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Abstract 

Atlantic Canada is plagued by discourses of deficit that construct the region as 

deficient, dependent, and dying. The region is often maligned, mistreated, or ignored in 

the broader Canadian narrative, particularly narratives of political and civic engagement. 

Politicians and other stakeholders often lament the region’s apathy, and attempts at 

revitalization are often rooted in neoliberal discourse that fails to resonate with the civic 

experience of Atlantic Canadians, and ignore the region’s rich civic history and practice.  

This dissertation explores the potential for universities in Atlantic Canada to 

contribute to the civic engagement and education of their graduates in ways that are 

reflective of and responsive to the civic identities of Atlantic Canadians. Using 

appreciative inquiry as an epistemological and methodological framework, this research 

disrupts the discourses of deficit that plague our understanding of civic life in the region. 

Through the results of a multiple site case study my dissertation examines the work of 

three university programs – Renaissance College at the University of New Brunswick, 

the Bachelor of Arts Community Studies program at Cape Breton University, and the 

Career Development and Experiential Learning unit of Memorial University’s Student 

Affairs department. These sites share a commitment to civic education, but use a variety 

of approaches to structure their programs.  

This dissertation is made up of five academic articles, bookended by a prologue 

and epilogue that help to reconstruct Atlantic Canada’s civic story. Through case studies 

of each program, I explore critical place-conscious pedagogy (drawing on conscious-

raising, community-based, and critical approaches to teaching and learning); pedagogies 

of engagement (including interdisciplinary, collaborative, and project-based pedagogies); 
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and co-curricular, experiential pedagogies and their implications for civic education at 

Atlantic Canadian universities. A final, cross-case analysis examines the frameworks of 

civic education that structure each program, drawing on Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) 

typology, and explores the importance of justice-oriented approaches in rewriting an 

understanding of Atlantic Canadian civic engagement. This research demonstrates the 

importance of civic education that is grounded in the unique historical, social, political, 

and economic context of the Atlantic Canadian region.  
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Preface 

Foreword 
Out from St. Leonard’s 
© Gary O’Driscoll, 1981  
 
In the mid-1960s, the news rang out clear, 
Pack your bags and your nets, you must get out of here; 
Take your picks and your shovels, your rakes and your hoes, 
The government says you must pack up and go. 
 
Well, the news it soon spread to the harbours and coves, 
That the young crowd were leaving in hoards and in droves; 
For to go to Toronto to follow their goals, 
Or to go to Placentia to live on the dole. 
 
And it's out from St Leonard's and out from Toslow, 
They'd steam 'cross the bay with their houses in tow; 
With their beds in the bow and their stoves in the stern, 
Bound away with their sons and their daughters. 
 
Now, Skipper Jim Pittman he said he wouldn't go, 
While there's nets to be mended and hay to be mowed; 
He said he'd never work, no matter the pay, 
In some hockey stick factory out Stephenville way. 
 
Now, on all politicians they cursed and they swore, 
They rather would fight off in some distant war; 
For when they ceased to ramble and they ceased to roam, 
They'd like to return to a place they called home. 
 
Now the islands and harbours and coves are ghost towns, 
You need a longliner to harvest the ground; 
And a big oil refinery now stands as a shrine, 
To the daughters and sons who remember the time. 
 
And it's out from St Leonard's and out from Toslow, 
They'd steam 'cross the bay with their houses in tow; 
With their beds in the bow and their stoves in the stern, 
Bound away with their sons and their daughters. 
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Prologue 

The historical, political, and civic lives of Atlantic Canadians are inextricably 

linked with stories. Fuller (2004) has documented the “region’s vital literary traditions in 

terms of oral cultures, written texts, and public performance” (p. 3) in her book Writing 

the Everyday: Women’s Textual Communities in Atlantic Canada, in which she describes 

“people being moved – emotionally, intellectually, politically […] by the power of words 

and the living dynamics of story” (p. 3). This study explores the civic stories of Atlantic 

Canada, as told through the voices of civic educators at three of the region’s universities. 

The tradition of storytelling is consistent with civic and political practices in the region, 

and has informed the methodological and reporting approaches taken in this dissertation. 

As exposition, then, I offer one story of Atlantic Canada’s civic past, present, and future; 

a story with intrigue, drama, conflict, and a boisterous cast of characters; a story located 

at the Eastern margins of the country; that sets the scene for the stories that follow.   

On November 3, 2008, then-Premier of Newfoundland and Labrador Danny 

Williams announced that, for the first time since joining Confederation and becoming a 

Canadian province in 1949, Newfoundland and Labrador was no longer receiving 

equalization payments from the federal government. In effect, Newfoundland and 

Labrador was no longer a ‘have-not’ province, joining Alberta, Saskatchewan, and 

British Columbia as ‘have’ provinces, with the financial resources to support other 

economically struggling provinces. At the time, local politicians were quick to celebrate 

this historic event, claiming Newfoundlanders and Labradorians were no longer “second-
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rate citizens or Canada’s poor cousins” (Kennedy, in Antle, 2008). However, the 

discourse that constructs Atlantic Canada as ‘have not’ was not dispelled with a few 

rhetorical comments from a politician.  

Since joining Confederation in 1949, Newfoundland’s (and, since 2001, 

Newfoundland and Labrador’s1) relationship with the Canadian political landscape has 

been and remains somewhat complicated at best. The Royal Commission on Renewing 

and Strengthening our Place in Canada argued that our current electoral structure does 

not allow for Newfoundland and Labrador’s regional interests to be heard in Ottawa 

(Dunn, 2003). Others note that the economic discrepancies between Newfoundland and 

Labrador have complicated the relationship with the federal government. Cadigan (2006) 

explores the extent to which Newfoundland and Labrador’s provincial politicians have 

capitalized on this disconnect, noting “considerable discontent remains, but it is often 

misdirected at the apparent source of all our misfortunes: a tight-fisted and regionally 

insensitive federal government” (p. 167). Newfoundlanders and Labradorians are no 

stranger to feeling marginalized by the representative bodies elected to represent them 

both provincially and federally and have been (and continue to be!) vocal about their 

displeasure with these structures. 

                                                

1 Though the current name of the province is Newfoundland & Labrador, this story primarily concerns the 
time period prior to 2001, when the province’s official name was Newfoundland. As such, both names will 
be used to refer to the province, where it is appropriate to the historical period being referenced. A more 
thorough discussion of the omission of Labrador from the provincial narrative, and the potential divisions 
associated with that decision warrants further research and discussion, but is beyond the scope of this study. 
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The cod moratorium in Newfoundland has proven to be a pivotal moment in the 

province’s political and civic history. Following the announcement of the moratorium in 

July 1992, citizens of Newfoundland and Labrador rallied, protested, and organized to 

show the political leadership of the province and the country how that decision changed 

and shaped their relationship with their political, historical, and social identities. Protests 

and demonstrations following the announcement showed that fishers, while disappointed 

in the loss of their employment, were also concerned with the loss of the traditional ways 

of life they valued. In many ways, they saw the government’s decisions as alienating, 

decisions that were imposed upon them without sufficient consideration of the impacts. 

The time following the cod moratorium, however, was an important time of development 

and civic engagement.  

In response to the discontent expressed by unemployed fishers post-moratorium, 

the Newfoundland government recognized the importance of providing citizens with 

personal agency in the political arena. The creation of more community-driven political 

structures including the creation of Rural Economic Development (RED) Boards gave 

political agency to the citizens of Newfoundland, and empowered them to create change 

in their communities (House, 2001).  These boards provided the citizens of 

Newfoundland and Labrador the opportunity to engage with the government to provide 

recommendations for increasing the prosperity of the regions of the province hardest hit 

by the collapse of the cod fishery.  It is clear that regional and community-based 

approaches to development must not be undertaken solely for economic reasons, and 

should reflect and be considerate of the cultural foundations of the region.  
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As Newfoundland’s economic standing within Canada moved from have-not to 

have, and with exposure to community-based forms of democratic engagement, 

Newfoundlanders have demonstrated their connection to a broader political landscape but 

have remained disengaged from formal democratic practice, particularly at the federal 

level. Immediately following the cod moratorium, only 55% of eligible Newfoundlanders 

voted in the 1993 federal election (CCSD, n.d.). Even more recently, provincial 

politicians continue to harness Newfoundlanders’ discontent with Ottawa. Danny 

Williams’ recent ‘ABC’ (Anything But Conservative) campaign during the 2008 federal 

election saw just 48% of eligible Newfoundlanders cast votes (Statistics Canada, 2016). 

Marland (2009) argues that this low voter turnout stems from disillusionment with federal 

politics, not with democratic practice, since Newfoundlanders seem willing to cast votes 

for ‘their own’ on a national stage, as demonstrated by their support of local contestants 

on Canadian Idol. Marland (2009) notes that interviewees were “alarmingly glum” when 

discussing federal politics, and most indicated they do not vote. When it came to 

Canadian Idol, however, many respondents commented on the communal nature of 

voting for their favourite contestant on the show, discussing groups of people gathering at 

pay phones to vote multiple times, and families using multiple land lines and cell phones 

for the best chance of voting for their Newfoundland representatives. This disconnect is 

further explored in Be…In this place: Cornerstones of Atlantic Canadian citizenship, 

article 1 in this dissertation. 

Though it is hardly a conclusive study, I employ this example of Newfoundland 

and Newfoundlanders’ reaction to civic upheaval and their subsequent recommitment to 
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democratic engagement here for many reasons. Many of the themes and topics central to 

this study are echoed in this narrative about Newfoundland’s experiences with 

democratic (dis)engagement. 

I was born and raised in rural Newfoundland, in the time surrounding the cod 

moratorium, and this environment shaped my earliest understandings of community and 

politics. These interactions with participatory democracy have shaped my perceptions of 

citizenship, community, and engagement, which have in turn informed my research 

interests. As a young, well-educated, Atlantic Canadian, I have been frustrated by the 

deficit discourses that purport to reflect my position in my region. According to these 

discourses, the choices available to me include leaving the region to seek higher paid 

work in other parts of the country, or remaining here and being stuck in a society that is 

ageing and dying (literally and figuratively). And the work I do in my communities must 

be done solely for resume building, a further ‘ticket’ on my way out of this region. My 

education in the liberal arts and education is essentially useless, and I should become 

more STEM-focused and more entrepreneurial if I hope to have any job or impact on the 

communities in which I live.  

