THE COLLEGE AS CITIZEN:
One College Evolves through the Work of Public Deliberation
By Douglas Challenger
Over the last year or so, several faculty members at Franklin
Pierce College have helped establish a new kind of civic organization called the New Hampshire Center for Civic Life. During that
time, the college has begun to see many benefits from its support
and sponsorship of this innovative organization. The benefits
include: new and stronger relationships with organizations, communities, and grantmaking foundations; improvements in the
campus climate for diversity; innovative curricular and pedagogical reform; and professionally transformative faculty development.
All of this has contributed substantially to the college’s growing
reputation as a leader of innovative programs among small liberal
arts colleges. In what follows, I will briefly describe how the New
Hampshire Center for Civic Life has helped bring about these
various improvements and suggest how this new initiative has
enabled the college to mote effectively meet its goals.

The New Hampshire Center for Civic Life: A New
Kind of College/Community Partnership
The New Hampshire Center for Civic Life is made up of individuals and organizations that are working to bring citizens together
in nonpartisan community forums on and off our campus to discuss some of the most pressing issues that face our campus, the
state, and the nation. It is animated by the idea that democracy
needs the deliberative wisdom and public action of responsible
citizens if it is to work well. The New Hampshire Center for Civic
Life is a nonpartisan, nonprofit organization dedicated to building the practices of deliberative democracy in our state and across
the northern New England region. We are currently considering
changing our name to the New England Center for Civic Life as a
result of partnerships that we are developing with organizations
and institutions in states other than New Hampshire. We convene
forums and study circles on issues that matter to New Hampshire
residents. Participants in these public discussions have the opportunity to consider multiple perspectives, to learn from each other,
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to understand areas of disagreement, and to discover common
areas of concern as they try to formulate public policy decisions
together.
All our work is done in collaboration with partnering organizations that help us reach into many segments of our communities.
Working with secondary schools and colleges, with media and
civic organizations, along with many others, the goal is to engage
citizens in a democratic process that enhances our ability to work
together to address issues that are relevant to our daily lives.
We also train moderators and convenors for local community
forums and teach issue-framing practices that help promote public
deliberation. We are the home of 1 of 29 Public Policy Institutes
on deliberative democracy held in cooperation with the National
Issues Forums Institute. We sponsor a variety of workshops
throughout the year. Through education, training, and participatory action research, the New Hampshire Center for Civic Life also
helps institutions (higher education, the media, public schools,
and government) expand their civic purposes and actions in ways
that build a stronger, deliberative, more active public.
For example, one important linkage that Franklin Pierce
College recently made through this initiative was with the
University of New Hampshire Cooperative Extension. Our two
very different institutions have begun to collaborate on projects
that aim to build community through public deliberation. The
New Hampshire Center for Civic Life provides a way for us to
work together on that goal in complementary and mutually beneficial ways.
These new organizational partnerships are developing around
a whole range of efforts and will provide a basis for future fund
raising that will improve the college’s relationship and reputation
with grantmaking foundations and corporations. Like other places
across the country, villages and towns in northern New England
want to find more constructive ways to address needs of children
and youth, support families, strengthen public schools, decrease
drug and alcohol abuse, fight crime, improve race and ethnic relations and respect for diversity of all kinds, manage land and water
use, and create community-sustaining approaches to economic
development. The New Hampshire Center for Civic Life has
begun to help a number of communities address these and other
kinds of issues through the practices of deliberative democracy. We
will continue to do so even more as our resources grow and our
work becomes better known.
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Improving the Campus Climate for Diversity
While this work was taking shape last year with the primary goal
of working off campus in communities across the state, a series of
events at the college led us to discover ways public deliberation
could help the campus and be of use in our own classrooms.
Our small and sleepy New England college was awakened to
the need to be more attentive to diversity last school year when the
campus experienced two violent student conflicts where racial
slurs were hurled and people were physically hurt. The first incident occurred in April of 1998 and, less than nine months later, a
second one took place in early December. In both cases, the incidents were thoroughly investigated and the college administration
swiftly and appropriately disciplined the students involved.
But, after the second incident, a small group of minority students sought to heighten the awareness of college administrators
about racial intolerance on our predominantly white campus, and
in a meeting with school officials, discussed the need to improve
the college’s climate for diversity of all kinds. The college president
and other senior staff moved quickly to address these concerns.
