learning. Research on how students learn indicates that we 

should learn about our students and their interests before expecting them to be fully 

engaged in civic engagement practices (Ambrose, Bridges, & DiPietro, 2010; Dirksen, 

2012). The research in this study focuses on the aspects of education that instructors 

should pay close attention to, like student motivation, in order to effectively achieve the 

aforementioned learning outcomes of communication courses.  
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this thesis is to provide a descriptive analysis of students’ self 

reports about their experience at the Great Debate in order to further current 

understandings of student learning through civic engagement by answering the following 

research questions:  

1. What do students’ reflections about their Great Debate experience reveal about civic 

engagement as a learning strategy?  

2. How do students communicate their interest to participate in civic engagement 

events? 

3. How do different types of participation impact student experience at the Great 

Debate?  

Analysis of the quantitative results already provides insight into the effectiveness of 

the program by finding significant differences in student outcomes compared to those 

who did not attend the Great Debate. Students who attended the Great Debate report 

higher levels of academic engagement than students who did not participate in the 

program (Weber, 2013). Additionally, students in the Great Debate report having 

heightened interest in community involvement overall (Weber, 2013). Moreover, the 

Great Debate positively affected students’ outlook on becoming a community leader, 

stating that it is very important or essential. These quantitative findings have set the 

foundation for the continuation of research on the effectiveness of the Great Debate. 

There are significant differences when comparing students who participated in the Great 

Debate compared to those who did not, but there is still a lack of information that 

explains how students communicate these changes.  
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Definition of Terms 

Civic engagement 

Civic engagement, for the purpose of this study, means to engage in “deliberation 

(talking and listening in reasonably diverse groups about public issues), collaborative 

work, and the strengthening of civic relationships” (Levine, 2013, p. 15). 
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Limitations of the Study 

 

There are limitations to this study, as with any research, that should be 

addressed. The qualitative nature of this study limited the amount of student reflections 

that were selected for analysis. This means that some student perspectives may not be 

represented in the discussion. Also, the event that is the focus of this study is an event I 

attended during my first year of college, and that I now prepare students to attend as an 

instructor of CMST 131. I was careful to make sure that I remained objective and 

unbiased throughout this entire process, however I should note the close ties I have with 

the event. Additionally, I did not have the chance to alter assessment questions for the 

purposes of this study. Rather, the study molded to the types of responses elicited from 

the established prompts. Finally, this study only focused on one civic engagement event 

at one university.
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CHAPTER II  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 This study explored student learning through civic engagement as told by students. 

In order to establish a basis for this study, it is necessary to explain current 

understandings of civic engagement as an effective learning strategy. This is done, first, 

by defining the concept of civic engagement while situating it in the field of 

communication studies. In the following section, “civic engagement in higher education”, 

student learning and civic engagement as an experiential education practice are 

addressed. After that, assessment of civic engagement practices is explained. The last 

section, “outcomes of civic engagement”, covers the different outcomes that have been 

discovered through the implementation of civic engagement practices in higher 

education.  

 

Civic Engagement Defined 

 Defining civic engagement is a difficult task because it is a term that is used in a 

variety of contexts and across various disciplines. In everyday discourse, civic 

engagement is an extremely broad term that covers just about anything that involves an 

attentive person in a community. Civic engagement is often loosely defined because a 

common goal of civic engagement programs is to create inclusive means for exploring 

citizenry, and providing boundaries as to what practices constitute civic engagement may 
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risk excluding particular activities that are viewed as being civically engaged. In the 

following section I will briefly touch on the different values that are within the reaches of 

civic engagement – and ultimately what causes some of the confusion around the term – 

before I define civic engagement for the purpose of this study. The focus will then remain 

on the importance of civic engagement from a communication standpoint by highlighting 

the deliberative nature of what civic engagement means in higher education.  

The word civic stems from the Latin term civis, which means citizen. Citizen is a 

politically charged word meaning someone who is legally recognized in a community. 

The word engage is derived from the German root gage, which, from this origin, is 

something that is valued as a guarantee of good faith. Combined, the term itself directly 

means a legally recognized person of good faith, a definition that surely calls for further 

explanation. Left up to their own devices, the words civic and engagement end up being 

used together as a catchall, losing the political component. For a working definition of 

civic engagement as a concept, Thomas Ehrlich (2000) provides one that is frequently 

cited: “Civic engagement means working to make a difference in the civic life of our 

communities and developing the combination of knowledge, skills, values and motivation 

to make that difference. It means promoting the quality of life in a community, through 

both political and non-political processes” (p. vi). This definition sheds some light on the 

meaning of civic engagement, but does seem to accept that not all civic engagement 

endeavors have a political component. Ehrlich’s definition is found on many educational 

websites promoting civic engagement, illustrating there has been a shift in what 

constitutes civic.  
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Distinct Perspectives  

Civic engagement has grown to be a term that is used across three different 

perspectives: social, moral, and political – and civic engagement research indicates that 

not all have to work in combination to be considered civic engagement (Berger, 2011). 

This distinction of the social, moral, and political is owed to Ben Berger, author of 

Attention Deficit Democracy (2011). He calls for a separation of these distinct 

perspectives as forms of social, moral, and political engagement because different 

disciplines such as sociology, economics, and political science all use the term civic 

engagement but within the confinements of their own values and goals. Social 

engagement emphasizes involvement in some sort of social group outside of the 

household, like joining a club or interest group. Moral engagement regards acting in a 

way that is just or contributes to the common good, such as volunteering. Political 

engagement is related to local, regional, or national governmental processes, and can 

involve attending town hall meetings or circulating a petition (Berger, 2011). It is 

important to note that all three of these types of engagement can exist without including 

elements of the other, but they can also work together in particular contexts; Berger 

(2011) calls this civil engagement: “The social-moral engagement of public-spirited, 

cooperative problem solving” (p. 47). However, for the sake of this thesis, the term civic 

engagement will still be used to represent the intersection of these three values. The main 

take away from Berger’s Attention Deficit Democracy (2011) is the recognition of the 

different and distinct values that civic engagement encompasses, and to stress that if they 

are not all working together in the same activity, then that activity will not be considered 

civic engagement.   
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Communication and Deliberative Democracy  

The discipline of communication encompasses the three aforementioned values of 

civic engagement, and provides the ideal perspective through which to study civic 

engagement efforts. Nicholas Garnham (1992) asserts it is a given that “communicative 

action lies at the heart of both the theory and practice of democracy,” and that social, 

moral, and political acts are only brought into practice through some form of 

communication (p. 364). Stanley Deetz (1997) concurs stating, “Communication studies 

provides novel and useful ways for the public to see and talk about their situation” (p. 

121). Communication can be defined as, “The process by which one person stimulates 

meaning in the mind of another through verbal and nonverbal messages” (McCroskey, 

1998). Verbal communication is emphasized in the current study because, although there 

are continuously growing ways to communicate in today’s society, a constant and 

primary form of communication in the public sphere emphasizes the perspective of civic 

and civil discourse – the ability to deliberately discuss topics in a way that enhances 

understanding for all parties involved (Carcasson, 2011; Habermas, Year). Moreover, the 

rhetorical roots of communication studies highlight civic engagement by understanding 

the need to teach students how to become articulate citizens who can influence political – 

or even civic – change (Hart, 1993). Peter Levine (2013) provides us with the definition 

of civic engagement that is used for the purpose of this study in his book, We are the 

Ones We Have Been Waiting For: “I write in this book about civic engagement with the 

understanding that it means deliberation (talking and listening in reasonably diverse 

groups about public issues), collaborative work, and the strengthening of civic 

relationships” (p. 15). To be sure, the value communication has in the vitality of 
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democracy is indispensable when diverse groups of people need their voices to be heard 

(Deetz, 1997). Mutual understanding through communication is the only way for 

community members to collaborate and solve problems.  

 Deliberative democracy places communication at the center of stable and 

functioning democratic practices. Many of the problems U.S. citizens face are not easy to 

solve, and therefore different forms of communication and decision-making are required 

in order for competing values and perspectives to be acknowledged (Carcasson & Sprain, 

2012). A deliberative democracy is not just reliant on experts or politicians, as some may 

argue. Rather, it is dependent on regular citizens to be involved in communal decision-

making with forums of discussion and “an ability to speak for ourselves” (Deetz, 1997, p. 

10). Following the ideas outlined by John Dewey (1938), deliberative democracy 

involves collaborative processes of constant communication and negotiation that is 

focused on solving problems. In an ideal deliberative democracy, “citizens come together 

and consider relevant facts and values from multiple points of view [and] listen to one 

another in order to think critically about the various options” (Carcasson, 2011, p. 20). 

Organizations such as AmericaSpeaks, the Kettering Foundation, and the National 

Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation have been working to promote the call for civic 

engagement through modes of deliberative democracy, and have succeeded in 

influencing numerous educational institutions.  

Before continuing, I should note that, in this study, I treat communication as both 

a process and an outcome. In the study at hand, I focus on communication as a process 

that is necessary to democracy and education. The medium I emphasize in the 

communication process is verbal communication. I also discuss communication as an 
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outcome in terms of learning, or, more specifically, messages that are outcomes of the 

verbal communication that facilitated and produced learning. These outcome messages 

are the focus of this study. 

 

Civic Engagement in Higher Education 

 The U.S. higher education system has valued the development of citizenship among 

students for more than 200 years because it is considered vital to the cultivation of a 

“well-informed and critically thinking society” (Sax, 2004, p. 3). Individuals do not 

naturally become responsible citizens as they grow older, rather, they must be educated 

for citizenship (CIRCLE & Carnegie Corporation of New York, 2003). The importance 

of preparing students for citizenship declined during the late 20
th

 century, but regained 

traction in the 1990s and early 21
st
 century when critics questioned the true fulfillment of 

higher education’s civic mission (Berger, 2011; Liazos & Liss, 2009; Sax, 2004).  

Limbeck (1998) argued that the “indispensable education to form a socially responsible 

citizen has not been achieved by our schools” (p. 4). Others agreed, noting, “higher 

education has been criticized for abrogating its social and civil mission” (Mallory & 

Thomas, 2006).  

Civic engagement is an important aspect of education because colleges and 

universities are sites where knowledge is produced and issues are steadily deliberated. 

Moreover, colleges and universities are rooted in their communities because they cannot 

just pick up and leave like businesses can. University and community relationships are 

important and contribute to civic potential (Levine, 2013). Peter Levine (2013) argues, 

“Civic engagement is the responsibility of society as a whole,” because simply assigning 
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readings and creating classroom simulations will not civically engage students (p. 2). 

Students need to experience civic engagement, and there is no better place to do so than 

in communal settings. Moreover, overall learning is enhanced when students are provided 

with civic engagement opportunities, which is the primary goal of education in the first 

place (Ehrlich, 2000; Levine, 2013).  