As an instructor at a university for the past eight years, I have also seen the impact 

these discourses have on my students; plagued by neoliberal discourse that constructs 

their identities as self-centred Millenials who don’t care about anyone but themselves, 

while simultaneously encouraging them towards the accumulation of more and more 

individual wealth and prestige, these contradictory and inconsistent messages make it 

difficult for young Atlantic Canadians to find and make space for themselves in their 
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communities. This dissertation, like many research studies, is borne out of these complex 

spaces and frustrations, and the desire to create more comfortable, engaging, and 

productive civic lives for my students (and for me) in Atlantic Canada. Interrupting those 

discourses of deficit is a key framework for the work I have undertaken here. 

Frameworks, Questions, and Approaches 

This research project was guided by a central question: How do universities in 

Atlantic Canada educate for civic engagement? The three programs chosen at which to 

undertake this research – Renaissance College at the University of New Brunswick in 

Fredericton, NB; the Bachelor of Arts Community Studies program at Cape Breton 

University in Sydney, Nova Scotia; and the Career Development and Experiential 

Learning unit of Memorial University’s Student Life department in St. John’s, 

Newfoundland – have each been chosen because of their stated commitment to civic 

engagement and citizenship education.  

Renaissance College, a faculty of Leadership Studies at the University of New 

Brunswick, in Fredericton NB, uses an interdisciplinary, outcomes-based curriculum to 

foster citizenship among students and graduates. Opened in the year 2000, with 

substantial external funding from the McConnell Foundation, Renaissance College was 

created to challenge what founders saw as the increasing siloization of universities, 

noting that the program could nurture “interdisciplinary activity and greater interaction 

among faculties and between campuses […] both within and outside the institution” 

(McConnell proposal, 1998, p. 3). Through the outcomes-based curriculum, the founders 

hoped that:  
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Graduates of this program, with their focus on community engagement, 

leadership, and contributing to a civil and good society, will be capable of making 

a solid contribution to the communities in which they become involved, whether 

they are geographic (local, regional, national, international) or issue based 

(Haggerty, 1999, p. 15). 

The program centres citizenship within its curriculum – Effective Citizenship is one of 

the six key Learning Outcomes in the faculty (Renaissance College, 2016). In the first 

year of the program, students take a specific course called Citizenship and Community 

Issues (University of New Brunswick, 2017), and civic life is fostered throughout the 

curriculum, through experiential education (including internships, and community-

engaged learning assignments) and theoretical and practical learning.  

 The Bachelor of Arts Community Studies (BACS) program at Cape Breton 

University draws on a rich history of liberatory and civic education in the Atlantic 

Canadian region. Using community-based learning, the BACS degree offers students 

opportunities for community service, focused theoretical and practical learning, and uses 

pedagogies and practices that are supportive of local knowledges and provides 

opportunities to engage with communit(ies) throughout the degree. The program also 

provides critical frameworks to understand and work for change in local communities 

that help students see and articulate the systems of which they are a part. In its 40-year 

history, BACS has become an important force for community development in Cape 

Breton. Students choose the BACS program because of its positive reputation for 

community involvement and service. Many local community organizations boast BACS 
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graduates among their employees, who in turn look to BACS students and faculty when 

addressing community issues. Cape Breton’s historical, economic, social, and civic 

histories and realities are central to the BACS program’s practice.  

 The Career Development & Experiential Learning (CDEL) office at Memorial 

University, in St. John’s, Newfoundland offers a look at co-curricular approaches to civic 

education. Housed in the Student Affairs department of the university, CDEL provides 

chances for Memorial students to augment their curricular programs with opportunities 

for experiential learning and civic development. Through programs that incorporate 

service learning, community development, and, volunteerism, and employment practice, 

students engage in reflection on their curricular and co-curricular experiences to help 

facilitate their civic learning and engagement. Through programs like Make Midterm 

Matter, the Student Volunteer Bureau, and the Memorial Undergraduate Career 

Experience Program, CDEL centres reflective practice as key to the experiential and civic 

learning students gain through their programs. Each of these specific cases is explored 

further in one of the articles that make up the body of this dissertation. The use of case 

study research allowed for an in-depth look at each program’s citizenship education 

efforts.   

To situate my work within broader contexts of research, the following diagram 

illustrates the layers of methodological and epistemological framing for this research 

study: 
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Figure 1- Methodological Frameworks 

Theoretical Frameworks & Approaches 

Qualitative Research 

 The broadest field of methodological scholarship informing my work is the field 

of qualitative research. Though in many surface-level observations, qualitative research is 

constructed in opposition to its counterpart, quantitative research, and is placed as a 

binary opposite to quantitative work, authors Denzin and Lincoln (2011) stress that this 

binary is constructed and artificial and the field of qualitative research practices and 

methodologies are much more nuanced and complex than this dichotomy would lead us 

to believe. They write:  

Qualitative research is a field of inquiry in its own right. It crosscuts disciplines, 

fields, and subject matter. A complex, interconnected family of terms, concepts, 
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and assumptions surrounds the term. These include the traditions associated with 

foundationalism, positivism, postfoundationalism, post-positivism, 

poststructuralism, postmodernism, post-humanism, and the many qualitative 

research perspectives and methods connected to cultural and interpretive studies 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 3). 

While this discussion is undoubtedly thorough, it does little to clarify how exactly this 

field has impacted my work and, more specifically, this study. To do so, I return to the 

false binary between qualitative and quantitative research I mention earlier.  

In the simplest of terms, my research is qualitative in nature because I seek to answer 

questions that ask how and why a phenomenon (in the case of this study, civic 

engagement) is practiced. This attention to how and why questions facilitates a deep 

exploration of the work of my three participating programs and institutions.  

Put another way, we can argue that this study is a qualitative one because of the 

methodological approaches and techniques I use to answer the questions that shape this 

inquiry. To answer the question ‘how do universities in Atlantic Canada educate for civic 

engagement?’, I employed several qualitative methods and practices that helped to shape 

this study both methodologically and epistemologically.  

Appreciative inquiry. The use of appreciative inquiry (AI) helps to create 

methodological and theoretical framing for the study. Using appreciative inquiry as a 

framework, this study challenges deficit-based discourses surrounding higher education, 

civic participation (particularly of young people), and Atlantic Canada. In essence, I 

focus on the discursive ‘haves’ rather than the ‘have-nots’. Drawing on the frustrations I 



 
 

11 

explored earlier, appreciative inquiry became the framework through which I could 

challenge discourses of deficit and create space for dialogue with my participants about 

the work they do.  

In the early stages of developing the research protocols for this study, I drew 

significantly on the work of the Carnegie Foundation for Educational Research, in 

particular their 2003 book Educating Citizens: Preparing America’s Undergraduates for 

Lives of Moral and Civic Responsibility, written by researchers Anne Colby, Thomas 

Ehrlich, Elizabeth Beaumont, and Jason Stephens. In this volume, the researchers studied 

the work of 12 postsecondary institutions in the United States, examining programs, 

policies, and institutions that foster citizenship and civic education. In correspondence 

with Dr. Anne Colby, the lead researcher on the Educating Citizens project, the 

researchers generously shared their methodology and interview protocols with me, which 

helped with the development of my own research study (See Appendix B for the 

Educating Citizens researchers’ protocols). Specifically, the researchers’ focus on a 

“vision of the possible” (Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003, p. xi) shapes the 

appreciative approach taken in this study.  

The application of appreciative inquiry to educational and qualitative research is 

relatively novel. Appreciative inquiry’s roots stem from organizational development, and 

it has typically been practiced as a means of leading transformational change within 

corporate and business settings. Its roots in action research and interdisciplinary 

scholarship help practitioners and researchers to examine the program, institution, or 

phenomenon being studied in a holistic way, and use an assets-based approach 
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(paralleling, in many ways, Kretzmann and McKnight’s (1996) work on asset-based 

community development) to restructure existing discourse.  

One critique of the appreciative inquiry approach is that it can be seen to silence 

views that do not express agreement with the idea being studied, and focuses entirely on 

creating or constructing consensus. However, the use of conversational inquiry and action 

research as methodological approaches to research are ways to bring concepts of 

trustworthiness and engagement to the forefront of the research process and product, 

allowing for critical voices to participate in the conversations and move towards 

productive dialogue and action, as opposed to becoming bogged down in negative and 

unproductive discussions. 

A more in-depth discussion of appreciative inquiry, and its connection with this 

research study can be found in Pedagogies of engagement: Using Appreciative Inquiry to 

study post-secondary citizenship education, article 3 in this dissertation. 

Case study. If appreciative inquiry is an epistemological or theoretical framework 

for this research, case study is the methodological framework that helps to structure it. 

Case study aligns itself well with the goals of educational research, which seeks to 

understand educational phenomena and institutions in a rich and detailed way. Case study 

draws heavily on ethnographic and historical approaches to research.  The focus of case 

study research is a “bounded system” (Yin, 2003), or case.  Researchers seek to gain a 

detailed understanding of a phenomenon, community, individual or practice.  As Kyburz-

Graber (2004) notes, case study “[analyses] an existing, real-life situation in all its 

complexity, exploring it as close to the people concerned as possible, describing the 
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situation in as much detail as possible, and finally explaining the findings in a clear and 

comprehensible way” (p. 54).  Given the bounded nature of the programs I intended to 

study, and the complex nature of the interactions between students, faculty, 

administration, policy, pedagogy, and philosophy in those programs, case study presented 

itself as the ideal methodology for this study. In addition, this approach supported the 

deep engagement I sought and found with my participating programs and participants. 

Case study is a constructivist research strategy, in which the findings of the 

investigations are created through the process of inquiry. In contrast to a positivist 

approach, which seeks an objective ‘truth’, a constructivist approach to research adopts a 

relativistic interpretation of ‘truth’ (Somekh & Lewin, 2011; Crotty, 1998).  