During the ensuing weeks and over the holiday break, a new
diversity committee at the college was formed, help was enlisted
from an outside expert in race relations, and a plan was drawn up
to hold a daylong, collegewide meeting when students and faculty
returned to campus to begin the spring semester.
The event included a couple of short films and some opportunities for discussion, but the main focus of the campuswide
meeting was a keynote address by a distinguished AfricanAmerican sociologist of race relations on the challenges and
strengths of racial diversity in higher education. The event, for
which a day of classes were canceled and to which all members of
the college were invited, was attended by nearly half of our 1,495
students and almost all of the staff and faculty. The daylong meeting was a clear statement to the college community that the
administration intended to make a decisive and long-term commitment to improving the campus climate in relation to diversity.
Beyond this rather dramatic response, however, the diversity committee and the college administration seemed unsure of what to
do next.
It was soon after that daylong campuswide event that a friend
and former teacher encouraged me to make some significant
changes to how I was teaching my general education social science
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course. As a result, I created space in the class for students to pre-cpare a series of campus forums on race and ethnic relations last
spring. These forums enabled approximately 120 students, along
with a small number of faculty and staff, to deliberate and learn
about racial diversity and intolerance.
This unique class project grew out of some experimenting I
had been doing the semester before using the same National Issues
Forums (NIF) model of deliberative dialogue that we were teaching to citizens off campus through the institutes and workshops of
the New Hampshire Center for Civic Life.
My class of mostly white students worked for the better part
of the semester to frame the issue, prepare discussion guidebooks,
and learn how to moderate deliberative public forums. The culminating event of the class project occurred in late April when the
class organized and moderated a series of four 2 and 1/2 hour open
forums to address the question “How Can We Improve Race and
Ethnic Relations on Campus?”
At the end of the semester, the students wrote about their
experiences. Many had come to all the forums even though they
were only required to attend the one that their group was moderating. They spoke about how they had been changed by engaging in
and moderating this kind of dialogue with fellow students of different racial and ethnic backgrounds.
During this course, it became clear that one of the biggest
obstacles to progress in race relations today is white people’s denial
of the continuing need for significant change in the way they relate
to members of various minority groups as well as in the biased
nature of many institutional policies and procedures. Students’
comments about this course reveal that this new way of teaching
about these issues succeeded in breaking through that denial. It
allowed this group of students and those who attended the forums
to consider how different their various life experiences were as a
result of their different racial and ethnic backgrounds. Listening to
the stories told by people of color, white students slowly learned
that their experiences were not the same as those of minority students. They began to discover that their mistaken notions about
the commonalties of experience were a major obstacle to developing productive relations across racial lines.
The framework for the course raised this awareness like no
other educational technique I have ever used. The sustained dialogue that these forums facilitated raised white students’ awareness
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about the inequalities with which their classmates of color cope
every day. The minority students who participated in the forums
also seemed to be encouraged by the exchanges these structured
conversations allowed.
Closer connections across racial lines were forged.
Interestingly enough, this was achieved not by trying to insist that
we are all alike and share the same beliefs. Instead, we were able to
move toward greater understanding and unity by allowing for the
expression and presentation of different experiences and perspectives. Students were able to express, question, and challenge
different interpretations of experiences and situations. This contributed enormously to the public knowledge of all the
participants.
Students proposed a variety of new school policies.
Throughout the process, they were challenged to rethink these
proposals when students with backgrounds different from theirs
gave arguments or told stories from their experience that revealed
more to consider. This led participants, over time, to transform
their proposals into policies designed to benefit the community as
a whole, but that also addressed the specific needs of
those who are uniquely situated at this predominantly white institution.
Several administrators and faculty at
the college were encouraged by the contribution that this small effort made to
the campus climate and wanted
to continue and broaden these
sorts of dialogues on an array
of diversity issues on campus
over the next couple of years. To
do so, we developed a two-year plan entitled the Diversity and
Community Project. The project is now being funded, in part, by
a grant from the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation.
The Diversity and Community Project addresses campus climate concerns about tolerance and respect for difference. One
part of this project is called the Campus Conversations on
Diversity Initiative. This initiative involves teams of students, faculty, staff, and off-campus community members framing the
issues of race and ethnic relations, gender, and sexual orientation
for wider campus forums. These teams will create discussion
guidebooks to be used for a series of campus forums on each of
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these issues. The issue guidebooks will be framed so that they can
be used on other college and secondary school campuses as well as
in towns and communities. A documentary film on the project is
also being produced as part of the initiative.