 The thought of universities working together with their surrounding communities as 

an effective learning strategy coincides with the ideas provided by both the Kellogg 

Commission and The American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) 

in Returning to our roots: The engaged institution (2000) and Stepping Forward as 

Stewards of Place (2002), respectively. The main arguments of these reports is that 

publicly engaged institutions are beneficial for students and communities because they 

can work together in the pursuit of mutually benefiting knowledge enhancement. By 

engagement, the Kellogg Commission (2000) refers to “institutions that have redesigned 

their teaching, research, and extension and service functions to become even more 

sympathetically and productively involved with their communities” and embedded in this 

form of engagement is the “commitment to sharing and reciprocity” (p. 9). It appears that 

the ideal form of institution engagement with their communities is to engage in a 

deliberate dialogue. Carcasson (2011) notes this trend of deliberative democracy as an 

effort to promote civil and democratic dialogue within communities, which is reminiscent 

of the discourse promoted by the field of Communication Studies.  

Student Learning 

While certain practices, like civic engagement, seem to be key in engaging students 

with the surrounding community, full student participation in these learning processes is 
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not something that is done automatically. There are aspects of student learning that 

educators should consider in the implementation of civic engagement practices. A main 

factor that transcends all aspects of student learning is motivation (Ambrose, Bridges, 

DiPietro, 2010). Motivation is also a factor that affects the willingness and likelihood to 

participate in civic practices, like voting, which elevates its role in this study (Omoto, 

Snyder, & Hackett, 2010). Motivation can be defined as, “The personal investment that 

an individual has in reaching a desired state or outcome” (Ambrose, Bridges, DiPietro, 

2010, p. 68). If students cannot find a personal investment to learn or reach certain goals, 

they are not as likely to engage. Furthermore, if students believe their goals do not match 

with the instructor’s intended goals, it will be more difficult for them to find the 

motivation that enhances the learning process.   

Reasons to be motivated vary for every student, but they tend to fall within two 

groups of either intrinsic or extrinsic values for a certain goal (Ambrose, Bridges, 

DiPietro, 2010; Beebe, Mottet, & Roach, 2010). Intrinsic values are process-oriented and 

pertain to internal drives. Students with intrinsic motivating factors are more likely to 

achieve intended course outcomes (Dirksen, 2012). Extrinsic values, also referred to as 

instrumental values, are related to the outside goals that can be achieved by doing a 

certain task (Ambrose, Bridges, & DiPietro, 2010). Extrinsically motivated students are 

more interested in the outcomes of the task rather than what they gain from the process. 

Educators can work with both types of values, because holding some value is better than 

none, but should strive to help students find intrinsically motivating factors. 

Along with students’ goal values, efficacy is shown to greatly affect motivation 

(Ambrose, Bridges, & DiPietro, 2010; Dirksen, 2012). Julie Dirksen (2012) describes 
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self-efficacy as “someone’s belief in their own ability to succeed” (p. 222). When people 

think they will successfully reach the goal they set out to achieve, they tend to be more 

motivated (Ambrose, Bridges, & DiPietro, 2010). If students find little value, either 

intrinsic or extrinsic, and do not believe in their abilities, they will be more likely to reject 

the learning task overall. In addition to creating learning strategies with the intention of 

reaching course outcomes, educators should take the extra time to make sure their 

students will find value in the activity and that they are in a position to succeed before 

engaging in the task. The following section introduces an educational concept that is 

effective in enhancing student learning, thus motivation to learn, within civic engagement 

practices.  

Experiential learning  

Civic engagement as an educational strategy has roots in the greater context of 

experiential learning. John Dewey (1938) was an early advocate of experiential 

education, and claimed that traditional education, like reading course material and taking 

tests, “does not provide students with skill development to deal with potential present and 

future issues” (Warren & Sellnow, 2010, p. 130). Experiential learning is said to facilitate 

learning of course concepts more effectively because it calls for a hands-on approach that 

motivates students to become engaged in active problem solving (Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 

1984). A main feature of experiential learning is active experimentation (Kolb, 1984), or 

in other words, engagement that assists students in applying concepts to situations, 

because it offers students a chance to realize the value of the activity in practical contexts. 

Active-experimentation practices also lead to self-directed learning, which is shown to be 

motivating for students (Beebe, Mottet, & Roach, 2010).  
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Civic engagement and service learning are educational strategies that achieve 

active experimentation required by experiential education, however, they are two very 

different approaches. Service learning has become the “best-known and most popular 

way for the academy to encourage greater civic engagement and community 

participation,” (O’Connor, 2006) (emphasis added). It is a strategy that promotes civic 

engagement by strengthening campus and community relationships, but it does not 

always center on issues of policy or societal change – aspects of civic engagement that 

directly affect the state of democracy (Berger, 2011; Levine, 2013; National Task Force 

on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement, 2012; Thomson et al., 2011). A 

complete definition of service-learning is provided by Bringle and Hatcher (1995): 

Service-learning is a course-based, educational experience in which students: (a) 

participate in an organized service activity that meets identified community needs 

and (b) reflect on the service activity in such a way as to gain further understanding 

of course content, a broader appreciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of 

civic responsibility. (p. 112).  

 

Most service-learning activities are based on experience, address human and 

community needs, build ethical character, and are essentially philanthropic. In simpler 

terms, service-learning can be thought of as course-related community service. This 

definition is more in line with what Ben Berger (2011) thinks should be referred to as 

moral engagement, because it promotes a sense of moral agency through volunteerism. 

Carcasson and Sprain (2012) tend to agree that civic engagement programs tied to 

community service “too often focus more on addressing symptoms of problems than 

bringing broad groups of citizens together to develop shared understanding, build 

capacity, and systemically address the problems themselves” (p. 20). Developing a sense 

of civic responsibility is no doubt a valuable component of being civically engaged, 
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however, service learning does not require students to engage in a deliberate dialogue that 

requires local, state, and national knowledge on certain issues.  

Although service learning does not always have a political component, it is still 

widely researched and accepted as an effective strategy that takes classroom content out 

into the community in the form of service. The California State University (CSU) even 

calls for service opportunities for all students and has since become a leader in 

community service learning (CSU, 2008). Service activities are “intentionally selected to 

align with the educational objectives of the course and with community partners,” 

certainly making it a practice that situates many universities as stewards of place, but is 

nonetheless just one form of civic engagement (Thomson et al., 2011).  

The Basic Communication Course  

The general education curriculum at most colleges and universities today includes 

a basic communication course (Sellnow & Martin, 2010). This course is thought of as “a 

first opportunity to introduce students to communication skills and theories” and has 

become a site for universities to implement civic engagement strategies (Morreale, 

Hugenberg, & Worley, 2006, p. 416). Goals of the basic communication course include 

fostering communication competency and becoming proficient public speakers that think 

critically about information, and civic engagement strategies can contribute to the 

achievement of these goals (Sellnow & Martin, 2010). Instruction in the basic 

communication course emphasizes the creation of more informed citizens by “helping 

students understand the importance of civic responsibility and preparing them to take an 

active and engaged role in the public forum” (Sellnow & Martin, 2010, p. 63; Ehrlich, 
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2000). The following section highlights the civic engagement strategy that has been 

implemented in various communication courses and is the focus of this study.   

The Great Debate  

The civic engagement strategy that is the subject of this thesis is the Great Debate, 

and it is unique in many respects. The aforementioned strategies either focus on students 

in upper division courses, students enrolled in one particular course, or focus on 

volunteering. The Great Debate is a daylong event that allows roughly 2,000 students to 

engage in deliberative dialogue with their peers, instructors, and community members – a 

strategy that combines social, moral, and political values. A more detailed description of 

this novel civic engagement program is provided below.  

The Great Debate was conceived in Fall 2009, during the cacophonous local and 

national health care debates. Local town hall meetings at this time were ineffective 

attempts at voicing community concerns. Due to this display of incivility at meetings, the 

assistant city manager approached university faculty members to create an event that 

could effectively showcase civil and communal discussion of contentious issues. Thus, 

the Great Debate came into existence and was put into practice within basic 

communication courses the following semester. Three hundred students and community 

members attended the first Great Debate. Wide acceptance of the event from full-time 

and part-time faculty increased attendance to over 2,000 students and community 

members in just four years. The event now includes all students enrolled in the required 

oral communication courses. Students from a nearby community college also participate 

in the event. The Great Debate is essentially a showcase of the research and work 

students have been doing in their classes all semester-long that results in a day filled with 
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informed dialogue, which adds meaning to their civic engagement experience. Taking 

work that normally stays within the classroom to the city council chambers and 

downtown city plaza is a rare opportunity for most students (First Year Experience, 

2014).   

 The theme of the Great Debate changes every semester, which calls for faculty, 

students, and city officials to come together to discuss topics that are the most current and 

relevant to the community at large. The topic is decided upon well before the start of the 

semester to allow enough time for instructors to plan class discussions and presentations 

that can be sustained for an entire semester. The theme is implemented in oral 

communication courses in three main ways. In the basic course, students individually 

research topics that pertain to the theme and deliver different speeches based on their 

research. Similarly, the small group communication course requires students to work 

together to create group presentations related to the theme. In argumentation and debate, 

the theme is used to craft resolutions that students then debate throughout the semester. 

The collective result of these different forms of engaging with the theme is a semester’s 

worth of face-to-face dialogue on a particular topic.  

 Students are asked to find smaller topics that are related to the theme of the 

semester for their presentations. Instructors typically share various topic ideas to get 

students thinking about the different ways students can discuss the theme. A Facebook 

page is also actively updated in order to provide students with a stream of topic ideas and 

articles related to the current theme. Although changing themes mean additional work for 

instructors every semester, it is worth the benefits. Students educate themselves and their 

peers on important issues, conversation is fresh, and there are fewer instances of students 



23 

 

 

plagiarizing from past speeches. Once at the event, students from different class sections 

interact with each other in a mutually and civically beneficial manner.  

 Roughly 2,000 students participate in the Great Debate each semester, making it 

unrealistic for every student to have a formal speaking role. Students can receive extra 

credit to present at the event either by trying out or being selected by their instructor. This 

process allows for the best representation of coursework and research at the event. 

Students who do not hold formal speaking roles attend the event and participate by 

engaging their classmates in questions and discussion about the topics of the different 

presentations.  

 The Great Debate consists of two different genres of participation: traditional 

platform speaking and interactive dialogue. Students who partake in platform speaking 

take the speeches they gave in class and present it to the public sphere. There is always an 

opportunity for audience members to ask the speakers questions after they give their 

speeches. Time for question and answer allows for more dialogue, clarification, and an 

enhanced experience overall for both parties. Moreover, community members who attend 

the event are also given the opportunity to ask critical questions that applies the students’ 

work to community concerns.  