Constructivism acknowledges the relational behaviour of data, and the connection 

between the context in which the data is collected and the participants in the study (both 

researcher and sources) (Darke, Shanks & Broadbent, 1998; Stake, 1978, 1995). Using 

Richardson’s (1994) theory of research crystallization, the variety of methods and data 

collection instruments used in this study help to “[provide] us with a deepened, complex, 

thoroughly partial understanding of the topic (p. 92). One of the primary aims of this 

research project was to centre the voices of my participants, and to work collaboratively 

to explore the complex nature of citizenship education in the Atlantic Canadian region. 

The case study approach facilitates that work, and in our dialogues together, my 

participants and I worked together to construct a comprehensive and nuanced 

understanding of the realities of citizenship and civic education in Atlantic Canada.  
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One of the biggest critiques of the case study research paradigm is the concept of 

generalizability. Critics argue that because case study presents a single case, its findings 

cannot be applied as relevant in other situations. The idea of generalizability is a 

positivistic ideology, purporting that there is an objective, single truth and that that truth 

can be applied in multiple situations. Epistemologically, however, this is at odds with the 

post-positivist, constructivist approach I seek to employ in this study. As Lather (1993) 

and Richardson (1994) explain, the post-positivist approach to research does not seek to 

uncover the truth, but rather, to approach an understanding of a phenomenon or situation. 

While this does not directly respond to the idea of generalizability, Eisner (1991) has 

introduced the term transferability to bridge the positivistic and post-positivistic 

frameworks at play in this tension. He writes:  

a generalization is usually thought of as a statement about a state of affairs, some 

claim or proposition that purports to be a true statement about something. Thus, 

when social science yields generalizations, we usually regard them as the major 

product of the inquiry because they allow us to make predictions, or at least to 

have expectations about the future. […] One of the most useful of human abilities 

is the ability to learn from the experience of others. We do not need to learn 

everything first hand. We listen to story-tellers and learn how things were, and we 

use what we have been told to make decisions about what will be. (Eisner, 1991, 

p. 200-202, emphasis added). 

As such, then, Eisner argues for a less prescriptive approach to generalizability, 

less pressure to see one’s results as definitive, or to insist that the findings are applicable 
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in every context. Instead, Eisner puts the onus of responsibility on the reader and appeals 

to a very familiar metaphor, that of the story. Many of us are familiar with making 

connections between our lived experiences and the lives of the characters or the 

development of the story in fiction and non-fiction texts. Eisner suggests that we 

approach the idea of generalizability through a similar lens, and instead think about the 

transferability of the ideas contained within a research study.  

Like the story of the Newfoundland cod fishery and moratorium told earlier, the 

use of story and narrative is central to this research project. Using conversational inquiry 

methods, space was created for participants to tell the stories they saw as important to my 

understanding of their program’s civic education efforts. These stories are themselves one 

piece of a greater conversation on citizenship and civic education that is located within 

and informed by social, cultural, historical, economic, and personal stories. Together, 

they help to contribute to our understanding of Atlantic Canada’s civic story.  

Conversational inquiry. Conversational inquiry was chosen as the method of 

collecting data for this study for several reasons. First and foremost, it fits with the 

deliberative nature of civic engagement in Atlantic Canada (as explored through the 

example of Newfoundland’s reaction to the cod moratorium, and in greater detail in 

Be…in this place: Cornerstones of Atlantic Canadian citizenship, article 1 in this 

dissertation). As well, conversational inquiry allows for unscripted, free flowing 

dialogue, which I hoped would create a safe and comfortable space in which my 

participants felt comfortable, and that I hoped would yield rich and nuanced data and 
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findings. In order to engage in these conversations, I used a variety of tools and protocols 

to help structure our dialogue and create an engaging and comfortable atmosphere.  

Data Collection Methods 

Participants were invited to engage in this research through each program’s 

particular communication channels, and individuals self-selected to engage in this 

research. Working with a faculty member at each program, I prepared an introductory 

email and letter to invite participants to the research. Each program helped to facilitate 

timing and locations for the focus groups, to align with times when students would be 

most likely to participate. At BACS and RC, professors generously gave up class time for 

me to meet with students, and at CDEL, I was invited to a gathering of student leaders for 

the Make Midterm Matter program, though students were told their participation was not 

mandatory, and were as such not coerced in any way into participation. Research ethics 

boards at each of the participating institutions approved the research plans and protocols 

for this study, and participants were informed of this approval, and the (lack of) risk 

associated with their participation in the study (See Appendix A for the research 

protocols and documentation for this study).  

Composition of groups of participants was not deliberately constructed to reflect 

any particular demographic balance. Throughout the writing of this dissertation I have 

attempted to use neutral language when referring to participants’ gender, race, ethnicity, 

or any other factors not directly related to their comments.  In particular, I use the 

pronoun ‘they’ to refer to participants whose gender is not relevant to the context of their 

comments. Bodine (1975) demonstrates that the use of the singular they is a common 
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construction in English grammar, despite prescriptive arguments to the contrary. The use 

of they as a singular pronoun is also consistent with perspectives that argue against a 

binary construction of gender, research on gender-neutral pronouns (Foertsch & 

Gernsbacher, 1997; LaScotte, 2016), and the American Psychological Association’s 

(2015) statements on the use of gender-neutral pronouns.  

Through the use of World Café dialogues, focus groups, and individual 

interviews, I spoke with faculty, staff2, and students at each of the three programs in this 

study.  

World Café. First, at each program, I facilitated a World Café discussion on the 

theme of community. Juanita Brown, the creator of the World Café calls it both a 

methodology and a metaphor. In her doctoral dissertation, Brown (2001) writes: “The 

World Café is an innovative methodology for dialogic inquiry, collaborative learning, and 

knowledge creation. It is also an evocative metaphor enabling us to notice the generative 

power of conversation in human systems at increasing levels of scale” (p. iii, italics in 

original). This collaborative methodology of inquiry helped me to both collect the data in 

response to my research questions and engage my participants in a collaborative, 

collective method of discussing community issues.  

The World Café is based on the premise that engaging small groups in 

conversation about topics ‘that matter’ will foster collaborative thinking and social 

                                                

2 At BACS and RC, I spoke with faculty members and students. Due to CDEL’s positioning as a division of 
student services, the educators I spoke to hold staff positions and as such, I spoke with staff and students at 
that institution.  
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learning. The collaborative nature of World Café conversations also serves to help 

participants “become increasingly aware of the importance and connectedness of the 

networks of conversation and social learning through which we discover shared meaning, 

access collective intelligence, and bring forth the future” (Brown, 2001, p. 9). This 

development of community through conversation directly parallels the discussions of 

community engagement and development seen elsewhere in the literature on citizenship 

education and university community (Bringle, Games, & Malloy 1999; Colby, Beaumont, 

Ehrlich & Corngold, 2007; Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003; Ehrlich, 2000; 

Guarasci & Cornwell, 1997; Jacoby & Associates, 2009; Kezar, Chambers, & Burkhardt, 

2005; McDonald & Associates, 2002).  

There is considerable debate in the academic community around how involved 

participants should be in the research process (Crotty, 1998; Merriam, 1998; Somekh & 

Lewin, 2011). However, through World Café discussions, participants in this study are 

involved in the generation of knowledge, and also in the sharing of perspectives. I hope 

that participation in my research has inspired further conversation amongst the 

communities within the universities – and I have heard, informally, that these 

conversations are taking place. This participatory approach to research is connected with 

the social constructivist framework through which this study is constructed.  By bringing 

multiple perspectives to the conversation, I hope that my participants and I have 

constructed a deeper understanding of the complex variety of factors that influence 

community engagement at Atlantic Canadian universities. This multidisciplinary 
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approach to inquiry is intentionally designed to garner conversation and foster 

connections between data sources, between topics of research, and between participants. 

A World Café sets an atmosphere that is conducive to dialogue and the sharing of 

information and perspectives. At each institution, I worked with a partner (typically a 

faculty member) to find a space on campus that was central and accessible, and that was 

bright and inviting. In this room, I set up the café – complete with treats, coffee, and 

small tables. Each table was covered with large sheets of paper and participants were 

provided with markers and encouraged to document their conversation on these sheets of 

paper. As participants entered the room, they were encouraged to settle at a table of their 

choice. As the facilitator, I gave a brief overview of the World Café process and 

methodology, and introduced the key question for discussion. At each program, I asked 

participants “How does this program engage with the idea of community?” In a typical 

World Café, participants spend a period of time at one table, and then one person remains 

at the table while all others find a new table and continue the conversation. Due to the 

number of participants, this was only possible at one program, but in each World Café 

conversation, a rich and engaging dialogue took place. Students, faculty, and staff at each 

program participated in the World Café together, to allow for a diversity of perspectives 

and voices in the conversation. Following our World Café conversations, I collected the 

sheets of paper from each table and analysed them along with the rest of the data from 

my research collection. Following this World Café discussion, I conducted focus groups 

and interviews with smaller groups of participants.  
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Focus groups & interviews. To further the conversations begun in the World 

Café discussions, I brought together groups of people in each program to discuss their 

understanding of their program and civic engagement. At each program, I spoke with 

faculty or staff members in their own focus group, and spoke with students in 

homogenous groups—at BACS and RC these groups were formed of students in the same 

year of their program, and at CDEL, they were formed by students who had participated 

in one of CDEL’s programs in the past year, since the program’s co-curricular offerings 

do not separate students by year of study. This choice of groupings was deliberately 

arranged to mediate any power imbalances between students and faculty and to ensure 

participants felt comfortable sharing their perspectives by constructing a group with a 

shared history or common framework for participation.  

