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ABSTRACT In addition to interest in undergraduate research, political science increasingly
recognizes the value of civically engaged research for various educational, professional, and
civic outcomes. With limited time and steep tradeoffs, instructors must find ways to
cleverly combine undergraduate research experiences with the broader normative civic-
education responsibilities of political science and higher education. This article presents a
course design that allows instructors to leverage their classroom for both civic education
and undergraduate research without the need for previously developed community
partnerships that are common to most engaged research and learning. Our approach
brings together undergraduate research and community engagement through course
design.

As instructors, we make decisions about course
design to improve student outcomes along mul-
tiple, often competing axes. Undergraduate
research experience often is understood as a
formative path to graduate study. However, not

all undergraduate students will pursue graduate studies, and
fewer will become academic political scientists. However, all
students will become members of a community and (it is
hoped) play a role in making life better for all. Accordingly,
American Political Science Association (APSA) presidents
Elinor Ostrom (1996), Robert Putnam (2003), Rogers Smith
(2020), John Ishiyama (et al. 2021), and Janet Box-Steffensmeier
(2022) have argued that political science education should
advance student knowledge and improve civic abilities. Fortu-
nately, research and civic engagement can work together
(Berger 2015).

Political science increasingly recognizes the value of under-
graduate civically engaged research (UCER) for various educa-
tional, professional, and civic outcomes (Sydnor, Commins, and

Reyna 2021). With steep tradeoffs, instructors must find ways to
cleverly combine undergraduate research experiences with the
broader normative civic-education responsibilities of political
science and higher education (Daniels, Shreve, and Spector 2021;
Levine 2022a). This article presents a course design that allows
instructors to leverage their classroom as a space for both civic
education and undergraduate research without the need for pre-
viously developed community partnerships that are common to
most engaged research and learning.

Civically engaged research (CER) is defined in at least three
ways, ranging from thin to thick normative and practical com-
mitments. Blanchard and Furco (2021) identified a thin under-
standing of CER as almost anything that makes a difference in
community life and builds capacity for change. A middle posi-
tion views CER as explicitly committed to improving commu-
nities, capacity, and democracy (Campus Compact 2020).1 A
third and more substantial approach was offered by Bullock
and Hess (2021, 716) “as the systematic and rigorous production
of knowledge through reciprocal partnerships with people
beyond the academy that contributes to the improved gover-
nance of social and political problems” (see also Blanchard and
Furco 2021, 19).

Alternatively, civically engaged learning (CEL) is understood
as “an evidence-based pedagogy that…emphasizes building civic
skills, knowledge, experience, and a sense of efficacy to develop
citizens who regularly and productively participate in their
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communities” (McCartney 2017, 5). These experiences also may
connect with other important outcomes, such as improving voter
turnout (Holbein and Hillygus 2020). As Sydnor, Commins, and
Reyna (2021) pointed out, UCER can be leveraged to make
progress in each of these areas: undergraduate research, CEL,
and youth involvement.

However, virtually every case of CER relies on preexisting
community partnerships (Berger 2015; Sydnor, Commins, and
Reyna 2021). Developing new partnerships requires substantial
time and energy beyond what most instructors and potential
community partners can give. Other pedagogical approaches
may be less time and resource intensive but lack similar positive
outcomes for student engagement and civic learning.We provide a
solution to this dilemma.

This article presents an alternative pedagogical approach to
UCER that does not rely on preexisting relationships but
instead begins the process of moving toward fully reciprocal,
mutually beneficial relationships. We begin with the premise
that students are already part of the university and related
communities and, therefore, are situated to ask the important
civic question: “What should we do?” (Levine 2022a). This civic
approach positions students as both agents and burgeoning
scholars. Students exercise agency by selecting topics of

study that interest them and that connect to a “live issue” in
their community. In this article as well as in the curriculum,
agency is understood as affirming one’s subjective existence
through concrete action in the world (Krause 2015, 21–57). The
overall approach may be open to multiple understandings of
agency, but the civic question (i.e., “What should we do?”)
motivates and orients the students’ projects, leading to engaged
research.