 The interactive dialogue component of the Great Debate is manifest in two different 

forms: the “Civic Expo” and “Discussion Groups.” The Civic Expo is led by students 

from designated sections of small group communication who have created exhibits and 

informative displays that represent various topics of the theme. Each exhibit typically has 

some form of interactive activity such as quizzes or games that encourage students who 

attend the expo to participate. Students walk through the expo area while interacting with 
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other students, faculty, community members, and political party advocacy groups about a 

variety of ideas. The Discussion Groups are facilitated 30-minute dialogues in which 

students are led through a series of discussion points that prompt thoughtful sharing of 

ideas, opinions, and research. All students at the Great Debate are required to attend one 

platform presentation and one interactive dialogue event. Some students choose to stay 

and participate at the event even after they have fulfilled their requirements.  

 The Great Debate is a unique civic engagement program in that it operates on a 

larger scale than most strategies. There are many effective civic engagement strategies 

that focus on a smaller number of students, whereas the Great Debate creates change in a 

larger number of students (Weber, 2013). Everyone who attends the Great Debate has the 

opportunity to engage in meaningful dialogue about current issues in a way that can 

affect personal and societal growth. The Great Debate demonstrates to students and the 

community what organized civic discourse can look like. More importantly, it shows 

students that their voice can be heard.  

Critics of Civic Engagement in Education  

Some scholars, like Ben Berger, are troubled with the term “civic engagement” and 

believe it has grown to become a catchall term that has lost most of its meaning (Berger, 

2011). These critics, however, still believe in the mission and goals of what most civic 

engagement scholarship describes, which is why they set out to clarify the lost meaning 

of civic engagement in the first place. This section, rather, focuses on those who are 

skeptical about the purpose and effectiveness of civic engagement as a learning strategy 

in higher education.  
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 There are concerns over the priority that is given to civic engagement endeavors. 

Apprehension to accept new civically charged strategies is commonly due to the belief 

that if more attention is paid to how students engage in their communities, then less 

attention will be paid to course content and overall academic development. Moreover, if 

professors are focusing on civic engagement, there is worry that less focus will be given 

to their area of expertise, which is what they are trained to teach (Fish, 2003; Kline, 

2005). With more institutions exploring the implementation of civic engagement 

strategies, some are beginning to think that student education is no longer the primary 

goal or driving motivation for most institutions (Bermudez, 2012). This is an 

understandable concern, however, research points to general education or introductory 

communication courses as being an appropriate place to implement civic engagement 

strategies – much like the Great Debate (Carcasson, 2011; Hart, 1993; McIntyre, 2014). 

Doing so acknowledges the importance of teaching educational subject matter and would 

not detract from the content of upper division courses. Furthermore, civic engagement 

research advocates the implementation of civic engagement programs in first year 

courses because “the behavior patterns of new students are set early in their college 

careers” (Jacoby, 2009, p. 69).  

Morris Fiorina (2000) explains concerns about dedicating time to the development 

of civic responsibility because we are not totally sure if these practices work and that 

there isn’t enough evidence to show effects on social welfare. He is doubtful that there is 

a positive connection between civic engagement and social welfare, but he makes this 

claim without taking the time to include a study that shows an effort to explore a 

connection. There is much research to argue the positive effects civic engagement has on 
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students, indicating positive effects in other areas of society. Another argument against 

civic engagement is the belief that it requires faculty to take a stand on political issues 

(Fish, 2003; Kline, 2005). Yet, most civic engagement strategies promote the acquisition 

of knowledge and informed discussion of issues. What’s more, is that opposing stances 

often provide the best educational circumstances to demonstrate how civil and 

deliberative discourse about contentious issues can and should be carried out. Real life 

situations do not ensure that all parties engaging in a conversation will agree on 

community and policy issues. 

Stanley (2003) makes an even more fundamental claim against civic engagement 

in higher education stating, “democratic values and academic values are not the same and 

that the confusion of the two can easily damage the quality of education” (p. 1). Critics 

from this camp do not provide evidence of this being fact, and it is largely based in 

opinion. Groups of people became critical about higher education when the civic mission 

of schools appeared to be lost, and when civic engagement efforts became revived in 

educational practices other critics appeared. The best thing to do in regards to the 

effectiveness of civic engagement in higher education is to look at the research provided 

through assessment.  

 

Civic Engagement Assessment 

 Assessing civic engagement is a crucial part of incorporating civic engagement 

practices in education because they provide opportunities to achieve better 

understandings of educational processes. Assessments provide insight into what students 

have learned through civic engagement programs, which ultimately helps evaluate 
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program effectiveness. While the focus of the assessment for the purposes of this study is 

geared toward student learning, it is still possible to utilize the data for different purposes, 

like program assessment. The main reason behind assessment is that if courses require 

students to become civically engaged, there ought to be regular evaluations because the 

purpose is to enhance student learning. With more and more college campuses 

implementing civic engagement programs, it is more important now than ever to 

“produce information on [student learning] trends, program outcomes, and effective 

curricular strategies” (Hatcher, 2011, p. 90). Assessment data can provide strong 

evidence that may increase acceptance and participation of civic engagement endeavors 

in education. Additionally, students who complete assessments about their civic 

engagement experience have the opportunity to reflect on what they learned, which 

further enhances their learning experience (Mann & Patrick, 2000).  

As previously mentioned, there are various understandings of civic engagement 

from three main perspectives. Assessing individuals’ civic engagement becomes 

problematic when there are so many ways to engage that they ultimately call for the use 

of different assessment instruments in order to be accurate (Hatcher, 2011). Furthermore, 

civic engagement programs can be assessed for numerous student outcomes.  For these 

reasons, the aim and purpose of any assessment should be clear (Gelmon et al., 2001; 

Hatcher 2011). It takes time and considerable discussions to come to an agreement about 

the best way to create and implement assessment plans (Gelmon et al., 2001). Assessment 

is often limited by resources such as who is responsible for collecting responses, or the 

uncertainty of response rates. These concerns can be mitigated when civic engagement 

programs and assessments are imbedded in course structures. That way, it is the 
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instructor who administers the assessment and students receive credit for completing the 

assessment – much like the Great Debate assessment plan. 

Assessment situations are always unique, so selecting the best instrument for 

particular circumstances and goals is a crucial part of producing quality data. It is often 

helpful to look at previous assessment plans of civic engagement to understand what will 

work the best for contingencies within strategies and programs. Many researchers 

advocate both quantitative and qualitative approaches to assessment (Creswell, 1994; 

Gelmon et al., 2001). The benefits of combining different assessment methods are visible 

when sets of outcomes are validated in the outcomes of another type of instrument. 

Quantitative results can confirm significant differences after students civically engage, 

and qualitative methods allow students to elaborate on these outcomes. Completing an 

assessment also often calls for students to engage in a reflective experience, which 

contributes to transformative learning experiences because students can critically reflect 

upon their participation and civic engagement experience (Eyler, 2002). When students 

are asked to reflect, they see their experience in larger contexts, like how they affect their 

own learning or in contexts of social justice (Liu, 2011).   

 

Outcomes of Civic engagement 

 Past assessment of civic engagement provides insight into the different effects civic 

engagement experiences have on students. Results indicate positive changes in students 

who are civically engaged, both cognitively and affectively. Cognitive development is 

usually at the heart of most educational missions, and these types of outcomes include 

“theoretical knowledge and critical thinking, problem solving and decision making skills” 
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(Gelmon et al., 2001, p. 20). Affective outcomes are related to students’ “changes in 

attitudes toward community issues … and personal values” (Gelmon et al., 2001, p. 20). 

Overall, students who are civically engaged are more aware of their role in the 

community, are more involved in their community, and are more sensitive to issues of 

diversity when compared to students who have not participated in civic engagement 

programs (Astin, 1993). Students are also more interested in the development of their 

career, have better understanding of course content, and have enhanced communication 

skills (Eyler, 2000).   

 Civic engagement programs have proven to enhance students’ argument and 

leadership skills, and also reduce communication apprehension (Brammer & Morton, 

2014). On top of enhanced communication, civic engagement compels students to feel 

more excited about their future as citizens. Programs like the Great Debate place students 

in direct dialogue with their peers, instructors, and community members, which increases 

students’ perceptions of their self-efficacy, social empowerment, and the likelihood of 

future civic participation (Knapp, Fisher, & Levesque-Bristol, 2010). Civic engagement 

programs allow students the opportunity to feel “deeply involved in their own learning 

experience,” and that leads them to “feel as if they [have] grown more” than they do in 

passive learning environments (Strayhorn, 2008, p. 10). Barbara Jacoby (2009) 

documents other outcomes of civic engagement as especially important for students in 

their first year of college because their patters of behavior are “set early in their college 

careers and often last throughout their undergraduate experience and beyond” (Jacoby, 

2009, p. 69). When first-year students practice civic engagement it enables them to make 

sense of their personal values and goals, and they grow to learn that their behaviors and 
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actions in the community are directly related to these values. The positive outcomes of 

civic engagement opportunities are even more impactful when studies show that students 

carry these effects with them long after they graduate. Adults with a strong sense of civic 

efficacy recall experience events in their young adult years that strengthened their 

commitment to civic life (Jacoby, 2009; Hinterlong & Williamson, 2007).  

 

Conclusion 

Civic engagement is a broad concept that is popular in many different areas of 

study. However, a well-developed understanding of civic engagement can be achieved 

when looked at from a perspective of communication. Communication is both a process 

that enhances civic engagement efforts and an outcome of civic engagement experiences. 

This study analyzes student communication as an outcome of civic engagement.  

 Higher education has long-standing goals of cultivating citizenry among students, 

and civic engagement has been widely received as an effective way to meet civic 

missions. According to the literature, it is important to understand and consider aspects of 

student learning, like motivation and efficacy, before implementing civic engagement 

programs. Experiential education is a concept that supports the implementation of civic 

engagement programs like the Great Debate, and is found to promote motivation among 

students.  

 Civic engagement efforts do have critics, which is why programs are assessed to 

ensure effectiveness and to understand effects on students. It is best to utilize as many 

assessment tools as possible, but there are considerable steps to take when assessing civic 

engagement. This study focuses on an assessment tool that was created in order to better 
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understand the program and the effects it has on students who participate. However, 

analysis of student responses to the assessment is geared towards understanding how and 

why students learn as well as the aspects of civic engagement strategies that contribute to 

this learning.  

 Many outcomes of student learning have been discovered in civic engagement 

research, and this study focuses on outcomes as they pertain to learning outcomes of 

basic communication studies courses as well as the outcomes that may increase civic 

participation outside of school. Students who are civically engaged are shown to be more 

aware of their role in the community and are more sensitive to issues of diversity 

compared to students who do not participate in civic engagement programs. Additionally, 

students have reduced feelings of communication apprehension and are more proficient 

and competent communicators overall.  