The focus groups and follow-up interviews were conducted using a semi-

structured approach (See Appendix A for research protocols and the semi-structured 

prompts used in the focus groups). This semi-structured atmosphere allowed our 

conversations to be fruitful and productive without being prescriptive, and allowed for 

tangential conversations, some of which yielded some of the most important data 

collected for this study. The appreciative, in-depth case based, conversational approach 

used in this study helped to foster rich, engaged, rewarding, and productive dialogue on 

the topics of citizenship practice and pedagogy, on the Atlantic Canadian region, and on 

post-secondary institutions and their role in civic education.  
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Data Analysis 

 In order to facilitate data analysis, all focus groups and interviews were audio 

recorded during our sessions. Because of the sometimes-boisterous nature of World Café 

sessions, I did not audio record those sessions, but kept detailed notes, and used 

participants’ notes and doodles as data sources from those sessions. Following each 

research visit, all audio recordings were transcribed by an external source, not connected 

with the research project. Those transcriptions, along with the individual audio 

recordings, were the primary sources used for data analysis.  

 Employing practices of qualitative document analysis, the data were analysed 

using an inductive thematic approach for “contexts, underlying meanings, patterns, and 

processes, rather than mere quantity or numerical relationships” (Altheide & Johnson, in 

Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 592). Braun and Clarke (2012) say that thematic analysis 

(TA) “allows the researcher to see and make sense of collective or shared meanings and 

experiences […it] is a way of identifying what is common to the way a topic is talked or 

written about and making sense between those commonalities” (p. 57). They also note 

that “TA is a flexible method that allows the researcher to focus on the data in numerous 

different ways. With TA you can legitimately focus on analyzing meaning across the 

entire data set, or you can examine one particular aspect of a phenomenon in depth” 

(Braun & Clarke, 2012, p. 58). This flexibility was key to analysing the data collected in 

this study, and my analysis explored the depth and breadth of the data I collected. Data 

were read closely for linkages between ideas and concepts, and overarching themes and 

topics were identified at and across each program’s data. In addition, I also consulted 
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policy and curriculum documents from each program and institution, including course 

outlines and recruitment materials, as well as any academic publications about the 

program’s work for explicit and implicit references to citizenship and civic engagement, 

and to support or complicate the information my participants shared in our conversations. 

LeCompte & Schensul (1999) define analysis as “reduc[ing] data to a story that 

[researchers] can tell” (p. 2). The data I collected in this study enable me to present a 

richer description of the work being conducted in each of the participating programs, and 

to share and construct stories that help us understand the complexity and potential of 

citizenship education in Atlantic Canada. 

Findings & Themes 

 As I examined the data collected for this study, several central themes presented 

themselves, and a format for this dissertation began to emerge. The articles-based format 

became an appealing way to present the data collected at each of the three case study 

sites, as it allowed me to focus on each program’s unique attributes, and to identify 

convergence and divergence between the programs’ efforts. As well, perhaps due to the 

conversational methods used for data collection, during my visit to each program, a 

central theme emerged from my conversations with faculty and students in each program. 

These themes each reflected fields and bodies of literature, and supported an articles-

based approach to documenting and sharing what I have learned throughout this study. 

As such, this dissertation is organized around five articles. Three of the articles focus on 

unique aspects of one specific program. The other two articles engage with broader 
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theoretical models to speak to the situational context and geographic region in which the 

study was conducted. 

 The themes from the data can be connected directly to the overarching research 

question for this study: How do universities in Atlantic Canada educate for civic 

engagement? The data I collected at RC, CDEL, and BACS spoke to broad themes 

including: the university context, the pedagogy used in that context, understandings of 

citizenship and civic engagement, and the Atlantic Canadian region and context. These 

themes structured the writing of each of the articles that make up the body of this 

dissertation. 

Overview of Dissertation 

In article 1: Be…In this Place: Cornerstones of Atlantic Canadian Citizenship, I 

explore the civic context in which this work is located. One of the driving questions that 

sparked this research project has been whether or not a unique Atlantic Canadian 

conception of citizenship exist, and how/whether that can/should shape our civic spaces 

and civic education practices. This article draws on a variety of literature from diverse 

fields including community development, literature and folklore, history, political 

science, and education, and identifies four cornerstones of Atlantic Canadian citizenship: 

1. A familiarity with geographic and physical hardship, 2. An economy founded on the 

region’s natural resources, 3. A complicated relationship with formal political structures, 

and, 4. A fierce sense of independence juxtaposed with an equally fierce connection to 

community.  These cornerstones reflect an appreciative understanding of citizenship in 
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Atlantic Canada, and help to ground the rest of the work in this dissertation in an Atlantic 

Canadian context.  

Article two, Learning to Stay: Critical, place-conscious approaches to post-

secondary citizenship education in Atlantic Canada is the first of three individual case 

studies. Drawing on the research conducted at the Bachelor of Arts Community Studies 

(BACS) program at Cape Breton University, the article argues that universities in 

Atlantic Canada can build on historical theory and practice of consciousness raising 

education—as pioneered by Moses M. Coady and the Antigonish Movement in Nova 

Scotia—and resist discourses of deficit that construct the region as backwards and 

helpless. Drawing on literature on critical place-conscious pedagogy, the article explores 

citizenship education that is grounded in Atlantic Canada’s unique civic and political 

context, and the BACS program’s forty-year history of civic education that reflects and 

supports the civic identities and actions of Atlantic Canadians. 

The third article in this dissertation, Pedagogies of engagement: Using 

appreciative inquiry to study post-secondary citizenship education, draws on the case 

study data collected at Renaissance College, at the University of New Brunswick. This 

case explores the appreciative inquiry methodological framework and its application to 

studying civic education by linking the epistemological foundations of the fields. As well, 

the article highlights the increasing impact of neoliberal politics and ideologies on 

universities and the potential for civic education pedagogy to disrupt this influence. 

Specifically, the article explores the use of experiential, interdisciplinary, and project-

based approaches to teaching and learning as central pedagogies for civic education that 
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challenges a system that prioritizes individualism and individual wealth over the success 

of the commons.  

The final individual case study, article four, “It takes a whole university to 

educate a student”: Collaborative approaches for experiential education explores the 

potential for co-curricular programming to support and strengthen civic education. This 

article fills a substantial gap in the literature, which largely ignores co-curricular civic 

education. Drawing on data collected at Memorial University’s Career Development and 

Experiential Learning unit, ways universities can foster civic engagement through co-

curricular programs are explored, including the inclusion of substantive reflection, 

community engagement, and collaboration between academic and co-curricular 

programs.  

The final article in this dissertation, “They Should Really Fix It”: Towards 

Justice-Oriented Citizenship at Atlantic Canadian Universities is a cross-case analysis of 

all three programs using Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) typology of citizenship 

education. Westheimer and Kahne (2004) propose three types of citizenship and civic 

behaviour - personally responsible, participatory, or justice-oriented. In this article, I 

argue that justice-oriented approaches are needed in the Atlantic Canadian context, and 

discuss how each program is working towards that approach, and what remains to be 

done to prepare students to act in responsible and equitable ways in their communities. 

This article brings together the pedagogies discussed in each of the three case studies, to 

suggest a framework for justice-oriented citizenship at Atlantic Canadian universities. 
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Through this project, I aim to discuss the connections between the concepts of 

citizenship, the power of education to inspire social change, and the possibility for 

citizenship education to respond to a “discourse of crisis” (Hyslop-Margison & Sears, 

2007) that informs our understanding of civic engagement in an Atlantic Canadian 

context. By engaging people in an appreciative conversation about what citizenship looks 

like in Atlantic Canada and how universities can prepare their graduates to act as engaged 

actors in their communities, this research highlights the work already being done to foster 

active citizenship through higher education. Like the work done by the Carnegie 

Foundation in Educating Citizens, this study “build[s] on the good work of educators 

throughout the [region] and also [identifies] the barriers that need to be addressed if the 

thoughtful practices [discussed in the study…] are to become the norm rather than the 

exception” (Colby, Beaumont, Ehrlich, and Stephens, 2003, p. xi). By approaching the 

study as an appreciative inquiry, this work responds to researchers who lament the 

disengagement of youth (Howe, 2010; Milner, 2010; Putnam, 2000; Smith, 2011), and 

those who belittle Atlantic Canada’s positioning in national Canadian narratives by 

proposing positive, realistic pedagogical approaches that can respond to these trends.  
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Be... in this place: Cornerstones of Atlantic Canadian citizenship3 

 

Abstract: Drawing on scholarship in literature, folklore, political science, community 

development, education, and history, this article attempts to establish an understanding of 

Atlantic Canadian citizenship as it is shaped by national and regional narratives. Four 

cornerstones of Atlantic Canadian civic identity are suggested:  1. A familiarity with 

geographic and physical hardship, 2. An economy founded on the region’s natural 

resources, 3. A complicated relationship with formal political structures, and 4. A fierce 

sense of independence juxtaposed with an equally fierce connection to community. These 

cornerstones support an appreciative approach to understanding citizenship in Atlantic 

Canada. 

 

Keywords: Atlantic Canada, politics, regional identity, citizenship 

 

  

                                                

3 This article has been submitted to the Journal of Canadian Studies and is undergoing peer review. 
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As much of Canada is engrossed in celebrations of our sesquicentennial, countless 

commercials, showcases, television programs, art exhibitions, and films strive to 

encapsulate what it means to be a Canadian, what makes us unique, what makes us proud 

of our heritage, history, and country. However, Indigenous Canadians, African 

Canadians, and Atlantic Canadians have protested their exclusion from celebrations that 

purport to reflect all Canadians (Bonspiel, 2017; MacDonald, 2017; Morgan, 2017). It 

seems that in an attempt at inclusivity, many of these celebratory efforts subscribe to the 

‘melting pot’ trope of diversity, rather than engaging with the unique regionality of the 

Canadian mosaic.   