We expect this effort to significantly improve campus climate
and well-being around issues of diversity among faculty and staff as
well as students. Tensions around diversity issues are one of the
major obstacles to the learning and working environments of many
college and university campuses across the nation. Our initial
experience of creating opportunities for faculty, staff, and students
to engage in sustained deliberative dialogue on these issues suggests
that great improvements can be made to overcoming these difficulties. The obstacles to professional and educational opportunity
that biased policies and patterns of interaction produce are slowly
being diminished on our campus as a result of our efforts related
to this project.

Curricular and Pedagogical Reform
In addition to the Campus Conversations on Diversity Initiative,
the Diversity and Community Project also intends to accomplish
some significant curricular and pedagogical reform within the
framework of our existing general education program. The curricular and pedagogical reform part of the Diversity and Community
Project is entitled the Freshman Seminar Deliberative Dialogue
Initiative. It is designed to have first-year students engage in a form
of experiential citizenship education that has as its focus learning
the skills of participating in and moderating NIF-style deliberative
public forums on diversity as well as other social issues. This initiative is being gradually integrated into the structure of a freshman
course entitled “Individual and Community,” which is the first of
several common, general education courses in the college’s core
curriculum.
This past fall semester, five sections of the freshman seminar
piloted the use of NIF-style deliberative conversations in the
“Individual and Community” course. As a result, the freshman
seminar is beginning to focus on teaching students an expanded
view of politics that puts (students) citizens at the center of the
democratic process as cocreators of the public world of policy and
action. This kind of active citizenship and public politics is being
taught through experiential, “hands-on” methods. Through this
effort, a number of us who are teaching the experimental sections
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are discovering that the NIF model of deliberative dialogue is not
only highly effective as a method for public problem solving, but
also has enormous potential for improving student learning outcomes. The method allows for students to learn about a particular
subject matter like diversity, but in the context of real-world problems that affect them directly. Students find this way of learning
much more engaging and instructive than more traditional classroom approaches that cast them in more passive roles or that
teach subject matter in ways that are more abstracted from experience.
In addition to learning how to participate in and moderate
deliberative public forums, students are also reflecting on the
ideas behind deliberative democracy and, in some cases, are learning how to frame issues themselves in ways that make productive
citizen dialogue and action more likely. Some of these students are
modeling these civic skills for younger students to fulfill their
“community service” requirement in this course by moderating
deliberative forums at local high schools. Franklin Pierce College
students (as well as the high school student participants) are
responding very positively to this new approach for discussing
social and political issues. Professors and students report that this
new way of talking about public issues makes classroom discussion more civil and productive. And in this age when many young
people are cynical and feel deeply alienated from the formal political system, our students claim that these experiences are leading
them to reexamine their attitudes about politics and feel a
stronger sense of self-efficacy in relation to the wider social and
political world.

Transformative Faculty Development
In addition to improving the climate on campus as well as classroom teaching and learning, some faculty are finding other
benefits from this new pedagogy and participation in public life,
which has come from their involvement in the institutes and
workshops of the New Hampshire Center for Civic Life. These
experiences are proving to be a very powerful faculty development
initiative.
A year ago, my colleague Craig Platt and I recounted in the
Higher Education Exchange that a few of us on the faculty recognized that the practice of public deliberation offered us a new way
to talk about a host of college issues ranging from our institution-
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a1 mission to problems of race and diversity on campus. We also
mentioned that, at a more subtle level, we were becoming aware of
a contradiction between our commitment to integrated, liberal
education and our adherence to professional identities rooted in
positivist epistemology and in the scholarship of expertise. A year
later, even more faculty are involved in teaching and using the
practices of deliberative dialogue and in contemplating the shortcomings of our traditional notions of scholarship, teaching, and
service.
As we embrace the idea
that our job as professors at a
liberal arts college should
include modeling and teaching
civic skills to our students,
we find ourselves more willing to explore terrain outside
our specialized academic area
and to engage the community beyond our
classrooms and our campus. We are now examining how our professional disciplines can better serve the democratic purpose of
building our public life and commonwealth. As a result, our
teaching and scholarship is taking on a much more public, practical, and active dimension. One of the great benefits of this change
has been that we and our students are beginning to experience the
dignity and generative quality of work that has public impact.