 The purpose of this study is to further current understandings of student learning 

through civic engagement as told by students. Researchers have accumulated evidence 

that points to civic engagement as a strategy that positively contributes to student 

learning, however, there is not much research that relies on student voice to illuminate 

these findings. This study is a content analysis of student responses from a qualitative 

assessment of the Great Debate that aimed to answer the following questions:  

1. What do students’ reflections about their Great Debate experience reveal about civic 

engagement as a learning strategy?  

2. How do students communicate their interest to participate in civic engagement 

events? 
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3. How do different types of participation impact student experience at the Great 

Debate?  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

Reflective statements written by students enrolled in introductory 

communication courses at a California State University who attended the Great Debate 

are analyzed in this study. Full participation in the Great Debate means that students have 

spent part of their day engaged in structured dialogue surrounding an issue that is 

currently controversial in the community and society at large. After attending the Great 

Debate, students wrap up their participation by completing an assessment assignment that 

asks them to reflect on their experience. This study utilized student reflections of the 

event starting from Fall 2012 – Fall 2014. Due to the fact that the Great Debate is 

embedded in general education communication courses, the sample consists of mostly 

first-year students, but the average age is unknown. In order to give students credit for 

completing the assignment, course instructors are able to see who completed the 

assessment based on usernames. The spreadsheets used for the sake of this study, 

however, do not include student names and demographic information. 

 

Procedure 

Each semester, students complete two assessments that feature quantitative and 

qualitative measures as a way to understand the Great Debate event and how it affects 

students. Students are asked to fill out a quantitative survey that pulls from nationally 

normed measures of civic engagement and various other factors. Along with this, 
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students respond to prompts from a qualitative assessment that asks them to reflect on 

their civic engagement experience. The qualitative assessment is created using a Google 

form that only students have access to through their student email. Without a student 

email and password, access to the Google form cannot be gained. Participants are not 

required to provide demographic or personal information in this assessment, but as 

previously stated, section instructors have the ability to see which students completed the 

assessment. It is important to note that the qualitative assessment is formatted as a survey 

with questions that prompt long and personalized responses, which will be discussed 

below. The written responses are collected and compiled from the Google form into an 

archive each semester by the Great Debate administrators. Although there is an 

accumulation of student reflections from 10 semesters of the event, this study only looks 

to reflections starting in the fall of 2012, offering five semesters worth of data. The 

reason for this is that the assessment underwent alterations during the first five semesters, 

making fall 2012 the first semester that the current assessment was disseminated to 

students. 

The quantitative data gathered in the survey assessment of the Great Debate has 

been previously analyzed, which indicates positive learning outcomes, but it is still 

necessary to understand how these changes occur by analyzing the data in a qualitative 

manner. Qualitative research can help explain the quantitative findings and illuminate 

processes that lead to such outcomes in a manner that quantitative research cannot. It also 

allows for the understanding of different perspectives, and the effects of learning may be 

best explained through a student’s perspective. In order to understand the way students 

communicate about how these changes occur, it is important to pay attention to their 
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personal voice and lived experience. The qualitative research of existing documents also 

offers a context in which participants are free to assign meaning to their experience in a 

way that quantitative research does not consider.  

The existing documents of this study are the student responses to a series of open-

ended prompts in an online survey. The large number of students who participate in the 

Great Debate makes it difficult to effectively conduct interviews with students. While it is 

true that interviews allow the researcher to get more information out of participants, it 

takes additional time and does not always result in natural conversation because the 

participant and interviewer are usually strangers (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). Additionally, 

there are multiple components of the Great Debate that are spread across a large area, 

making observational data that could enhance accuracy and reliability difficult to obtain.  

Open-ended questions allow students to be honest and thoughtful in their 

responses and provide insight that other qualitative methods may not achieve. Students’ 

open-ended responses are essentially records, or, “written statements prepared by or for 

an individual or organization for the purpose of attesting to an event or providing an 

accounting” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 277). Records provide insight into people’s 

beliefs and communicative styles more effectively than other modes of data collection 

(Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). This type of record is viewed as more constrained than a 

personal document such as diary entries or letters; however, the goal of the assessment 

used in this study is not to satisfy organizational demands. Rather, the purpose of this 

assessment, as previously mentioned, is to illuminate the established learning outcomes 

by paying close attention to student voice.  
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Utilizing the Internet to administer the assessment and obtain student’s written 

reflections is an effective way to assess such a large sample because it offers flexibility 

for both the researcher and participants (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). The researcher does 

not have to take extra time creating a schedule to interview participants, something not 

easily done for this sample size, and participants can take however long they please to 

complete the assessment. Interviews are time sensitive in that researchers do not want to 

keep their participants longer than expected and they also need to save time for other 

interviews. In contrast, open-ended surveys give participants the freedom to think about 

their responses and it alleviates any pressure to have an immediate response. There may 

be concern that participants will take less time than necessary to answer the assessment 

questions, and some may, but it is an assignment that instructors have the opportunity to 

review, for completeness. For this reason, more students thoroughly respond to the 

questions than students who do not even though the quality of their responses is not 

assessed in any way. In addition to the ability to take time with their answers, participants 

can also add certain punctuation and symbols to express nuances of meaning (Lindlof & 

Taylor, 2011). Participants can tighten their responses to decrease any chance of message 

modification by the researcher, which is often done in verbal interviews (McCoyd & 

Kerson, 2006).   

Using the Internet as the sole means of data retrieval is often considered a 

limitation for data response rates in some studies because potential participants may not 

have access to computers or may not understand how to use them (Lindlof & Taylor, 

2011). However, that is less of a concern for this study. The participants of this study are 

college students who all have computer and Internet access on campus. Students are also 
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usually experienced in computer use because many classes require assignments to be 

completed online. If students have trouble completing an assessment they can ask for 

help from their instructor or the campus information and technology services. 

 

Instrument 

Participants are asked to respond to seven different questions regarding their 

experience at the Great Debate. The questions that are included in the assessment aim to 

reveal the way students think and talk about their civic engagement experience at the 

event. Questions are nondirective so that they do not lead participants to believe they 

should answer questions one way or another. Nondirective questions are types of 

questions that allow participants the freedom to define the scope and terms of his or her 

responses using their own voice (Lindlof & Taylor, 2006). The main point of using 

nondirective questions is to understand how participants describe and communicate their 

learning through civic engagement.  

Open-ended assessment questions on the Google form stay the same from 

semester to semester. The only exception to this is the second question of the assessment, 

because it changes to fit the theme of discussion each semester. The seven questions 

participants are asked to answer are as follows: 

1. What did the Chico Great Debate experience mean to you? 

2. What positions or opinions did you identify in relation to [the topic]? 

3. What activities did you engage in during the Chico Great Debate? Why did you 

participate in the ways that you did? 
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4. Was there anything unexpected about your Chico Great Debate experience? 

Please explain. 

5. Describe and evaluate your experience at the Expo or Discussion Groups. 

6. Did the Great Debate experience affect your perceptions of and/or behaviors 

related to elections? 

7. How, if at all, did the Great Debate change your perceptions of political 

discussions and dialogues? 

Analysis 

Students’ responses to the above questions were analyzed using an iterative 

approach, which is the conventional approach often used in qualitative content analysis 

(Tracy, 2013). Qualitative content analysis is “a research method for subjective 

interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic classification process of 

coding and identifying themes or patterns” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). It is used 

as a method “to classify written or oral materials into identified categories of similar 

meanings, [which] represent either explicit or inferred communication” (Cho & Lee, 

2014, p. 3) The iterative approach to content analysis is mostly inductive, meaning 

themes arise from participants’ personal accounts, but existing literature can still be 

looked to for guidance with this method (Tracy, 2013). The ability to incorporate 

knowledge from existing literature is somewhat deductive, which relies on “preconceived 

codes or categories derived from prior relevant theory, research, or literature,” and is 

appropriate when testing existing theory. However, content analysis still draws codes and 

categories directly from the data, only utilizing the literature on an as-needed basis which 

makes content analysis unique compared to other qualitative methods.  
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This approach is helpful when filling in the gaps of a communicative phenomenon 

that has previously established quantitative results, which is a goal of this study. Iterative 

analysis allows for reflection upon previously determined outcomes while carefully 

accounting for the voice and lived experience of students in an unobtrusive manner (Cho 

& Lee, 2014; Tracy, 2013). Another important aspect of the iterative approach to content 

analysis is that it is a “reflexive process in which the researcher visits and revisits the 

data, connects them to emerging insights, and progressively refines [the] focus and 

understandings” (Tracy, 2013, p. 184).  

 Due to the abundance of written student reflections, it is difficult to analyze every 

single response. The data was organized in Microsoft Excel sheets by semester starting 

with the fall semester of 2012 and ending with the fall semester of 2014. Within each 

semester, responses were organized based on course instructors to ensure that students 

from every section were represented. The reason for this is that not every instructor 

teaches the course the same way, and not every instructor introduces students to the Great 

Debate in the same way. There is roughly a combined 15 instructors teaching CMST 131 

and 132, the classes that are the focus of this study, each semester, so every 15
th

 

reflection was obtained for the archive of analysis. Selecting every 15
th

 reflection allowed 

me to obtain an even representation of student reflections from each instructor. 

Furthermore, I could not easily read through the average of 1,018 student reflections from 

each semester, leading to my decision for a randomized sample. Another reason for this 

decision is that every student response counts, offering no criterion for the reflections to 

guide my selection process. Ultimately, this called for a more randomized sampling of 

the data, which is why every 15
th

 reflection was included in the analysis of this study. 



40 

 

 

Roughly 66 reflections were selected from each semester, amounting to a total of 340 

student reflections that underwent analysis for this study. With responses to each of the 

seven prompts in the assessment accounted for, length of students’ reflections average 

around 320 words. This accumulation of reflections is robust enough for an accurate 

iterative analysis, while at the same time still manageable for a qualitative study.   
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Findings 

A total of 340 student reflections contributed to the findings of this research. The 

primary and secondary stages of coding took place over several days. During these initial 

stages, I first did one full read-through of the reflections. Through this initial reading, I 

developed a comprehensive understanding of the entire data set. I then went back to the 

data and began to color-code responses based on similarities among the reflections. 

During this stage of my analysis, I constantly made connections between responses and 

derived categories. I named the categories as I went, and upon further read-throughs of 

the data I moved certain responses to categories that were better suited. Once I reached 

the point of saturation, meaning every student response appropriately fit into a category, I 

then read through the reflections one last time to make sure my codes were thorough and 

made sense. I also highlighted student responses that best represent the categories in 

order to provide examples that could better explain my findings.  