The 150th anniversary of Confederation, heralded as the birth of our country 

though the history of Confederation is a complex story that cannot perhaps be 

encapsulated on a single date, is a fitting time to explore the relationship between 

Atlantic Canada and the broader idea of Canada. Prior to Confederation, from 1800-1866, 

Atlantic Canada was enjoying its “Golden Era” (Savoie, 2006). The population of the 

region was growing and shipbuilding was providing wealth and growth to Saint John, NB 

and Halifax, NS, and smaller communities were “prospering or surviving on fish, timber, 

and shipbuilding” (Savoie, 2006, p. 20). Newfoundland was enjoying prosperity as a 

major fishing and shipping colony of Great Britain (Royal Commission on Renewing and 

Strengthening our Place in Canada, 2003). Given the success of the region, leaders from 

Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick met to begin discussions of a 

Maritime Union, a relationship that could make the area a key player in national and 

international commerce and politics. By bringing together the diverse resources (farming, 
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fishing, and forestry) and related industries (agriculture, shipbuilding) in the region, a 

Maritime Union would strengthen the region’s power on the national and international 

stage.  

This conversation eventually expanded to include the Province of Canada (as the 

colony was known from 1841 to 1867), though the change was met with reluctance from 

Maritime politicians and people.  Savoie (2006) writes, “despite assurances by the 

Canadas [East and West] on the benefits of Confederation, debate on the issue in the 

Maritimes was heated, and there were many voices opposing union with Canada” (p. 24). 

Eventually, Nova Scotia and New Brunswick acquiesced to join the new Dominion of 

Canada, but Prince Edward Island and Newfoundland remained separate colonies. Prince 

Edward Island would join Confederation in 1873, though Newfoundland remained a 

British colony until 1949. Many historians and political scientists note that a deep sense 

of betrayal and grievance continues to plague discussion on Atlantic Canada’s 

relationship with Confederation and with Canada (e.g. Savoie, 2006; Marland, 2009; 

McKay, 2000).  

Many see Confederation as the end of the Golden Age of Atlantic Canada 

(MacDonald, 2017).  According to Savoie (2006), “many Maritimers are convinced that 

most of their economic woes stem from Canada’s constitutional arrangements and its 

political institutions” (p. 18). Fears that the needs of Ontario and Quebec would dominate 

the new central government were founded. Post-Confederation, the Maritime provinces 

see their illustrious progress stagnate or decline. The Canadian government blamed this 

on the “obsolescence of wind, wood, and sail” (in Savoie, 2006, p. 37), though others see 
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that national policies forced the region into dilapidation and decay. As such, when Prince 

Edward Island and Newfoundland joined Confederation in later years, they entered into a 

system that was already prejudiced and actively working against the country east of 

Quebec.  

However, in narratives about Confederation, including Canada 150 celebrations, 

the dissent, debate, and deliberation about Atlantic Canada’s role in the national project 

remains unknown. Conrad (2001a) writes:  

The structure of Confederation created the framework for the region's 

marginalization. Under the British North America Act of 1867, small political 

jurisdictions had little chance of shaping national policy to meet their needs. Even 

their protests have gone missing in the national narrative. Canada: A People's 

History presents Joseph Howe as a supporter of Confederation rather than the 

indefatigable leader of Nova Scotia's anti-Confederation movement, a selective 

perception highlighting the point that the past can be used to confirm whatever 

political prejudice suits us (para. 8). 

It is within this contentious tussle between Atlantic Canada and the broader Canadian 

national narrative that this article is situated. Drawing on research in literature, folklore, 

political science, community development, education, and history, I attempt to establish 

an understanding of Atlantic Canadian citizenship, as it is shaped by national and 

regional narratives. 

The four Atlantic Canadian provinces—Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova 

Scotia, Prince Edward Island, and New Brunswick—are each unique and distinct in their 
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geography, people, and relationship to the broader Canadian culture. The idea of a 

common Atlantic Canadian political or civic identity is not a foregone conclusion. No 

literature exists to document an Atlantic Canadian conception of citizenship or civic 

engagement. However, in her exploration of British Columbia in The West Beyond the 

West, Barman (1991, 2007) writes about the idea of regional identity. She explores how 

the history, geography, and literary depictions of British Columbia have shaped the 

politics and society of the province, particularly its “ambivalent” relationship with the 

Canadian whole (1991, p. 345). She argues that the Rocky Mountains form an 

insurmountable divide between British Columbia and the rest of Canada, and thus BC has 

been able to construct a unique civic identity within the boundaries of the province, and 

between the province and the federal government. Given the geography, history, and 

folklore of Atlantic Canada, perhaps a similar construction is possible for the region. 

The Atlantic Canadian perspective is often glaringly absent from national 

narratives on politics and history – including CBC documentaries like 2000’s Canada: A 

People’s History (for a thorough discussion of this, see Margaret Conrad’s (2001b) 

article in Social History, “My Canada Includes the Atlantic Provinces”). Apparently, 

CBC producers did not consult this source and 2017’s Canada: The Story of Us repeats 

many of the errors of its predecessor. What is not absent, however, is Atlantic Canadians’ 

vocal and vociferous dissent at these conspicuous omissions. These contrasting themes of 

omission and opposition are central to a discussion of Atlantic Canada’s place in national 

conversation.  
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The exclusion of the Atlantic Canadian region from national narratives 

perpetuates unfair stereotypes of the region as backwards and unimportant, and lead to 

constructions of the region’s citizens as lazy, apathetic, and resistant to progress. These 

misunderstandings often lead to the dismissive attitudes of politicians like Underhill, and 

even Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau who, when challenged by Atlantic Canadians about 

rising unemployment rates in the region remarked “why don’t you just get off your asses” 

(in Corbett, 2007, p. 14). In response, Savoie (2006) argues that historical “accidents” 

like these, and events perpetuated by “national political and administrative institutions” 

can be blamed for the region’s underdevelopment (p. 14). 

Those narratives that do exist about Atlantic Canada often rely on negative tropes 

and stereotypes when discussing the region. Savoie (1999) describes residents of the 

region as “always on the outside looking in”. In 1963’s CBC Massey Lectures, The 

Image of Confederation, Frank Underhill commented on the Atlantic provinces, quipping 

“nothing, of course, ever happens down there” (in Conrad, 2014, p. 33). Scholarly work 

about the Atlantic Canadian region also relies on these tropes and archetypes. Much of 

the research on Atlantic Canada focuses on the ‘have nots’ of the region – what McKay 

(2000) calls the “structuring absences: its lack of a metropolis, its lack of domestic pools 

of capital, its lack of a well-developed industrial base, its lack of a “developed class 

structure”” (p. 96).  

Wyile (2011) summarizes the complex and contradictory ways in which Atlantic 

Canada is treated in broader national discourse:   
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the regard in which Atlantic Canada is held by much, indeed most of the rest of 

the country, which tends to view the region with a mixture of patronizing 

acceptance and growing impatience. It is seen alternately as an inconvenient 

vestige of Confederation, as a fiscal drain on the rest of the country, and as a 

leisure space […] Atlantic Canadians are seen as proud, stoic, independent, 

communal, and culturally vibrant, providing a welcome antidote to the alienating, 

consumerist mentality that characterizes life in the ostensibly more prosperous 

and cosmopolitan parts of the country” (p. 2).  

While focusing on the ways in which the Atlantic Canadian region is unlike the rest of 

the country, scholars continue to perpetuate negative understandings of the region and its 

peoples, instead of a more appreciative understanding of the region’s uniqueness (White 

& King, 2017).  

Corbett (2007) and McKay (2000) suggest that a restructuring of these deficit 

discourses can help re-shape a more nuanced understanding of the region more broadly, 

and foster understanding of civic life and behaviour in Atlantic Canada. As McKay 

(2000) comments, “By focusing only on the dire master narrative of the region’s fall into 

dependence, we have missed many interesting other stories about […] others who saw 

potential in crises” (p. 99). McKay (2000) argues for a reconfiguration of research on the 

Atlantic Canadian region. He says that by “placing emphasis on gender, ethnicity and 

community, rather than on, say […] topics as regional underdevelopment, class conflict 

and the position of the Atlantic Provinces within Confederation” (p. 89), scholars can 

continue to help shape perceptions of Atlantic Canada in national and scholarly 
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narratives, by supplanting “the old narratives of nation building, the coalescence of 

regional grievance, the development of underdevelopment and the making of working-

class consciousness […with] new stories of identities and ideals” (McKay, 2000, p. 89).  

Cornerstones of Atlantic Canadian Citizenship 

Despite the lack of published literature in the field, this article attempts to respond 

to McKay’s call for scholarship on the region, and will uncover the degree to which each 

province shares some commonalities of importance. In attempting to identify a coherent 

framework of Atlantic Canadian citizenship, four cornerstones emerge:  1. A familiarity 

with geographic and physical hardship; 2. An economy founded on the region’s natural 

resources; 3. A complicated relationship with formal political structures; and 4. A fierce 

sense of independence juxtaposed with an equally fierce connection to community. I am 

cautious, however, that describing these ‘cornerstones’ in some ways essentializes and 

perhaps trivializes Atlantic Canadian experiences (Creelman, 2003, p. 6). Like Barman 

(1991, 2007), who recognizes the diversity of experiences and peoples within British 

Columbia, I do not wish to imply a homogeneity that does not exist in the region, rather 

to suggest the ways in which a diverse group of peoples interact with other groups.  

Through this article, I unpack the ways Atlantic Canadians wrestle with these themes, 

and the tensions and divisions inherent within the region. Dialogue, debate, and even 

dissent are characteristics that permeate the Atlantic Canadian understanding of civic 

engagement.  
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“Landscapes of the Heart”: Geographic and physical hardship 

Without lending tacit support to the deficit discourses described earlier in this 

article, it is important to engage with the notion of hardship and its significance as we 

continue to explore the idea of Atlantic Canadian civic and political identities. To see the 

centrality of hardship to the Atlantic Canadian regional identity, one need look no further 

than the myths, legends, literature, and folklore of the region. Cooper (2001) describes 

these narratives as “texts and speeches that express regional imaginative consciousness” 

(p. 94), which Smith (2007) considers “actively at work in constructing a region” (p. 3). 

If, as Smith (2007) contends, fictional and literary narratives help shape perception of the 

Atlantic Canadian region, it stands to reason that these narratives also impact how 

Atlantic Canadians develop their own individual consciousnesses and identities. The way 

narratives like The Shipping News, or Anne of Green Gables, or the more recent 

Broadway musical Come From Away construct Atlantic Canada and, thus, Atlantic 

Canadians, impacts how Atlantic Canadians come to think of themselves in the context of 

a larger Canadian and international whole. 