After forming groups to work on a semester-long project
related to their topic, students conduct independent and
coordinated research, contact and interact with potential commu-
nity partners, and present their findings in a public forum. This
pedagogical approach addresses the lack of extant relationships,
provides a substantive undergraduate research experience, and
lays the groundwork for future collaborative work. Because stu-
dents ask, “What should we do?,” they act as first movers but are
not necessarily “in charge” of a typical one-directional research
process (i.e., knowledge production in the university delivered to
the community). Instead, students form their research questions
—and potential solutions—in conversation with community

members. Our approach is liminal, situated between traditional
classroom teaching and fully developed forms of community-
engaged scholarship (Blanchard and Furco 2021; Bullock andHess
2021). This in-betweenness is exactly the point. It allows instruc-
tors and students to move toward fully fledged CER and CEL,
despite the lack of established relationships.

Furthermore, this course uses a meta-structure in which
students form their own groups, draft rules for their group, and
execute the project together, thereby solving a collective-action
problem of group work connected to an issue that they all share.
This means that students are doubly involved in the learning
process: research and the challenge of carrying it out are connected
to the learning outcomes related to the course content, research
production, and youth involvement—all without the structure of
an extant relationship. Because these interactions can be challeng-
ing, it also teaches the lesson that partnerships solve crucial
recurrent coordination problems even if they are not a precondi-
tion for research or action.

Confidential student evaluations have indicated that the
course is highly effective in achieving various goals for CER,
CEL, and youth involvement in politics. This course is a type of
“proof of concept” that we encourage other instructors to test and
adapt in different contexts.

COURSE STRUCTURE

In the Spring 2022 semester, 43 students at a large public univer-
sity enrolled in the lower-level course titled, “Everyday Political
Theory.”2 In addition to the semester-long group research pro-
ject (60%), students were evaluated through intellectual journal
entries (10%), two midterm exams (5% each), participation (5%),
and a final exam (15%) (Schmitt, Mehlhaff, and Ommundsen
2023). Thismay seem formidable for a lower-level course; however,
all assignments, readings, and assessments worked together to
advance the semester-long group research project by separating
tasks into manageable parts, cultivating student understanding of
the fundamental course material, and devoting class meetings to
the project.

The projects consisted of three parts. In the first part
(January–late February), students learned five “perspectives”
on politics that they were expected to apply in everyday life
(hence, “Everyday Political Theory”): citizenship, collective
action, deliberation, freedom, and equal opportunity. They then
self-selected into teams, chose a shared topic, and wrote individ-
ual papers from each of their chosen perspectives on their shared

This article presents a course design that allows instructors to leverage their classroom as a
space for both civic education and undergraduate research without the need for previously
developed community partnerships that are common to most engaged research and
learning.

This course is a type of “proof of concept” that we encourage other instructors to test and
adapt in different contexts.
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topic (see the online appendix, supplement C). Students were
required to choose a problem connected in some way to the
campus or the town for which they had a real relationship to
the issue. For example, one group chose to write about the
campus food bank. Students in that group wrote individual
papers on food insecurity and citizenship, the collective-action
problem of running the food bank, and so on.3 They received
extensive comments on their papers as well as advice on how
their group might progress collectively to the next phase of their
project. Other projects ranged from mental health services for
LGBTQ+ students to gentrification near campus to vaccination
rates among Evangelical Christians in the county.

In the second part of the projects (late February–lateMarch),
the students wrote a group paper on their collectively chosen
topic, bringing together their perspectives with feedback from a
relevant member of the community and consultation with a
graduate student (see the online appendix, supplement D). The
two graduate-student consultants assisted the instructor in
providing detailed feedback to each group throughout the
semester, including advice on how to contact and correspond
with relevant community members, synthesize the information
they obtained from stakeholders, and structure their argu-
ments. With nine unique projects, each of the two graduate
students and the instructor devoted specific attention to three
groups, which lightened the instructor’s workload. This aspect
of the course design is not essential, but we found that it
increased the amount of attention and feedback that each group
received.

After meeting with a graduate-student consultant, the group
that was interested in food insecurity connected with the food
bank’s executive board to learn about their challenges, ask
questions related to their perspectives, and receive feedback on
its project. In this way, the students established initial connec-
tions with an organization on campus and in the community. In
most cases, communication was limited to a single discussion,
followed by an invitation to attend a public poster presentation.
However, these initial contacts established a point of connection
for future collaboration in CER, with either the same students in
different courses or new students in the course. Crucially, these
relationships did not require cultivation in advance to benefit
both parties.