Ten categories emerged from the students’ reflections after the primary and 

secondary coding stages. Once the categories were determined, I made various 

connections between them and found that when I looked at certain categories together, 

they were getting to a larger idea. I also looked to the literature for help as a way to find 

deeper meaning between the categories. It is important to note that I took the reflexive 

nature of the iterative process seriously, and continuously took a step back to analyze my 

personal reading of the data. I found three themes among the ten categories and these 
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pertain to the ideas of purpose, identity, and event critique. Provided below is a table of 

the themes and the categories they entail, along with reflection examples that comprise 

each category. Themes are displayed in order of being the most important to student 

learning to the least important, as voiced by students. A detailed description of each 

theme and category with examples will follow in that same order.  

Table 1: Theme & Category Overview 

Theme Category Examples 

Purpose 

 
1.  Applied Motivation 

 

 

2.  Mutually Informing 

 

 

 

3. Communication 

Skills 

 

 

 

4.  Just an Assignment 

1. “It was a great experience to 

give my speech that I worked 

so hard on to the community.” 

2. “I loved how every time I 

shared a thought of knowledge, 

I received more knowledge 

from somebody else.” 

3. “It gave me a real life example 

of how I can use my skills I 

have learned from the class in 

terms of discussions and 

speeches.” 

4. “Above all it was an 

assignment, so most 

importantly I came to receive 

credit.” 

Identity 1. Self & Civic Efficacy 

 

 

 

 

 

2.  Belonging 

 

 

 

3.  Personal Reflection 

 

1. “The Great Debate made me 

feel as if students had power. It 

was cool to see how regular 

students, just like me, were 

being heard from Chico 

residents.” 

2. “I liked meeting all the locals 

and getting to talk to them … 

overall, it helped me feel 

connected to the community.” 

3. “It caused me to question my 

party allegiance.”  

Event Critique 1.  Setting 

 

 

 

1.  “Limited space made the lines 

very long and the whole place 

was crowded. The amount of 

homeless that were still in the 
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2.  People  

 

 

 

 

3.  Design 

town square caught me off 

guard.” 

2.  “I got the impression that many 

of the people who were coming 

to our booth only did so to get 

the grade. It was discouraging.” 

3.  “Maybe instead of talking about 

the problem they can offer 

better solutions and focus on 

that.” 

 

Purpose 

 The theme “purpose” theme was the most salient in the data out of the three themes. 

More than any other theme, students talked about their reasons for participating in the 

Great Debate. The different purposes that students referred to were communicated as 

something that the event did for them, rather than something they did themselves, which 

will be discussed in the following section of identity. Since purpose for participation is 

the theme that resonated most with students in their reflections of the event, there are 

more categories in this theme than the two others. These categories – applied motivation, 

mutually informing, communication skills, and just an assignment – are listed in order of 

being the most common reason for participating in the Great Debate to the least common.  

Something important to note about this particular theme is that there were many 

transformative or change statements. This is true for reflections within other themes as 

well, however, there were more transformative statements that touched on a purpose. By 

transform or change, I mean that students often communicated that how they think about 

the purpose of the Great Debate after having attended is different than how they thought 

of it before they attended. The reflections that displayed a transforming experience were 

grouped in the categories that best fit what the students took away after having attended 
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the event, not what they thought of the event before, because the assessment asks students 

to reflect on their experience.   

Applied motivation. This category was the most common out of any category 

uncovered in this analysis. It is termed “applied motivation” because the Great Debate 

was an experience students considered to be applicable to their lives and future, which 

caused them to express more motivation to be engaged. The common characteristic 

within this category is that students communicated the importance of taking their work 

outside of the classroom for a chance to connect with the community. Students expressed 

things like, “it was nice to get off campus and it brought college experience to life,” and, 

“this seems more ‘real’ when it is outside of the classroom environment.”  

Another notable aspect of this category is that students treated the Great Debate as 

a networking experience to create professional connections and opportunities. Students 

appreciated the attendance of politicians and professional experts because it made 

political and professional life something more tangible. One student captured this by 

stating, “The senator came which was a great experience. Also, I spoke to a biologist who 

works in the water field in the Northern California area who offered me an internship. I 

really made the most out of this experience.” Students whose reflections fit within this 

category had a more positive outlook of the Great Debate, and saw it as more than just an 

assignment that was required for a class. This was something that was clearly 

communicated through transformative statements: “At first all the Great Debate meant to 

me was a grade but after attending it, it opened my eyes. It showed me how the Chico 

community came together, how the ones running for positions actually cared to show up 

and persuade us to give them our vote. It meant learning about the Chico community.”  
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An event that was originally viewed as a class grade, for most students, became 

something that had a purpose that meant more to students on an intrinsic level because 

they had the opportunity to take their learning to a scenario that could happen in “real 

life.” 

 Mutually informing. Another category that gave students purpose for attending the 

event is that it was a chance to learn from others and to help others learn, both students 

and community members. This was not just a reality for the students who discussed their 

participation in the civic expo and discussion groups – the interactive portions of the 

event – but from students who watched and presented speeches as well. Students felt they 

were learning in a way that was more interactive than other classroom techniques, and it 

was something they felt gave more significance to civic engagement. Students who did 

not expect to become so informed from their peers showcased a transformation of 

purpose based on their experience: 

At the beginning of the semester the Great Debate seemed like just another 

assignment that I had to complete for the class. After being at the Great Debate 

though, I feel that other speakers informed me very well on many topics. Not 

only did I get to listen to others to inform me on many controversial topics, but I 

had the privilege to be a speaker. 

   

Students felt that they ended up learning more within this interactive format. The 

information became more memorable for them as well, “A lot of people made fun 

interactive games that made learning about the different aspects of their topic easier and 

more interesting.” It is also worth noting that the term “fun” consistently appeared when 

students reflected on their interactions with other students, especially in regard to the 

civic expo and being a presenter.  
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Another aspect students communicated as important to their mutually informing 

experience is that they learned how to effectively share different perspectives. Reflections 

like, “The Great Debate demonstrated serious topics and issues can be discussed civilly. 

Debating isn’t necessarily arguing, and arguing isn’t necessarily aggressive,” and “It was 

a good way to see people debate their views in a civil manner,” encompass a purpose that 

is informative and constructive for all parties involved. Student discussions at the Great 

Debate are based in facts and lived experience, something representative of civil 

discourse.  

 Communication skills. Students also tied in connections from their communication 

courses, indicating that it was an ideal site to practice the presentation skills they are 

learning in class. Students noted things like overcoming their public speaking fears, 

gaining confidence, identifying with an audience, persuasion tactics, and how to be an 

attentive audience member. Reflections that fit within this category often overlapped with 

the applied motivation category, because they discussed practicing their communication 

skills outside of the classroom. “It allowed for myself as well as other students to put into 

play real communicating skills, and what we have been learning in this course, in real-life 

scenarios.”  

Other reflections within this category tended to focus just on the importance of 

communication and persuasion skills: “The Great Debate made me realize just how 

persuasive a lot of people can be. With a great presentation, speaking voice, attire, many 

of the participants were the full political package. Public speaking has a lot to do with 

how politicians are perceived by the public and their sense of persuasiveness is as well.”   
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An additional finding that is related to the concept of civic discourse in relation to 

communication skills, is that students were able to utilize the skills they learned about 

being an attentive audience member in terms of listening to all sides of an issue before 

forming an opinion. The importance of “listening to both sides of the argument before 

really making a decision” was commonly discussed in correspondence with the skills 

they learned in their communication courses.   

 Just an assignment. Unsurprisingly, many students did not see beyond the event as 

a requirement. Students whose reflections fell within this category did not indicate a 

transformative experience. They viewed the purpose of the event as an assignment before 

they attended, and that viewpoint was unaltered after having attended. Another notable 

characteristic of the reflections within this category is that they were much shorter, 

unrevealing to what they thought they learned, and lacked detail. Based on the data, it is 

apparent that these students place more importance on a purpose that propels them to 

complete a task rather than making the most of the experience. “It was an opportunity for 

extra credit and a wasted afternoon;” “The Chico Great Debate was mainly another 

assignment I had to attend for my communication class.” Some students communicated 

that they were aware of other purposes for attending the event, but stressed that it was not 

their main purpose: “Although the Great Debate was an interesting experience to hear 

new information and opinions on popular issues, above all it was an assignment, so most 

importantly I came to receive credit in my communication class.”  

Identity 

 This theme of identity, in terms of salience, was found in almost as many 

reflections as the theme of purpose. This is different than the aforementioned theme of 
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purpose because reflections within this theme used statements indicating themselves as 

the main vehicle for learning. Their experience was something they created themselves, 

and they saw change within themselves, it wasn’t something the event did for them. This 

theme is coined identity, because students reflected upon their experience in a way that 

shapes and informs who they thought they were as a person and entertained ideas of who 

they will become.  

 Self & civic efficacy. Reflections within this category noted the importance of 

getting out of the classroom and getting into the community, but in a way that highlighted 

their personal capabilities. Many students realized that their voice can be heard and that 

they are capable of affecting some type of change in their community. I grouped self and 

civic efficacy into one category, because the reflections that communicated the ability to 

achieve an intended outcome were both commonly related to who they are as a person in 

general and in the community. These students reflected on their experience in a way that 

was in tune with the future and not only who they want to be, but who they will be. Goals 

that students set for themselves or things that they find important were actualized through 

their civic engagement.  

Being civically engaged at the Great Debate helped students who felt like they 

weren’t taken seriously before attending the event. These students realized that people do 

care about what they have to say, and that what they do inside and outside of the 

classroom matters. The following reflection exemplifies this category: 

Being only 18 years of age, I feel that many people don’t take me as serious or feel 

that I’m not as educated on these sorts of topics. So through this experience I was 

able to be heard by others in the community and it’s an experience that has helped 

me feel more comfortable delivering a speech in front of a group of people. 
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This particular student expressed a desire to be taken seriously as a person by people who 

may know more than they do, and their experience at the Great Debate helped them 

achieve that goal.  

 Other students’ efficacy was expressed on a more civic level. Attending the event 

offered these students a chance to feel confident in their political habits, like voting. “I 

feel like I can take more of a stand now that I have background knowledge on certain 

concerns in Chico, therefore I am able to choose the best candidate;” “People my own 

age are able to go get information, collaborate, and find solutions. The biggest thing that 

changed in me is realizing that people my own age can make a difference if they try hard 

enough.” These students are interested in affecting change in their communities, and after 

attending the Great Debate they discovered that it is a realistic goal that can be achieved 

as long as they get out there and get heard.  