As we work with students and the larger public in the context
of deliberative forums, we are also discovering the weaknesses of
relying primarily on the debate mode of discourse and the “expert”
model of many professional systems. We see why the exclusive use
of these models is no longer working well, and we recognize that
professors and students alike need a more effective way to deal
with pressing public issues, which often have at their basis disagreements rooted in different values, life experiences, and moral
perspectives.
This is the great lesson in how our college is responding to
the challenge to make our campus climate more welcoming of
diversity. Our first effort was to make use of an outside expert who
outlined and advocated a particular set of institutional and personal responses to race and ethnic tensions for the college community.
The expert’s suggestions were publicly endorsed and reinforced by
top administrators at the college during the campuswide meeting
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and the written communications that followed it. Interestingly
enough, though, this approach had mixed results. While many
found the presentation and films enlightening and appreciated the
public commitment that the college’s leaders were making to the
principles of tolerance and respect for diversity, many others disagreed with the particular policies being advocated, or were
critical of the need to make any significant changes.
What has become clear since then, however, is that we need
a structure that can provide an opportunity for students, faculty,
and staff to talk more openly about this issue.
We need to be able to “work through” the deep
feelings and views that these incidents
brought up, to examine the
dynamics of our contentious
relationship around the issue of
race and ethnicity, and to discover
the common ground for action necessary for improving our
campus climate for diversity. Administratively determined goals
and policies go only so far. To have real legitimacy, support, and
effectiveness, they must spring from the will, purposes, and interests of the larger college community. This kind of public will and
purpose cannot be generated and defined without opportunities
for deliberation and decision making by members of the whole
community.
There are many problems that a college administration (or
our nation’s elected officials) cannot solve alone because the problems are so deeply embedded in the whole community. Racism is
certainly one of those systemic problems in American society. The
nature of the problem requires the community or “the public” to
get involved in deciding what should be done and in doing it.
Systemic problems like this need the benefit of a sustained deliberative conversation among community members as well as the
varied and complementary actions that would flow from it.
Leaders can help to facilitate that kind of effort by helping to provide the conditions for it, but much of the work must be done by
the members of the community if actions taken are to be widely
supported and result in deep and lasting change.
Deliberation and the public-building strategies of working
with the public rather than for them on deep and systemic social
problems provides a way to generate a different kind of knowledge
and action that is essential for addressing such problems - public
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knowledge and public action. This kind of knowledge and action,
we are beginning to see, is not available through our traditional
methods of scientific and technical expertise or through interest
group-oriented political action. As our first series of campus dialogues on race and ethnic relations demonstrated, it is available
when the public comes together to pool their various resources
and perspectives, and to make decisions through informed and
responsible deliberation. That initial series of deliberative dialogues allowed the white participants to discover that the first steps
in building a warmer climate for racial diversity on campus
required them to be open to acknowledging the very different
experience of their classmates of color.
Expert knowledge and organizing to advocate particular perspectives are important parts of the citizen’s political process,
helping, as they do, to make clear the terms of and options for
deliberation and action. But, without the opportunity for the public to test these facts and perspectives in face-to-face deliberation in
light of theirs’ and others’ diverse experience and values, the public
cannot develop the more complex, more faceted, and more flexible
understanding necessary to address deep and systemic public problems; that is, it cannot develop its public judgment. In the absence
of more and better public deliberation by citizens, expert knowledge, interest-based advocacy, and partisanship leave democracy
without a public will. Actions taken in the absence of this public
will are less wise, just, and effective.
Our experiences and these kinds of insights are leading us to
rethink the limits and possibilities of the academic disciplines and
professional practices that we teach at the college. Several of us are
now asking how we can practice and teach our disciplines in ways
that are more “catalytic”; that is, we want to engender in our students (and those we work with in communities) greater
self-determination, political sovereignty, and attentiveness to the
wisdom that comes through deliberative public conversation. In
turn, we want our students to be able to engender these same qualities in others in their public and professional lives after
graduation. This way of operating professionally differs markedly
from the more dominant view of professional practice as primarily
expert intervention and service to clients or consumers.