After speaking with a member of the relevant community
group, team members drafted a group paper in an attempt to
answer the question, “What should we do?,” regarding the
agreed-on local problem (Levine 2022a). Their research question
was always practically grounded in the issue studied. For the food
bank, students synthesized their independent research on food
insecurity across perspectives and details of the local food bank
to arrive at several interwoven responses, grounded in the facts of
the case and constrained by the goals of their community partner.
Rather than trying to “solve” the problem of food insecurity, their
research goals were to gain the relevant knowledge, build rela-
tionships, and grow in their personal commitments to make
improvements while also analyzing the institutional elements
of the problem in need of reform. Students received extensive
feedback on the group paper in an effort to refine their approach,
outline tradeoffs or normative pitfalls, and streamline their
thinking.

In the third part of the projects (late March–late April),
students condensed their group paper into a poster presentation

(see the online appendix, supplement E). Presentations were
given at the end of the semester in a public forum where friends,
faculty, and members of the community attended, asked ques-
tions, and offered feedback. These presentations enabled the
students to make their research reciprocal, offer insights on
improved governance, raise awareness, and develop partnerships
in a manner that reflected the preliminary nature of these
relationships (Udani and Dobbs 2021; see also the online appen-
dix, supplement F).

The group research project was highly demanding, both
intellectually and practically. Students had to form a team, arrive
at a topic, divide responsibilities, conduct independent research
from different perspectives, meld those perspectives, and deliver
a final research product accessible for community members.
Crucially, this research experience mimics the iterative and
constructive technique used in undergraduate research (Ayoub
2022) while also developing an engaged research relationship
with the community. Although they were guided by the instruc-
tor, students conducted self-directed CER that connected directly
to a problem in their community and the course content.
Whereas none of the students “solved” their problem, they
learned a great deal about a local issue and considered potential
improvements. In some cases, their projects were exceptionally
insightful.

THE GROUP RESEARCH PROJECT AS CEL, RESEARCH
EXPERIENCE, AND PARTNERSHIP BUILDING

Although most students will not advance to graduate work, all
of them must ask the question, “What should we do?” This
fundamentally civic question is appropriate for curricula
because higher-education institutions aspire to train good cit-
izens, necessitating the development of various civic skills.4 For
our course, this meant applying the five perspectives of citizen-
ship, deliberation, collective action, equal opportunity, and
freedom.

Similar to the framework used by Levine (2022a) and the
Tufts University College of Civic Life (Levine 2022b), these
perspectives equip students to ask, “What should we do?,” about
a given problem through different lenses. Looking through the
lens of citizenship, for example, might lead to reflections on the
rights and responsibilities of membership and the ways in which
some individuals are denied citizenship status or full member-
ship to see what “we” means. The deliberative lens focused on
resolving conflicts related to values through mutual understand-
ing and decision making, and the collective-action perspective
provided insight on institutional design and the division of
cooperation into multiple interrelated parts. The equal-
opportunity perspective helped students to think about the value
of opportunity and its relationship to social norms and structure.
Discussing freedom led them to reflect on the enabling condi-
tions for agency. In summary, membership, values (e.g., free-
dom), institutions, and their interrelated properties unified the
course focus on the civic question.

Bringing these perspectives to bear on a local problem meant
asking, “What should we do?,” given the values of students, the
community members, and the interplay of normative and posi-
tive frameworks for shared life. That is, civic skills are exercised
in a particular context with particular people. Therefore, the
focus is on local knowledge and connections outside of the
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classroom, collective and incremental over unilateral and defin-
itive action, and the recognition of complex social problems.
Students had to wrestle with and ask initial questions, learn
more, ask again, reframe the question, and so on.