 Belonging. Belonging was a concept that entered students’ reflections in a variety 

of ways – like, establishing friendships, listening to perspectives, and finding different 

things they have in common. The Great Debate ended up being a place for students to 

feel as though they actually belong to something within the campus and the community. 

Many reflections communicated an initial lack of feeling this belonging, but after 

experiencing an event like the Great Debate, students discovered a method to feel apart of 

something more than just being enrolled in classes. Students made friends and established 

new relationships on a more personal level that contributed to the creation of their 

identity as a student of the university and a person in the community: “I met new people 

and made new friends who all have their own political views.” Even though students 

have different viewpoints, they can still find acceptance among one another.   
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The Great Debate was also a place where students expressed feeling comfortable 

showing their support for other classmates with positive outcomes, “I said good job to 

three of the people that presented and each of them have become friends with me. It 

honestly was a great experience.” This sense of belonging contributed to the inviting and 

inclusive environment of the Great Debate. Students were in a setting that rewarded the 

open discussion and sharing of multiple perspectives, which also added to the climate of 

belonging. “It means to me that people can have a chance to voice their opinions about 

things that matter to them and they remind us that we should care just as much;” 

“Everyone was so excited to be there and let their voice be heard. There were many 

different opinions but everyone was very respectful.” These reflections tie back to the 

concept of civil discourse and how these discussions should be inviting.  

Moreover, the topics at the Great Debate are usually controversial, so engaging in 

an open discussion about these topics are hard for students to do, yet these reflections 

indicate a level of maturity and open-mindedness, which is important to feeling as though 

they belong. The following two reflections exemplify a feeling of belonging even in 

discussion of sensitive topics: 

1. Listening to others speak about their experiences with mental health issues was 

very moving. Everyone had a family member or a friend that had some type of 

mental illness. Listening to how they reacted to it was very interesting and really 

opened my mind to all our problems with mental health. 

2. At the start, people were hesitant speaking on our chosen topic of gay rights. 

With the encouragement from the mediator, everyone in the group slowly began 

to open up. A majority of the discussion was based upon personal experiences … 

with everyone speaking at least once. 

 

These reflections and others like them reveal that students no longer felt so alone with 

some of the experiences they have faced in the past, or will continue to face, because they 
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see it is possible to create open and welcoming environments even when topics are 

uncomfortable or hard to talk about. 

 Personal reflection. The last category that comprises the theme of identity is the 

personal reflection that was sparked for some students by this reflection assignment. 

Many reflections outside of this category reflected on the event itself, what they did at the 

event, and what they took away as the purpose. However, the reflections in this category 

took stock of how they personally participated, and how their participation contributed to 

personal surprises or realizations that help shape their identity. These personal reflections 

evaluate what they wish they would have done differently, ways they surprised 

themselves, and their own belief systems.  

 Reflections that focused on what they wish they had done differently were mostly 

based on their participation at the event. “Looking back, I probably should have 

participated as an audience member when it came time for speakers to answer questions.” 

Reflections like this show that students identify who they are as students and how they 

can improve this identity.  

 Many of the reflections that communicated some sort of personal surprise were in 

regards to how little they actually know about political issues or how they thought 

politics were boring before attending the event. “The Chico Great Debate made me 

realize that I needed to educate myself more on government issues;” “I did a self-

examination about myself. Until now, I thought I didn’t have an interest in political 

discussions and dialogues. However, after finishing this Great Debate, I changed my 

perceptions of political discussions and dialogues.”  
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 Students also expressed concern about their own beliefs, and reflecting on the 

experience contributed to the realization that the stances they held before may no longer 

be the position they want to take after learning new information: “The Chico Great 

Debate experience ultimately served as a reflection for me. With so much political jargon 

and policy discussion echoing across the nation, participating in a discussion group 

during the Great Debate allowed me to truly evaluate my position on several issues.”  

Event Critique 

 This final theme called event critique was the least common type of reflection, but 

it still contributes to the current study. Event critique means that students took note of 

certain things about the event itself in terms of things that worked well or didn’t work. 

Many students discussed the setting of the event, the attitudes of people in attendance, 

and the overall design of the Great Debate.  

 Setting. The Great Debate took place in a setting that is not typical for students. 

While students appreciated stepping outside of classroom boundaries, as previously 

mentioned, some were critical of the space that was provided. Many students noted that 

the rooms were smaller than they expected and the crowds at certain times of the day 

made it hard to concentrate. “The lines were very long and the whole place was super 

crowded.” “It was very uncomfortably tight. We could barely talk to people that wanted 

to talk to us because we were so squeezed in there.” Students discussed this setting issue 

as something that was unexpected. It led to spending more time at the event than initially 

planned, and contributed to some negative outlooks. An interesting finding from the 

analysis of the reflections within this category is that those who were critical of the 

setting were unable to see the event as more than just a class requirement.  
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 People. Students also took note of other people at the event, both students and 

community members. While the amount of people at the event is more closely related to 

the setting, reflections in this category discussed the actions and attitudes of other people 

in attendance. “Something I found unexpected as a speaker of the Chico Great Debate 

experience, was how rude many of the audience members were (who texted throughout 

my whole presentation as well as others). It made me avoid trying to keep any eye 

contact with my audience and it’s not something that I would expect at an event such as 

this one.” “I got the impression that many of the people who were coming to our booth 

only did so to get the grade. It was discouraging while presenting to them when they did 

not seem that interested. I felt like I was being a bother by trying to have them be 

interactive and participate and maintain keeping them engaged.”  

Of course, the critiques of students mentioned in the above reflections are not 

representative of every student in attendance. Some students contrasted the inattentive 

students with those who cared, and explained how much they appreciated those students 

who took it seriously: 

The students who actually cared about impacting their audiences were, in my 

opinion, the main takeaways of the Great Debate; those students were what made 

the Great Debate worth my time and they were the ones who opened my eyes to all 

of the fascinating ways that citizens of a community can interact with their 

representatives as well as with one another. To those students: thank you. 

 

Other students expected a certain level of carelessness from students, and were pleasantly 

surprised when students broke that expectation: “I can truly say that I did not expect the 

high level of passion from the participants that I observed. They all delivered their 

information and issues as if they were the most important and interesting things in their 

lives. It was encouraging to me.”  



54 

 

 

 Design. The final type of event critique voiced by students was about the design of 

the Great Debate itself. Some students did not like having to watch more speeches than 

they already do in their classes:  

I’m not trying to be rude here, but you really are just boring everybody to death by 

requiring them to attend this. We don’t even pay attention in class while other 

groups present on these topics, so why would we be interested in hearing somebody 

from yet another CMST class present on the exact same topics that we have been 

hearing about for three weeks in class? 

 

And others had different ideas of what should be discussed at the event: “Maybe instead 

of talking about the problem they can offer better solutions and focus on that because I 

think most people are already aware of the issues society face.”  

 The student reflections of the Great Debate revealed the different ways in which 

students communicate and think about learning. The implications about student learning 

and effective teaching strategies derived from this type of student communication will be 

discussed below. 
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Discussion 

This study sought to answer three research questions regarding civic engagement & 

student learning and participation based on students’ self-reports of their experience at an 

event called the Great Debate. In this section, I first provide a theoretical discussion in 

response to my research questions. I then discuss the practicality of this research and how 

it can be applied within higher education.  

The first question asks, “What do students’ reflections of their experience at the 

Great Debate communicate about the use of civic engagement as a learning strategy?” 

The broad scope of this question elicits a longer response than the other two questions, 

and I answer it in two parts. First, I provide insight into what qualities of civic 

engagement effectively facilitate learning, as voiced by students in this study with the 

support of existing literature. Second, I discuss how students express what they have 

learned through their civic engagement experience.  

Civic Engagement as an Effective Learning Strategy 

Overall, the findings from the data in this study suggest that civic engagement 

opportunities positively contribute to student learning. Student reflections provide insight 

into the different ways educators can improve the effectiveness of their civic engagement 

strategies by voicing the aspects of their Great Debate experience that benefited them the 

most and the aspects they felt did not.  

Based on student reflections, engagement strategies that leave the classroom are 

communicated as being more purposeful and worthwhile than in-class activities. Students 

voiced that the opportunity to take their research outside of classroom boundaries 

provided an experience that helped them actualize their newfound knowledge and course-
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related content in a way that would not have been possible had they stayed within the 

campus setting. Thus, civic engagement as a learning strategy is more effective when 

students are outside of campus boundaries and experience a hands-on approach that 

connects students with one another and members of the community.   

The claim that civic engagement strategies are more effective in off-campus 

settings supports the driving ideas behind the literature of publicly engaged institutions 

and experiential education practices. Existing literature explains the need for universities 

to form relationships with the communities in which they reside (Levine, 2013; Ehrlich, 

2000; Kellogg Commission, 2000), and the findings in this study support such a need. 

Students who attended the Great Debate explained that the opportunity to exchange 

information about what they’ve learned with the public provided context to how this 

knowledge is actually useful. This finding advances the Kellogg Commission’s (2000) 

assertion that mutually beneficial knowledge enhancement is more likely to be a reality 

when institutions are publicly engaged.  

By noting the effectiveness of publicly engaged learning strategies, student 

reflections illuminate ways to enhance experiential education practices. In experiential 

education, John Dewey (1938) advocated that educators go beyond course readings and 

tests because there are fewer opportunities for students to develop skills when they are 

not engaged in active problem solving. That is not to say that active problem solving 

cannot be accomplished within the confinements of a classroom setting, however, 

students expressed that the Great Debate offered valuable opportunities that felt as though 

they were actually getting to the bottom of contentious issues and solving problems. 

Many students attributed this feeling to the surrounding environment and presence of 
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community members at the Great Debate. Statements like, “The Great Debate offered me 

the greatest of learning abilities, and that is hands on experience. Engaging with the 

community and actually talking to people one on one instead of sitting behind a computer 

screen creates for a more real experience”, and others like it demonstrate just how 

experiential education practices can benefit from being in a setting that is relevant to the 

lesson at hand. This type of experiential education is not often easy to replicate in 

classroom settings, depending on available resources, which indicates that students 

appreciate applying what they’ve learned somewhere other than the classroom. Civic 

engagement as a learning strategy allows educators to facilitate this application and 

eliminates any assumption that students take the time to apply what they’ve learned in 

real-life settings on their own.  