In addition to the new understandings we are gaining about
the practice of our academic disciplines, engaging in and teaching
public deliberation is also helping many of us who teach general
~~
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education courses at the college to find new and more powerful
ways to meet the goals of this program. For the last decade, our
college has built an integrated core curriculum with the overarching theme of “Individual & Community.” The civic dimensions of
this theme are now being more fully explored in large part because
of the exposure faculty and students are getting to new concepts
and forms of political education through the New Hampshire
Center for Civic Life. Moreover, we are now teaching and learning
about this theme much more through our practical involvement
and participation in the communities that surround the college.

Conclusion
Unlike other institutions that stress citizenship and civic education, our emphasis on public deliberation brings a deeper focus to
democratic education. It does so because it promotes “public-making” more than “public service.” Most colleges and universities
that are starting to include civic education
in their curriculum emphasize service
in what they mean by citizenship.
Public-making is different from public service in that it focuses on
building the public’s capacity to make
decisions together. It is distinctive from
other civic-oriented activities like voluntarism, community service, or service
learning. It is also different from more conventional
forms of political participation such as voting or political
advocacy. These are all good and important modes of political participation in their own right, but are perhaps not as
fundamental, we are beginning to think, to the health of democracy as is the community- and public-building that comes from
more and better - public deliberation.
What ultimately distinguishes our new efforts from other
approaches to civic education is the view of “the public” that
undergirds it. Our new approach begins with the assumption that
the public is an invaluable resource for policy decisions and for
addressing public problems. Other types of civic education, which
understand participation primarily in terms of philanthropic service, or advocacy, or electoral politics, often view the public
differently - as needing to be helped, or educated, or persuaded.
But the kind of politics that makes citizen deliberation central to
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democracy trusts the public’s experience and intelligence as a vital
resource, and seeks to nurture that intelligence and give it opportunity for development and expression.
It is this particular emphasis on public deliberation, done
within the context of the liberal arts and their related disciplines
and through the general core curriculum as well as in the more
public arenas of campus and community life, that is making our
college’s educational efforts more distinctive, effective, and profound.

Author’s Note
We are not alone in this work and, as such, have benefited greatly from the experience of
the other National Issues Forums Public Policy Institutes located around the country
and, for the most part, in higher education settings. Our beginnings in New Hampshire
and at Franklin Pierce College have been especially aided by the wise advice and generous help of Betty Knighton, director of the West Virginia Center for Civic Life at the
University of Charleston; Harris Sokoloff, director o f the University of Pennsylvania’s
Public Policy Institute and Center for School Study Councils; and Ruth Yellowhawk,
director of the South Dakota Issues Forums and the South Dakota Public Policy
Institute at the Chiesman Foundation for Democracy. David Dillon, American government teacher at State College High School and educational director of the Public Issues
Forum o f Centre County, State College, Pennsylvania, generousIy shared his wealth of
experience with me as I tried to adapt National Issues Forums and the practices o f deliberative democracy for use in my college courses.
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DIVERSITY, DEMOCRACY, AND
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT:
Higher Education and Its Unique Opportunity
By Debra Humphreys
At the beginning of a new century, America is basking in a period
of unprecedented economic prosperity. Papers are filled with stories about American-style democratic systems sweeping the globe.
Americans at home, however, are engaged in two national conversations that are much less sanguine about the health of our nation.
These two conversations have been largely separate, but both are
marked by a tenor of urgency. One conversation involves civic and
political disengagement and the other involves diversity, hate, and
separation.
I would like to suggest that higher education has a role to
play responding to the concerns at the heart of both of these conversations. In fact, colleges and universities across the country are
already developing a new set of educational strategies that holds
great promise for addressing these pressing national concerns. I
will also argue, however, that bringing these two conversations
together is critical to bringing our nation together and to revitalizing a sense of community both at the local and the national levels.
I believe that encouraging greater public engagement in civic life
requires that we pay much closer attention to issues of diversity.
Readers of this journal will be all too familiar with the tenor
and thrust of the first national conversation about civic engagement. Commentators in this publication and many others have
expressed alarm at a perceived decline in civic engagement, especially among young people. Alexander Astin puts it this way,

Something is terribly wrong with the state ofAmerican
democracy. Most citizens don’t vote, negative campaigning
reigns, andpublic distrust, contempt, and hostility toward
‘government”have reached unprecedented heights. Student
interest and engagement in politics are at all-time lows,
according to the most recent surveys.. .. While academics
occasionally comment on this sorry state of affairs, they seldom sugest that higher education may have played a part
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