In this way, a course designed on the assumption that most
students will not attend graduate school nevertheless includes a
significant research experience. The task of preparing students for
graduate education and the knowledge economy through research
does not preclude civic engagement—they go together. In addition
to the course evaluations, the students’ final projects were evi-
dence of their assimilation of this multi-perspectival approach to
civic-skills acquisition and research (see the online appendix,
supplement F).5

The course design also serves to develop new relationships
with campus and community partners for future research. Mak-
ing connections with potential stakeholders in the community is
an essential aspect of community organizing and civic action.
Delivering ready-made connections to students presents an
unrealistic expectation of civic action and creates a status-quo
bias (i.e., working only with extant relationships), potentially
undercutting student agency. The students’ diverse projects were
driven by their experiences and interests in unpredictable ways,
but they nevertheless established contact with community part-
ners, received feedback, and invited them to attend their pre-
sentations. Although not full-fledged CER or CEL, the project
enabled students and community members to connect, reason,
and reflect.

STUDENT COURSE EVALUATIONS

To assess whether this approach achieved the desired learning
outcomes, we used anonymous data from university-sanctioned
and -implemented course evaluations that we conducted at the
end of the semester, after all components of the group project had
been completed. To tailor this evaluation to key learning outcomes
from the course, we included a series of free-response items that
captured the effects of the course on the students’ approach to
community involvement, approach to leadership, knowledge of
the university and surrounding community, optimism about their
ability tomake positive changes in their community, and approach
to the study of political science. Of the 43 students in the course,
28 completed the evaluation—a response rate of 65%. Because
participation in the group project was a compulsory component,
our results naturally lacked a control group; therefore, we were
unable to make comparisons using a content-only approach.
Furthermore, as with any course evaluations, the results may be
subject to selection effects and personal biases. Nevertheless, we
view the student evaluations, along with project deliverables, as
informative of the effectiveness of this course design and research
project.

Overall, the results suggest that the course—and the research
component in particular—had a strong impact on students’ com-
munity involvement and their perceptions of civic engagement. Of
the total students, 96% expressed that the course led them to
rethink their approach to community involvement. The outcomes
mentioned most often were their intention to play a more active
role in various community organizations with which they inter-
acted, the realization that progress can be incremental and need
not involve high-profile changes, and the recognition that com-
munity is a collective effort not controlled by any one person. This

latter finding aligns with the students’ approach to leadership: 77%
indicated positive changes in this area. Reflecting the idea that
community participation requires a collective effort, they empha-
sized that they perceived leadership as multilateral organizing
rather than unilateral problem solving, and they learned that
non-leaders can still be actively involved in key organizational
decisions.

All of the evaluations indicated an increased knowledge of the
community and an especially heightened awareness of the inner
workings of the organizations that the students studied. More
important for their continued community engagement was their
understanding that change often is slow but nevertheless they can
have a positive impact on the university and surrounding com-
munity. One way this can be achieved is by separating seemingly
entrenched problems into manageable parts. This was a central
theme mentioned by 73% of the students, who stated that they
were more optimistic about their ability to make changes in their
community as a result of the course.

Finally, as Ishiyama et al. (2021) pointed out, demonstrating
how political science advances the understanding and resolution
of real-world problems is a crucial outcome in the reform of
political science education. Combining this element with substan-
tial research experience enabled students to see the potential
impact of research in their community—doing good, engaged
research can make a difference: 77% indicated that the course
changed their approach to the study of political science. In their
evaluations, almost all of the students wrote about the value of
applying abstract concepts to concrete problems and political
actions, especially in the political theory subfield. They expressed
that they finally understood how institutions worked, despite
initially learning about them in their introductory courses. Addi-
tionally, they indicated that the UCER project made political
science accessible and practical, and it taught them how to assess
political behaviors and institutions rather than merely learning
facts about them.6

DISCUSSION

Allowing students to generate ideas, create a plan, and initiate a
relationship with outside organizations created space for UCER
in a course that reflected their own interests, laid the groundwork
for future collaboration, and prepared them as citizens and
researchers. Crucially, none of these methods or outcomes relied
on preexisting partnerships with outside organizations—how-
ever, they did establish relationships that students and instructors
could return to for future collaboration.

Instructors should adapt the group project and course design to
enable their students to attain significant research experience and
civic engagement. This was a demanding course for students, and
their success did not result from a single assignment at the end of
the semester. Instead, the course was oriented toward completing
the project across several months. Although this implies signifi-
cant instructor work, the project front-loaded the amount of
grading as individual papers progressed to group work. Organiz-
ing students in groups also reduced the number of community
connections needed. However, group work is not only a logistical
strength of the course—it also is reflective of the emphasis on
collective action for change.