It is important to note that the narratives that dominate the literary landscape of 

Atlantic Canada are primarily Settler narratives, recounting the experiences of the 

primarily White Irish, Scottish, and English settlers to the region. With some notable 

exceptions (including the work of George Elliott Clarke, and Rita Joe, among others) 

Acadian, Africanadian, and Aboriginal narratives are not part of this master narrative, 

and further research on how the inclusion of these narratives would undoubtedly change 

understanding of civic and political identities of Atlantic Canadians is necessary.  
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Morgan (2016) cautions against constructing narratives that imagine the Atlantic 

region as merely idyllic, pastoral, and rural (or raging, dangerous, and romantic). She 

writes, “While such depictions might seem harmless to outsiders, they [are] often 

patronizing, since they [tend] to paint Nova Scotians as not only living a “simple life” but 

being somewhat simple, quaint, and backwards themselves”.  She also argues that such 

depictions construct “homogenous images of people frozen in […] time” (p. 141). Such 

constructions obscure tensions between modernity and historicism and ignore the modern 

realities of citizens in the region. As Wyile (2011) writes in Anne of Tim Hortons: 

Globalization and the Reshaping of Atlantic Canadian Literature,  

in the early twenty-first century, a young girl in Eastern Canada is less likely to be 

found in a quaint, gabled farmhouse than in an internationally successful chain 

doughnut store that is a ubiquitous presence throughout the region and indeed 

serves, in so many towns and villages, as the de facto community centre (p. 1). 

However, it is the tension between these narrative constructions and the constructions of 

identity, place, and people who characterize the Atlantic Canadian region and their 

relationship with civic and political engagement.  

George Elliott Clarke, now the Canadian Parliamentary Poet Laureate remarked 

in The Walrus, “Art is never innocent, even if artists claim naïveté; it has socio-political 

effects, and so it has socio-political consequences” (1997, para. 9). As Woodman (2010) 

discusses, Atlantic Canadian authors have used regionalism to recount “the reality of 

lived experience as compared to the aesthetic notions of Canadian hegemony” (p. 134). 

The very existence of narratives that describe Atlantic Canadian ways of life serve to 
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subvert a master Canadian narrative which ignores and suppresses the stories of many of 

its citizens. That being said, however, the Atlantic Canadian literary and creative field 

perpetuates many of these hegemonic ideas, while simultaneously resisting others by 

attempting to construct a “single story” (Adichie, 2009) about the region. Wyile (2011) 

says,  

Many of the […] writers who have appeared on the East Coast both stage a 

resistance to idyllic constructions of the region […] and exhibit an acute 

consciousness of the degree to which the region is shaped by past and present 

economic, political, and social developments, rather than being hermetically 

sealed in the nineteenth century (p. 6). 

This article explores those resistances and consciousnesses, as reflected in the political 

and civic lives of citizens of Atlantic Canada. 

Central to many narratives about the Atlantic region, including those mentioned 

above is the complex relationship between the people and the place they inhabit. Author 

Alistair MacLeod calls these “emotional effects of region [the] landcapes of the heart” 

(Berces, 1991, para.1). In Tony Tremblay’s (2010) book, David Adams Richards of the 

Miramichi, he suggests that Richards’ work presents a realism that has “boldly countered 

the accepted social romance of our day, challenging the folk stereotypes” (p. x) that 

typify Atlantic Canadian fiction. Richards’ work is “fiercely loyal to his river and his 

people and unswerving in his protection of them” (p. xi), and “a palimpsest through 

which struggles of definition over nation and region, society and individual, power and 

freedom are discernible” (p. xii). Richards’ characters and his writing further establish the 
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centrality of geography and place and their importance to the lives of Atlantic Canadians. 

As of 2017, David Adams Richards has been appointed to the Senate of Canada, where 

his understanding of the inimitable relationship between geography and political life may 

provide a much-needed Atlantic Canadian perspective on Ottawa’s policy decisions.  

Creelman (2003) posits that there is a “common struggle against the economic 

hardships of underdevelopment and underemployment” (p. 3) in the literature of region. 

This struggle is central to the works of authors like Alistair McLeod and Lisa Moore 

(Creelman, 2003).  A shared cultural context has shaped Atlantic Canadians’ 

understanding of themselves and their relationship with the broader Canadian Other. One 

might wonder why those who seek to situate Atlantic Canada in the hearts and minds of 

viewers, audiences, and readers would choose to rely on tropes like economic and 

physical hardship that can be construed as negative, or could be seen as contributing to 

discourses about the region that focus on deficits. However, this “thematic pursuit” 

attempts to “combat a genuine fear of placelessness, or valueless place” (Smith, 2007, p. 

4). One can see the literary works produced by the region’s authors as “radically 

reimagin[ing] the social constructions of their world” (Woodman, 2010, p. 140). In 

essence, Atlantic Canadians have internalized the deficit discourses about their region, 

and reconstructed them as points of perverse pride in their region, its people, and 

themselves.  

The obstinate relationship with the physical landscape, which Keefer (1987) 

summarizes as an “epic struggle against starvation and the sea” (p. 4) becomes important 

to a discussion of Atlantic Canadian civic and political identity or consciousness, as the 
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concept of struggle forms a central core in the relationship between Atlantic Canada and 

not only its physical geography, but its separateness from the rest of Canada, and the rest 

of its people and structures.  As Berces (1991) describes the metaphor present in Alistair 

MacLeod’s works: “Water, rain and the sea frequently become complex exponents of 

beliefs, fears, hopes” (para. 4), we see these complex struggles in the lived political and 

civic experiences of Atlantic Canadians.  

In order to understand the relationship Atlantic Canadians have with the physical 

geography of their region, it is necessary to restructure discourses that centre on the 

region’s experiences of ‘hardship’. Wilson-Forsberg (2013) draws on research in the area 

and discusses the region’s (and its citizens’) resilience in the face of physical, economic, 

and political adversity. This strength of conviction, and dedication to place and people 

shapes Atlantic Canadians’ relationships with each other and with the broader Canadian 

polity. As such, experiences of physical and economic hardship form one of the 

cornerstones of Atlantic Canadian citizenship – responses to this hardship are central to 

Atlantic Canadians’ understanding of and performance of civic participation.  

The physical geography of Atlantic Canada, as seen in many creative works, is 

also inextricably tied to the economic situations of its inhabitants. Fishing, logging, and 

mining, professions which leave their laborers “critically vulnerable to […] 

environmental conditions such as climate, the sea, the region’s depleting coal resources, 

and are well within reach of devastating economic poverty” (Berces, 1991, para. 5) are 

often central to stories set in Atlantic Canada. Not only are these industries vulnerable to 

natural disaster, but they are also subject to master narratives of ‘progress’ and political 
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forces like globalization, imposed upon the natural resource based economies of the 

Atlantic Canadian region. Workman (2003) argues that globalization has only increased 

hardship and human suffering in the area (p. 6). Savoie (2006) writes, “The boundaries of 

politics are defined by geography, by an electorate with community and regional interests 

to advance” (p.5). The physical, economic, and human geography of the Atlantic 

Canadian region shape and are shaped by political decisions. The impacts of these 

policies on their livelihoods also shape the civic and political lives of its citizens. 

“Extremities of Nation and Continent”: Natural Resource Economies 

The physical landscape of Atlantic Canada has not just shaped the cultural and 

relational identities of its citizens, but the economic and occupational lives of Atlantic 

Canadians have also been created by the geographic landscapes that surround and create 

their communities. Hodgett and Royle (2003) articulate this connection between 

economy and geography: “the islanders of Cape Breton (or Newfoundland, or Prince 

Edward Island) […] with their fellow Atlantic Canadians from mainland areas in New 

Brunswick, Nova Scotia and Labrador inhabit the physical (and economic) extremities of 

nation and continent” (p. 315). From the earliest Aboriginal peoples, through European 

settlement, and continuing into the modern era, the harsh landscapes of the region have 

dictated the work, mobility, and perhaps even character of the people.  

The earliest inhabitants of Atlantic Canada were sustained by the area’s natural 

resources – fishing, forestry, and mining formed the foundation of the region’s 

economies, and its people maintain a connection to the land and its resources. This 

connection has complicated citizens’ relationships with the formal political structures 
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imposed and the policies and systems put in place that seek to mediate the relationships 

between land and inhabitant.  As Wyile (2011) writes: “rather than a haven from the 

consumerism, corporatization, and global competition that characterize our current 

milieu, Atlantic Canada has been palpably affected by these very trends” (p. 1). Though 

common narratives about the region imply that Atlantic Canadians are reluctant to adopt 

technological progress, and seek to maintain an idealized past in regard to the natural 

resource industries in their provinces, discussions of citizens’ protest and engagement 

with governments on these issues uncover a more nuanced understanding (Wyile, 2011).  

While the construction of Atlantic Canadians as seeking to hold on to antiquated 

and ‘dying’ industries remains prevalent in discussions of the region, Atlantic Canadians 

recognize Parenteau’s (2013) claim that “the idea of a perpetual natural resource industry 

is mostly illusory, as, historically, resource depletion and environmental degradation, 

trade and labour policies, market forces, and a variety of other factors have ensured 

periodic decline and migration to new zones of resource exploitation” (p. 92). For many 

Atlantic Canadians, natural resource industries are not merely sources of employment and 

income; rather they are cultural artifacts that represent a connection to the land, its 

people, and its culture. Despite its much-maligned status, the slogan for the province of 

New Brunswick “Be…in this place” captures the importance of creating a life within the 

province. As such, Atlantic Canadians are not clinging to a romanticized past, but seeking 

policies and practices that create space for them in the resource-based economies that are 

central to their identities as citizens.  
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Perhaps the most defining moment in Newfoundland’s political history is the 

Northern cod fishery moratorium.  In July 1992, the government of Newfoundland 

indefinitely suspended the province’s Northern cod fishery in response to the declining 

resource. At the time, the cod stocks in the Grand Banks area of the Atlantic Ocean off 

Newfoundland had been overfished to near extinction. Regulations had not kept pace 

with technological innovation, and more sophisticated vessels were able to catch larger 

amounts of fish without returning to shore (Higgins, 2009; Snelgrove, 2010). The onset 

of the moratorium left over 30,000 people without work, and frustrated with a 

government that they saw as having failed them. The government offered fishers $225 

per week for ten weeks after which unemployment insurance (now Employment 

Insurance) would be available. Financial incentives were provided for those who took 

early retirement and for job training for those who wanted another career (CBC Digital 

Archives, 1992; White, 2010).  