 Students with reflections similar to the above quote also communicate that the 

amount and quality of face-to-face interactions they had at the Great Debate contributed 

to their civic engagement experience. Reflections like, “It helped me understand it better 

and to be able to talk about it fluently,” and, “I learned a lot and realized that water 

privatization (my topic) was a serious issue that not many people know about and I 

wanted to share my knowledge and get more people informed,” tell us that civic 

engagement strategies effectively contribute to student learning when they are highly 

interactive, and that civic engagement events are more productive when they take place 

after students spend time learning and researching about the topics they are going to 

discuss. The interactions that were viewed as being higher quality and more informing 

are attributed to the amount of research students did before attending the event. The claim 

that highly interactive nature accentuates students’ civic engagement is supported by 



58 

 

 

students who expressed that they are aware of the importance of civil discussion within 

the community, but that they have never been in a situation where they have seen it in 

action, “I now for the first time attended a civil debate;” “The Great Debate showed that 

political discussion can be civil.” This leads me to suggest that civic engagement 

strategies are better received when there are a variety of different informed perspectives 

and people for students to connect and communicate with. Engaging in problem solving 

techniques with community members offered an outlook for students that helped them 

better understand the multiple sides of contentious issues through lived experiences. 

Civic engagement strategies that are designed to promote face-to-face interaction 

opportunities provide students a chance to witness and be apart of civil discourse first-

hand and contribute to student confidence and understanding of course concepts. 

An additional aspect that increases the effectiveness of civic engagement 

strategies found in this study is the opportunity for students to reflect on their 

experiences. Reflective activities are considered important to student learning because 

students are more inclined to think about the importance of their experience and have the 

potential to create further meaning (Mann & Patrick, 2000; Eyler, 2002). The present 

study reinforces this idea based on the personal realizations and changes in outlook that 

were communicated in students’ self-reports of their civic engagement experience. Upon 

reflection, many students articulated transformative experiences, realizing that being 

civically engaged is not as intimidating as they previously thought. These types of 

realizations do not always come about when students are not asked to make sense of their 

experience. Reflecting on educational activities also offers students a chance to evaluate 

their own behavior as well as the behavior of others, which creates a sense of meaning 
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and ownership when it comes to the quality of their education. When students 

communicate messages like, “Looking back I probably should have participated as an 

audience member when it came time for speakers to answer questions,” it shows that 

opportunities to reflect help them appreciate their education and promotes student 

growth.  

The aspects of civic engagement strategies that are discussed as effective in 

facilitating student learning in this section are deemed as such because of their 

contribution to the types of learning communicated in student reflections. These are 

discussed in the following section.  

Student Learning Through Civic Engagement 

This second part to my answer about what students’ reflections communicate 

about the use of civic engagement as a learning strategy focuses on the types of learning 

that were identified in students’ reflections. As the data in this study indicates, civic 

engagement strategies that are outside of the classroom and promote face-to-face 

interaction contribute to students’ identity formation. Many students voiced in their 

reflections that being at the Great Debate helped them figure out their place in society as 

informed citizens, a long-standing goal of higher education (Ehrlich, 2000; Levine, 2013; 

Sax, 2004; Mallory & Thomas, 2006). Civic engagement events like the Great Debate 

provide an outlet for students to create their own “active and engaged role in the public 

forum” (Sellnow & Martin, 2010, p. 63). Students revealed that learning to discuss 

political issues within the community is important for their future, which can be viewed 

as beneficial toward the development of informed citizenry among students.  
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Students’ self-reports suggest that developing feelings of self- and civic-efficacy 

play an important role in forming their identity as informed citizens. Self-efficacy is 

defined as “people’s beliefs in their capabilities to mobilize the motivation, cognitive 

resources, and courses of action needed to exercise control over events in their lives” 

(Wood & Bandura, 1989, p. 364). Civic-efficacy, in this study, is similar to self-efficacy, 

but refers to students’ beliefs of their own capabilities to exercise control over civic and 

political matters. Reflections such as, “I feel like I can take more of a stand now,” and, “It 

was very enjoyable to engage in discussions with important members of the community 

and voice my opinion about the matters at hand,” communicate that students began to see 

themselves as capable of effectively accomplishing whatever it is they set out to do. 

Through this civic engagement event, many students started to understand what it takes to 

sustain a just and civil society, something that had been previously deemed lost within 

higher education practices. Moreover, when there are increased perceptions of self- and 

civic-efficacy, there is a higher likelihood of future civic participation and increased voter 

turnout (Knapp, Fisher, & Levesque-Bristol 2010).   

Along with developing identities of informed citizenry, students expressed 

learning certain concepts at the Great Debate that are emphasized by the basic 

communication course – communication competency, listening skills, and proficient 

public speaking (Sellnow & Martin, 2010). Communication competence is understood as 

“a situational ability to set realistic and appropriate goals and to maximize their 

achievement by using knowledge of self, other, context, and communication theory to 

generate adaptive communication performances” (Friedrich, 1994, p. 24). With the 

abundance of differing perspectives and a variety of students and community members, 
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students essentially faced a situation that calls for communication competence. Even 

though their ability to accomplish this communication skill was something students were 

unsure about before the event, many were able to rise to the occasion and realize the need 

to articulate their knowledge in a way that is easy for all parties involved to understand. 

“[The Great Debate] helped me learn how I can give my speeches in away that will 

connect with all members of the audience,” and “I am able to talk about what I learned 

more fluently now,” all support the claim that civic engagement strategies help students 

learn basic course goals like communication competency.   

Students also communicated that they obtained better listening skills at the Great 

Debate. With the amount of dialogue and expression of different viewpoints at the event, 

many students began to realize how important it is to listen to opposing sides before 

forming decisions, “I should always strive to analyze the actual points being discussed.” 

Not only does reflections like this communicate enhanced listening skills, it demonstrates 

that, through participating at the Great Debate, students also develop an understanding for 

how important is to tolerate other perspectives. When students indicate that they will now 

“listen to every perspective,” they pinpoint exactly what it takes to be an informed 

democratic citizen. Moreover, the communal setting introduced many distractions that 

students are not used to when they listen to speeches in class. The hustle and bustle of 

students and community members in the city plaza made it so those who were in the 

audience had to engage in listening that was active and deliberate rather than passive. In 

addition to becoming better listeners, students were also able to identify good listening 

skills in other students, which amplified their appreciation and understanding of what it 

means to be a good audience member, “Another thing I found unexpected … was how 
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rude many of the audience members were (who texted throughout my whole presentation 

as well as others).” When students can point out audience behavior that is off-putting in 

interactive situations, like poor listening skills, it implies that they themselves have 

become or will be a better audience member simply based on observations of their own 

experience.  

It was previously mentioned that students view face-to-face interactions as helpful 

towards boosting their confidence and understanding of course concepts in terms of 

public speaking. Many students felt as though they became better public speakers just by 

watching other students give their speeches, because they were able to compare it to their 

own performances. Every student who attends the Great Debate as a class requirement for 

their communication course has given some form of presentation before the event. 

However, student experience with public speaking development at the university before 

the event is just with their own instructor and the classmates in their individual sections. 

Often times students’ perceptions and understanding of what they should do to achieve 

good public speaking is based on the lessons they have learned from a handful of people. 

However, the showcase of student speeches from a variety of instruction backgrounds 

helps students identify what they like about public speaking styles from students in 

different public speaking sections. Many students communicated a sense of shock when it 

came to the enthusiasm and preparedness of other students’ presentations.  

Students also valued practicing their public speaking skills in front of new, larger 

audiences because it helped combat communication apprehension, something that often 

hinders student public speaking. A common characteristic of students’ reflections is the 

disclosure of being fearful of giving presentations, but taking the skills they have learned 
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in class and putting them to action at the event helped those fears subside. “The Chico 

Great Debate experience made me realize how much the class has prepared me to speak 

in front of an audience. When I first was told I would be speaking in the city plaza in 

front of a larger crowd I was really nervous. After I spoke in front of everyone I felt like I 

accomplished something and felt good.” Even though students are required to give 

speeches in their class sections, the scale of the event added another element for students 

to overcome. “It’s an experience that has helped me feel more comfortable delivering a 

speech in front of a group of people;” “It meant I could further myself in beating my fears 

of public speaking and actually get better at it,” are all reflections that support the idea 

that civic engagement learning strategies promote the acquisition of proficient public 

speaking skills by diminishing fears associated with public presentations.   

The second question of this study asks, “How do students communicate their 

interest to participate in civic engagement events?” My answer to this question is based 

on the insight provided by students who expressed genuine interest in participating at the 

Great Debate, students who were not at all interested, and those who expressed 

transformative statements in their reflections. Findings from the data reveal that students 

communicate their interest to participate in terms of motivation based on their 

perceptions of purpose. Motivation is a crucial part of the learning process, and students 

who experience civic engagement opportunities tend to communicate higher motivation 

to participate (Ambrose, Bridges, & DiPietro, 2010; Dirksen, 2012). Motivation is either 

intrinsic or extrinsic for students, and intrinsic motivation is thought to increase their 

learning and retention. This study contributes to the current understanding of student 
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motivation by providing student testimony as to what motivates their interest in civic 

engagement events.  

Purpose was a main theme among student reflections, revealing that students need 

to have a reason to participate that they find intrinsically motivating. Students who were 

able to articulate their reason to participate as something that was meaningful for reasons 

other than a course requirement expressed more interest in the event overall. Based on 

student reflections, higher interest was communicated when they viewed their purpose for 

participating in the Great Debate as something that could be applicable in real-life 

situations. The purposes communicated by students with high interest to participate 

highlighted establishing relationships with the community as well as acquiring more 

political knowledge to become a better voter, “It made me more aware of what is going 

on as a student and community member. I would love to become more involved in 

knowing more about further discussions of political issues;” “It is important that voters 

want to be educated and informed, and the Great Debate did just that.” For these students, 

it was about developing themselves as a more connected member of the community who 

is in-tune with what is best for themselves and the community at large.  

Students who expressed little to no interest to participate at the Great Debate only 

communicated a purpose that was extrinsically motivating – to complete an assignment. 

These students’ responses to reflection prompts were very short and lacked detail, “It 

meant having to attend speeches and discussions because it was required;” “Another 

assignment I had to attend for my communication class.” This communicates a lack of 

interest to participate in civic engagement events because students who communicated 

high interest to participate had reflections that tended to be longer and more detailed,  
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Even though I didn’t vote because I was late to register, the poster boards and 

speeches gave me clear understandings of what each issue was on both sides of the 

proposition. If I would have voted, I would have had a way easier time deciding 

between a yes or not in a proposition because of the Great Debate. Almost every 

single political issue I’ve ever heard of was at this Great Debate and I feel 

extremely educated and my perceptions and behaviors toward politics completely 

changed. 

 

Some students were unsure about the purpose of the Great Debate, but once they 

realized a meaningful reason to participate other than to complete a class assignment, 

their interest in the event seemed to increase and they conveyed excitement to discuss this 

transformation through their reflections, “Now, after experiencing the Great Debate, I’ve 

come to realize that my perception of it couldn’t have been more wrong. Other students 

opened my eyes to all of the fascinating ways that the citizens of a community can 

interact with their representatives as well as with one another.” Even students who 

thought the Great Debate was just an assignment were able to find a deeper personal 

value and came to appreciate the connections they made with the community. 