We also stress that, as instructors, we did not know how the
course would conclude. Enabling students to develop connections
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with community organizations and campus offices of their own
choosingmeans that instructors lack control over every element of
the course. We view this as beneficial. It also means that instruc-
tors should guide students in the practicalities of communication
with outside groups and prepare them for the reality that not all
potential participants in a collective-action situation will be inter-
ested or able to interact. Some students never heard back from
their identified community partner; others were in frequent con-

tact. Not all group members were equally cooperative. Ultimately,
this is consistent with the meta-structure of the course and
learning outcomes: making a change is difficult not only because
the world is complex but also because it requires cooperation.

Finally, the approach is situated between unengaged classroom
approaches on the one hand and fully engaged civic learning and
research on the other. Our approach did not fully cultivate rela-
tionships with the community and achieve the attendant obliga-
tions of reciprocity; therefore, is it better to entirely forgo
engagement? Should instructors pursue CER and CEL “all the
way” or not at all?

We defend our liminal approach with three reasons. First,
similar to other types of relationships, partnerships gradually grow
and generate obligations of reciprocity; acquaintances do not have
the same obligations as best friends. This does not mean that
students have no obligations; rather, the obligation to fulfill some
best practices (e.g., payment of community partners) is not gener-
ated from one informal conversation. As Bullock and Hess (2021,
718) noted the hallmark of researchmasquerading as CER is that it
limits reciprocity. In our view, communicating research output to
community partners in the public poster session fulfills the recip-
rocal obligations, given the preliminary exchange between the
students and the burgeoning community partners. This commu-
nication is neither the end of nor a limit on reciprocal obligations,
but it may serve as the beginning of something more substantial.

Second, keeping engagement minimal with an intention of
increased partnership in the future accounts for the constraints of
time, attention, and resources on community organizations. Not
all engagement will develop into a lasting partnership because it
may be too costly for community stakeholders. Our approach does
not entail expending significant resources for either party,
whether or not they choose to engage.

Third—and perhapsmost important for future iterations of the
course—because of the unique student connection to campus,
those projects that focus on cooperation with an on-campus entity
are easier to justify than off-campus partners. Given the proximity,
incentives, and extant preferences for intra-campus cooperation,
on-campus partnerships may be more likely to persist and thrive.
Furthermore, because institutions of higher learning are explicitly

committed to training good citizens, interacting with students
fulfills institutional goals. Moreover, student standing and inter-
est in the on-campus civic question is indisputable. The “we” in
“what should we do” about on-campus issues is more likely to
include students than many off-campus issues. For these reasons,
this liminal approach is especially justifiable in the on-campus
case.7 We encourage instructors to experiment with the approach,
testing its viability as a bridge between traditional, inwardly

focused models of pedagogy and more developed models of CER
and CEL.
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NOTES

1. See Blanchard and Furco (2021) for a complete discussion of the various types of
engaged scholarship.

2. See the online appendix, supplement B, for the abridged syllabus and supplements
C through E for materials related to the group project.

3. This approach shares some features with Druckman (2015) but differs in that it
represents an approach to CER.

4. We do not claim that our approach completely covers civic skills or that it is the
only reasonable way to move toward more substantive UCER.

5. It is difficult to capture the quality of these poster presentations. In making brief
comments and taking attendee questions, students not only spelled out the
importance of a particular issue. They also were able to explain the value of
addressing it in a specific way reflective of various values and to acknowledge
tradeoffs of their approach focusing on practical application.

Allowing students to generate ideas, create a plan, and initiate a relationship with outside
organizations created space for UCER in a course that reflected their own interests, laid the
groundwork for future collaboration, and prepared them as citizens and researchers.
Crucially, none of these methods or outcomes relied on preexisting partnerships with
outside organizations; however, they did establish relationships that students and
instructors could return to for future collaboration.
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6. The online appendix, supplement G, lists standard course-evaluation items and
compares results to department averages.

7. This hasmixed effects: on-campus partnerships mitigate ethical complications but
make the university–community relationship weaker than it would be if interact-
ing with off-campus partners. This is a further consideration for adaptations of the
course.
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