Newfoundlanders were very vocal about their displeasure with this 

announcement. In July 1992, fishers protested the arrival of federal Fisheries minister, 

and fellow Newfoundlander, John Crosbie to St. John’s, greeting him outside the 

province’s seat of provincial government, Confederation Building, with signs that read 

“Is This The Best You Can Do, Buddy?” (CBC Digital Archives, 2012).  During his news 

conference, fishers stormed the doors, attempting to gain entry to the room while 

Crosbie’s security guards barricaded the doors from the inside with furniture (CBC 

Digital Archives, 1992). 
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While news media from that time constructs the issue in financial terms, 

repeatedly mentioning the 400 million-dollar value ascribed to the industry, and calling 

the moratorium ‘The biggest layoff in Canadian history’ (CBC Digital Archives, 1992), 

fishers themselves lambasted the government for the cultural loss they felt with the 

closure of the fishery. One unidentified fisher said, “Six generations, down the line 

passed down, and he’s [John Crosbie] done nothing but S-H-I-T to us” (CBC Digital 

Archives, 1992).  Corbett (2007) also documents the inherited nature of fishing 

knowledge, employment, and identity in his discussions of young people on Digby Neck, 

Nova Scotia.  The knowledge required to be a fisher, and the identity within a community 

that vocation creates, is valued capital within many rural communities within Atlantic 

Canada. As such, the governmental policies which seek to disrupt that vocation are seen 

as not merely disruptive, but actively violent against those who hold those identities. The 

protests of citizens against the moratorium and against policies implemented to alleviate 

the impact of the demise of the northern cod fishery are reflective of the particular and 

unique ways Atlantic Canadians engage with politics.  

As Parenteau (2013) documents, New Brunswickers also have a long and 

complicated history with natural resource policies (in this province, forestry), and the 

governments who have imposed them. Since the 1930s, citizens, forestry workers, and 

county-level politicians have been protesting governmental policy, which they see as 

detrimental to their relationship with Crown forests and the products of the forestry 

industry. However, “demands from citizens who feel entitled to utilize the public forest to 

rebuild their communities […] have been summarily dismissed” (p. 108) and recent 
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(2007) “funding for a planned round of public consultations in nine communities was 

cancelled by the New Brunswick government without explanation” (p. 109).  

Conversely, citizens see the “purpose of the Crown forest [as] to serve as an 

engine for community development” (Parenteau, 2013, p. 92), while governmental policy 

belies these perspectives, giving corporate interests increasing control of the industry and 

voice at the discussion table which Parenteau (2013) claims “deifie[s] the neo-liberal turn 

toward reduced government in Canada” (p. 106). New Brunswickers, however, “have 

become more vocal in their criticism of government and industry management of the 

Crown forest” (p. 109), even while the forestry industry in New Brunswick remains in 

‘crisis’ and “[b]etween 2000 and 2008 more than one-half (7,820) of the 15,000 jobs in 

the forest industries were eliminated” (p. 93). Despite the willingness of citizens to 

engage with government in debate on these issues, “governments led by both main 

political parties in the province have had little appetite for sponsoring additional public 

engagement regarding Crown land management” (Beckley, 2014, p. 41).  

Beckley (2014) summarizes the disconnect between citizens and government with 

regards to New Brunswick forest policy as a fundamental misunderstanding of the 

foundations of the connection between people and resources. He argues that citizens 

engage in values-based discussions of forest policy and practices, while the government 

relies on science and ‘objectivity’ to structure its arguments. This dysfunctional 

relationship can also be seen in other discussions of resource management and regional 

economies, like the discussion of the northern cod fishery and moratorium. This disparity 
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between the change Atlantic Canadians demand and the policies implemented by 

governments in the region serve to distance citizens from their elected officials.  

“Elector Malaise” and Canadian Idol: A Complicated Relationship With Politics 

While many scholars report the low levels of voter turnout in Atlantic Canada in 

recent elections (Marland, 2009; Siaroff & Wesley, 2015), and a plethora of reasons are 

posited for this disengagement broadly across the country (including frustration with 

political patronage (Perlin, 1974; Parenteau, 2013); low sociodemographic indicators 

(Andrew, 2005); and youth disengagement (Howe, 2010; Milner, 2010)), the unique 

nature of the Atlantic Canadian region presents unique variables which shape citizens’ 

complicated relationships with formal political engagement. The apathy so commonly 

ascribed to Atlantic Canada can perhaps be reframed as disappointment. As Simeon and 

Elkins (1974) discuss:  

the political hopelessness so prevalent in the Maritimes may stem from the 

historical failure of either federal or provincial governments to solve the 

economic problems of the area. One is likely to be a critic, rather than disaffected, 

only if there is a reasonable hope something can be achieved (p. 43). 

Despite a sharp downturn in voter turnout rates in Atlantic Canada between 1988 

and 1993 (on average a 10% reduction in the number of Atlantic Canadian votes cast in 

federal elections in that period (Canadian Council on Social Development)), more recent 

statistics show an increase in voter turnout in the region. Table 1 shows the change in 

voter turnout rates for federal election in the region between 1993 and 2015. 
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Table 1 - voter turnout rates 

Province 1993 federal 
election (%) 

2015 federal 
election (%) 

Difference in 
percentage points 

Newfoundland & 
Labrador 

55.1 67 11.9 

Prince Edward 
Island 

73.2 86 12.8 

Nova Scotia 64.7 78 13.3 
New Brunswick 69.6 81 11.4 
(data from: Canadian Council on Social Development; Statistics Canada, 2016) 

The marked increase in Atlantic Canadian voter turnout suggests that perhaps 

discourses that construct the region as apathetic are deceptive and foreshadow the 

potential for a reworking of political engagement in Atlantic Canada. When compared 

with other provinces, Atlantic Canadians vote in much the same ratio as their 

counterparts in the rest of Canada. As referenced above, scholars posit that factors like 

low socioeconomics, lower education levels, and other marginalizing factors all 

contribute to low voter turnout, factors which are not region specific (Howe, 2007, 2010). 

In research on non-voters in the 2015 federal election, Statistics Canada (2016) found that 

almost 40% of non-voters in Atlantic Canada did so for “political reasons” (p. 5). Perhaps 

the disconnect between Atlantic Canadians and federal/provincial politics is a 

fundamental theoretical or epistemological divide. The deficit discourses of Atlantic 

Canada continue to shape our understanding of the region’s political activity, and perhaps 

contribute to non-voters’ sense of inefficacy. These discourses, as explored above, shape 

Atlantic Canadians’ understandings of themselves as Canadians, as political actors, and 

as citizens. 
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Chareka and Sears (2006) found that young Atlantic Canadians see voting as a 

key element of democratic practice, but also discovered that they felt ambivalent about 

voting themselves.  More recently, Marland (2009) further explored the nature of 

‘second-class citizenship’ felt by Newfoundlanders and Labradorians on the national 

political stage: “there was a detachment from federal matters in particular. [Participants] 

lamented that decision-making was remote and that the province was ignored […] 

Political organizations were seen to stifle personalities and ideas because they oblige 

candidates to promote the party’s mantra” (p. 228). Marland (2009) juxtaposes this 

“elector malaise” (p. 220) with the province’s vociferous support of ‘their own’ 

competitors on reality TV show, Canadian Idol. He writes: “Singers […] were believed 

to embody a considerable depth of talent in Newfoundland and Labrador. There was a 

strong sense of community and Newfoundlanders were said to be one big “family.”” (p. 

229) This contrast between individual ideas and collective behaviour will be explored 

further in the section on communitarian liberalism later in this article.  

What the examples above may indicate, then, is that while Atlantic Canada’s 

relationships with formal mechanisms of democratic engagement are fraught, Atlantic 

Canadians are very connected with, passionate about, and demonstrative when it comes 

to issues that directly affect them and their region. Chareka’s (2005) study of young 

Atlantic Canadians found that all their participants were “involved in some non-formal 

forms of civic activity, intended to continue and, in many cases, increase their 

involvement” (in Chareka & Sears, 2006, p. 532). This may suggest that Atlantic 

Canadians are more connected with issues-based approaches to civic and political 
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engagement rather than party-based mechanisms. Certainly, there is an historic precedent 

for this type of involvement.  

As Perrella (2005) discusses, the historical economic decline and 

underdevelopment in Atlantic Canada breeds discontent with formal, established political 

structures (p. 336). Lipset (1959) documents the idea that those “disconnected people 

who share a common bond or common communication channel are more likely to 

mobilize politically” (p. 262). However, Perrella (2005) notes, drawing on Lipset’s work 

and Maurice Pinard’s (1971) study of “how voters in economically hard-hit regions are 

more likely to turn to a third party for solutions, once voters reject the traditional parties 

for doing too little” (p. 337), that these studies demonstrate “an expression of support for 

the entire political system” (p. 338).  The lack of a viable third party in Atlantic Canadian 

(and, more broadly Canadian politics in general, including the first-past-the-post voter 

system, which may hinder the success potential new parties) may contribute to the 

‘malaise’ of voters in the region.  