Students in this study who were unable to see past an extrinsic motivation did not 

communicate having any meaningful learning experience either. More often than not, if 

their Great Debate experience only meant getting class credit, then they did not seem to 

communicate the same learning outcomes that were discussed in the first question. 

What’s interesting is that students who communicated this lack of interest made up most 

of the reflections within the event critique theme. Their reflections voiced that their 

perception of the event and the way it functioned had a lot to do with their lack of 

interest. Students who viewed it solely as an assignment communicated that the way they 

participated in the event was too repetitive of what they did in class, “We don’t even pay 

attention in class while other groups present on these topics, so why would we be 



66 

 

 

interested in hearing somebody from yet another CMST class present on the exact same 

topics that we have been hearing about for three weeks in class?” Students with 

reflections similar to this remind us that students are in control of what they learn 

(Ambrose, Bridges, & DiPietro, 2010; Dirksen, 2012). Educators who plan civic 

engagement events can only do so much when it comes to student learning, and that the 

students themselves are the ones who have to find motivation that interests them if they 

are going to reap the same benefits as students who have found a personally beneficial 

purpose.  

Perhaps students who lacked interest to participate needed to be better guided 

through the event, and could have chosen more interesting ways to participate. This leads 

me to the last question posed in this study, “How do different types of participation 

impact student experience at the Great Debate?” My answer to this question piggybacks 

off of the second question, and utilizes answers to the reflection prompt that asks 

students, “What activities did you engage in during the Chico Great Debate?” because 

this is where students identified how engaged they were in the different activities, 

whether they had a formal speaking role or not, and if they managed a booth in the civic 

expo.  

A main finding that helps answer this question is that students who held a formal 

speaking role or engaged in activities at the civic expo more frequently used the word 

“fun” in their reflections than students who did not, “This experience was fun because I 

got to inform people about my presentation;” “I also played a game they provided and it 

was fun!”  This communicates that when students participate in a manner that requires 

them to voice their own thoughts, they are more likely to positively talk about their 



67 

 

 

experience. The fact that students had a better time in settings that called for them to 

engage in an informed dialogue or play games that other students created reinforces the 

aforementioned claim that civic engagement strategies are effective when they are 

interactive.  

Moreover, students who identified as playing the role of the informer in their 

discussions more often expressed feelings of self- or civic-efficacy. Many students who 

included the words “capable” or “able” in their reflections often also indicated fulfilling a 

formal speaking role or that they in some way presented new information to people: “I 

was able to speak in front of an audience of about 35 people, and share with them my 

stand on mental health issues. So coming out to this community event meant I could 

further myself in beating my fears of public speaking and actually get better at it.” 

Holding the role of a speaker helped enhance students’ feelings of self-efficacy because 

many students expressed that they are not sure of their own ability to voice their minds 

and actually be taken seriously. “After I spoke in front of everyone I felt like I 

accomplished something and felt good about what I did. It made me more prepared for 

the future.” Acknowledging future importance for this type of civic engagement after 

their own positive experience delivering useful information to an audience communicates 

that, at least for the moment, students’ civic interest and participation may increase. 

Overall, student participation as an informer of well-researched information during their 

civic engagement activity helped them realize they are capable of achieving the personal 

and communal goals they set out to accomplish. 

However, participating as an audience member rather than as a speaker is not 

without student benefit according to the data in this study. Many students communicated 
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an important gain in knowledge just by watching other students present their speeches. 

Watching peers present their speech on a platform in the middle of the community was 

voiced as an impactful experience for many students:  

At first, I thought it was just another required activity for class, but after sitting in 

the audience and hearing my peers speak about diversity and discrimination in ways 

that I had never considered before, I was very moved at how my generation thinks 

and feels about the topics. It was amazing to hear the opinions of my peers and see 

them excel in a public speaking situation. 

 

Unexpected surprises, like learning valuable information about perspectives they hadn’t 

thought about before, were communicated as an effective way to learn in situations where 

they do not necessarily hold a speaking position. Learning that new information was also 

voiced by students as something that helped them feel “able to choose the best 

candidate,” communicating contribution to some audience members’ civic-efficacy.  

Another main reason participation as an audience member at the Great Debate can 

be considered an effective way to learn for students is because their friends and 

classmates were the ones teaching them something new. “I had a great time learning new 

information, and best of all I had a great time seeing my friends teach me that new 

information.” In a classroom setting, more often than not the teacher is doing the teaching 

and students contribute to the discussion. At this civic engagement event, students learn 

from other students and community members rather than their professors, and students 

communicated liking this change; “I was able to hear the voice of other students like me 

and I was able to become more open to the ranging ideas and opinions of the students I 

see everyday.” Students relate to their peers and take more notice when other students 

hold the role of the informer whether they agree with the perspective or not. Putting 

students in the positions of both audience and informer seems to keep them on their toes 
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and engaged in the learning process. This shows that having students participate in both 

informer and receiver positions positively contributes to student learning in civic 

engagement events.  

Practical Implications 

 In this section, I provide additional insights as to how educators can utilize the 

theoretical implications discovered in this research for their own practical use within 

higher education. I suggest practical implications that pertain to the nature of effective 

educational strategies and how to help students with low motivation achieve 

transformative experiences within their education.  

 My answer for the first question in this research study provides information about 

effective civic engagement strategies; however, it is worthwhile to explain how these can 

be carried out in everyday learning experiences. Something I derived from students’ 

reflections is that effective civic engagement strategies leave classroom boundaries. This 

theoretical implication was found within student statements that were able to assign 

deeper value and meaning to their learning experience because they were in a “real life” 

setting. Yet, it’s important to consider that instructors are not always able to provide 

students with off-campus events or activities. In fact, it requires a lot of work to create 

most activities in communal settings. It is possible, however, for instructors who are 

confined to classroom settings to continuously tie learning objectives to “real-world” 

experiences that students will value. This requires an open dialogue between instructors 

and students. Perhaps even initial assessments can be administered to learn where 

students’ interests lie. In addition to assessments, instructors can provide reflection 

opportunities for students after assignments or activities that, at face value, seem to only 
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connect to course concepts. This provides students a chance to contemplate how learning 

exercises are actually useful and worthwhile, which may lead to the transformative 

experiences we saw within students reflections of the Great Debate.  

 Another step instructors can take to achieve a transformative experience among 

students with low motivation is to offer opportunities where students can realize and 

develop their own sense of self-efficacy. Not only will this enhance student learning, 

developing feelings of self-efficacy will put students in a better position to feel capable in 

their civic lives – something higher education aims to achieve. Based on the research 

findings in this study and existing literature, I suggest that instructors provide students 

with activities that are highly interactive and self-directed as a way to enhance efficacy 

among students, thus enhancing student motivation to participate (Beebe, Mottet, & 

Roach, 2010). Students who were engaged in meaningful conversations at the Great 

Debate or gave speeches to a large audience were more inclined to express feelings of 

efficacy. The best way for students to engage in meaningful conversation is to advise 

instructors to lecture only when absolutely necessary, and to rely on interactive activities 

as the main vehicle for learning. I suggest that if students communicate with one another 

about course concepts during every class meeting, they will better realize their own 

capabilities as students, and in turn be more likely to assign value to learning exercises. 

Findings from this study lead me to assert that students in passive learning environments, 

such as lecture-based instruction, do not get as much out of their education as students 

who are expected to communicate and negotiate with one another. Furthermore, if 

students are inclined to feel more capable of achieving goals after highly interactive 



71 

 

 

activities, then perhaps civic engagement practices may be among the most effective 

learning strategies that get students interested in civic life. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusions 

At the beginning of this thesis I noted the recent shift from an interest in strengthening 

society as being a main reason students set out to obtain a higher degree to mainly career 

driven interests. Upon analysis of students’ reflections of their experience at a civic 

engagement event, I found support for the popular return to civic engagement strategies 

as a way to enhance education and prepare students for civic life (CIRCLE & Carnegie 

Corporation of New York, 2003; Ehrlich, 2000). With a general concern of decreasing 

interest among today’s youth in political discussion compared to the past, civic 

engagement appears to be a promising strategy that can help turn this trend around among 

college students (Blais, & Rubenson, 2013).  

Findings of this study offer useful information for creating and improving civic 

engagement programs and extend established understandings of civic engagement. First, 

students express having a more meaningful learning experience when they are in realistic 

settings (Huckin, 1997). Taking education outside of the classroom offers students a 

different outlook on their civic engagement and helps them think about it as something 

different than something required for school. High levels of face-to-face interaction are 

also important to civic engagement strategies, because it helps students exercise their 

communication competency skills as well as other basic communication course goals. 

Opportunities to reflect on their experience is also crucial to creating meaning out of their 
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experience and to evaluate themselves as a student who holds power over their own 

learning (Eyler, 2002).  

Student learning was also illuminated through this study. Students expressed 

feeling more informed as a citizen and used language that voiced feelings of self- and 

civic-efficacy when it came to teaching new information and affecting change in society. 

Reflections also communicated improvement in public speaking skills and less 

apprehension for future public discussions or presentations. Findings in this study also 

have implications for what makes students interested to participate and how different 

types of participation impacts learning. Most important to this study is that students 

communicate a need for purpose. When a meaningful purpose is realized, students 

express more interest to participate. Being outside of campus boundaries contributed to 

this finding. Students also communicate having a new appreciation for civic engagement 

when they fulfill dual roles of both informer and receiver.  

 

Recommendations 

 Limitations of this study include researcher relations and data set characteristics. 

First, the reflections I analyzed in this study were about an event that I attended myself 

during my first year of college, and that I now prepare students to attend as an instructor 

of CMST 131. I was careful to make sure that I remained objective and unbiased 

throughout this entire process, however I should note the close ties I have with the event. 

Additionally, I did not have the chance to alter assessment questions for the purposes of 

this study. Rather, the study molded to the types of responses elicited from the 
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established prompts. Finally, this study only focused on one civic engagement event at 

one university.  

 For future studies of civic engagement and student learning, it would be 

worthwhile to analyze the responses from students enrolled at the local community 

college that attended the event to see if there are any differences between institutions. 

Also, implementing other qualitative measures, like interviews, would offer additional 

insights into student thought process and how they verbally reflect on their experience. It 

would also be interesting to receive feedback from community members who attend the 

event to see if there were any communal affects after the Great Debate each semester.  

Finally, due to the fact that this study is just a snapshot of the ways students are affected 

by their civic engagement at the Great Debate in the short-term, administering an 

assessment to alumni who attended the event would allow us to explore any long-term 

effects the Great Debate has on students.
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