The political and civic engagement of Atlantic Canadians has a long and 

illustrious history. This engagement has often been tied to issues of specific importance 

to the region’s citizens, and in particular to the resources and geography of the area, as 

explored in previous sections of this article. When Atlantic Canadians feel the unique 

landscape of their region is threatened – particularly by outside forces who seek to 

change and corrupt that landscape – they engage in the vocal and vociferous dissent that 

has come to epitomize political and civic engagement in the area. Whether it is protest 

against the closure of the cod fishery in Newfoundland, or opposition to fracking and 
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shale gas exploration and development in New Brunswick, Atlantic Canadians are fierce 

protectors of their ways of life, their environments, and their livelihoods. This 

protectionist stance may not only shape Atlantic Canadians’ interactions with formal 

politics, but may also force the region to remain stagnant in the face of social change.  

Recent protests against hydraulic fracking and shale gas exploration in New 

Brunswick underscore the ways natural resource economies and the physical resources 

and geography of the region shape political engagement in Atlantic Canada. Shale gas 

has been seen as a panacea to revitalize New Brunswick’s economy, to reinvigorate the 

province’s impact on a national scale (Saillant, 2014). However, the suggestion has been 

met with adamant opposition from some who question the safety and environmental 

repercussions of extracting the resource. In response to protests and dissent by citizens, 

the New Brunswick government struck a Commission on Hydraulic Fracturing, which 

engaged in consultation broadly across the province in 2016. The final report of the 

Commission spoke not just about shale gas, but also about the relationship between 

government and citizens in the province. The members of the Commission saw that New 

Brunswickers protest not only shale gas exploration, but a top-down, managerial 

approach to governance and politics. As this Commission and other examples throughout 

this article have shown, antiquated paternalism and elitism on behalf of the government is 

no longer a viable approach (Gillies, 2016).  

The importance of labour movements to Atlantic Canadians’ relationships with 

provincial and federal politics is well documented (Forsey, Richardson, & Kealey, 1985; 

Frank & Kealey, 1995; Workman, 2003). Through unions and cooperative enterprises, 
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Atlantic Canadians have sought ways to regain control of their industries, resources, and 

occupations from outside forces. These organizations offer a collective power to act 

against the effects of external policies, practices, and authorities. However, these powers 

have waned in recent years. Workman (2003) writes, “We can be sure that union growth 

has been arrested in Atlantic Canada over the last two decades, a fact which is consistent 

with our expectations about the effects of globalization and the neoliberal culture of 

austerity” (p. 44). However, as we have seen in protests against the cod moratorium, 

against shale gas, against Confederation, Atlantic Canadians have shaped their political 

and civic action as one which antagonizes against forces that seek to change the 

relationships citizens have with what they see as the natural and economic strengths of 

their region.  

Drawing on the examples above, it is clear that there is a substantial history and 

connection with democratic participation in the Atlantic provinces. Though protests 

against government policies and politicians have been largely ineffective, nevertheless, 

Atlantic Canadians continue to exercise their democratic voice on a very public stage. 

When those protests are dismissed and largely ignored (Parenteau, 2013; Marland, 2009), 

it is no wonder that Atlantic Canadians become disillusioned with the formal structures 

that seek to govern their land and their livelihoods. The nature of the landscape, 

economies, and people of Atlantic Canada have “time and again, [articulated] a subtle, 

complex, communitarian critique of the liberal order” (McKay, 2000).  

 

 



 
 

57 

“The Memory of a Shared Community”: Communitarian Liberalism   

Much of the scholarly literature on citizenship and citizenship education laments 

the disconnected-ness of individuals from ‘the commons’, from society. Certainly one of 

the most famous of these is Putnam’s (2000) book Bowling Alone which posits that the 

social bonds between neighbours have deteriorated, and levels of social capital have 

declined in recent years. When we apply the theory of social capital to Atlantic Canada, 

we find a place where social bonds are still a valued, important, and perhaps necessary 

type and source of capital. However, Putnam’s “view of rural communities as places 

where civic harmony and inclusion triumph and there is little room for power struggles, 

exclusionary tactics by privileged groups, or ideological conflicts” (Wilson-Forsberg, 

2013, p. 167) and in particular, his perspective that social capital includes an inherent 

trust in institutional effectiveness (Putnam, 2000, p. 22) does not necessarily fully capture 

the lived experience of Atlantic Canadians and those who live in rural communities 

(Shortall, 2014), as explored earlier in this article. That being said, the connections 

between individuals in Atlantic Canada are of key importance to this study, and to the 

civic potential of the region. 

Community is a central theme in discussions of Atlantic Canada and its people. Lee 

and Newby (1983) offer three broad definitions of community: Community as a 

geographical expression (bounded locality); community as a local social system (a set of 

social relations taking place in a locality, a network of interrelationships and the content 

of these relationships); and community as an identity and commonality among a group of 

individuals (in Hodgett & Royle, 2003, p. 309). Dominant discourses erroneously 
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construct ideas around Atlantic Canadian communities, and their political agency. The 

idea that communities in Atlantic Canada are apathetic and disappearing is perpetuated 

by discourses around low voter turnout, outmigration, and illiteracy (White & King, 

2017). However, as Baker (2012) discovered, relationships with “location, landscape, and 

home” (p. 381) are of key importance to Newfoundland youth. And, as Matthews (1983) 

explores, in the wake of forced resettlement of Newfoundland communities, citizens 

understood the ‘viability’ of their communities using staunchly different indicators from 

the authoritarian government planners:  

[Citizens] were strongly attached to other people in their communities, many of 

whom were relatives or close friends. In contrast to the planners’ criteria of economic 

viability, the residents of such communities used criteria of social viability in judging 

their qualities of life (p. 139) 

The importance of one’s community to one’s economic and civic life resonates in 

Baker’s (2012) research on Newfoundlanders’ understanding of themselves and their 

identity. He discusses the strong connections between family and community members 

and the centrality of those connections to a sense of patriotism and Newfoundland 

identity (p. 378). Further to the connections Newfoundlanders feel between relational and 

fictive kin, is the concept of reciprocity. The first-year university students Baker spoke 

with in his research indicated the significance of service to their understanding of 

themselves as Newfoundlanders, frequently citing the Royal Newfoundland Regiment’s 

service in Gallipoli and at Beaumont-Hamel in the First World War and key markers of 

their patriotism and sense of Newfoundland identity (Baker, 2012, p. 381-382).  These 
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key elements of Newfoundland identity stress the importance of one’s relationship with 

one’s community and one’s fellow citizens as central to civic life in the province. Those 

relationships are also strengthened and supported by communal action that serves to 

improve the quality of life for all in the community.  

In many cases, action comes in the form of resistance against policies handed down 

from authoritarian political forces. These include Bennett’s (2011) discussion on the 

“abandonment of small, community schools” (p. 1). Across Atlantic Canada, the closure 

of community’s schools (under the auspices of economic frugality and efficiency) has 

sparked debate and protest from citizens affected by what they see as an attack on the 

very foundations of their communities and their relationships. The Nova Scotia Small 

Schools Initiative seeks to place “community schools at the heart of a well-coordinated 

Rural Strategy” (Nova Scotia Small Schools Initiative). Initiatives like these seek to 

reframe efforts of rural development and revitalization that are ubiquitous in Atlantic 

Canada.  

Rural development strategies imposed by the province’s governments often reflect 

fiscal conservativism and focus on the economic development of the regions (like 

Newfoundland’s Rural Economic Development (RED) boards (House, 2001)). These 

programs often fail to reflect the uniqueness of the region and its people. Attempts at 

fairness have resulted in programs like equalization, where provinces with more 

economic resources support those without. Unfortunately, this has further solidified 

discourses of have not and have provinces, and fostered animosity rather than 

cooperation. Savoie (2006) notes that federal attempts at regional economic development 
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have been piecemeal and largely ineffective, as governments try ‘this and that’ without a 

formalized plan and without drawing on the uniqueness of the region’s politics and 

people. He writes, “Canada’s economic policies have been ‘regionalized’ only at the 

margins and involve the delivery of regional economic development programs and 

federal transfers both to provincial governments (equalization) and individuals 

(employment insurance program)” (Savoie, 2006, p. 309). 

What we see, though, is that citizens of Atlantic Canada focus instead on the social 

development and revitalization of their communities, and choose to build on the strengths 

already housed in their communities – consciously or not, these citizens reflect elements 

of asset-based community development (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1996), seeking to 

focus on the ‘haves’ of their communities, not the ‘have nots’. In order to understand the 

resilience and agency of Atlantic Canadian communities, the tensions inherent in ideas of 

community viability, agency, and action must be unpacked and explored.  

Despite examples like these, a study by the Atlantic Health Promotion Research 

Centre (now the Dalhousie University Healthy Populations Institute) reflects many of the 

deficit discourses around Atlantic Canadian communities and civic action. The study  

cited barriers to collective action includ[ing] communal apathy and anger; 

expressions of powerlessness and resentment; a low level of citizen participation 

in community development activities; low levels of education; geographic and 

social isolation; a failure to rally communally in response to the current hardship; 

and a lack of coordination of community organizations (AHPRC, 1999) (in 

Wilson-Forsberg, 2013, p. 164) 
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When one’s community is seen as ‘unviable’, and citizens are literally forced from the 

places and spaces that have shaped their lives, is it any wonder that those citizens are 

reluctant to participate in the formal structures of the very democracy they see as having 

dismissed them? Perhaps the disengagement encountered by these researchers can be 

reconceptualized as forced humility and not apathy? When your livelihood, your 

community, and your very survival is subject to the cruel whims of nature, geography, 

and external political forces, how can one dare to assert oneself as a civic actor? When 

efforts against these forces face such stringent resistance, how can Atlantic Canadians see 

their activist efforts as valued or even tolerated? 

Despite these negative discourses that shape broader understandings of Atlantic 

Canadian communities, Wilson-Forsberg (2013) has found strong indicators of resiliency 

within the region:  

despite considerable risk in terms of employment and the economy, these […] 

communities displayed remarkable resilience. The study referred to a strong sense of 

community linked to a shared history, social traditions, religion, small community 

size, and communal trust, as protective factors leading to resiliency (p. 164).  

As Hodgett and Royle (2003) discuss, community is “intimately connected to the notions 

of both democracy and a culture. It requires them to support it, and, in return, it holds 

them up, providing legitimacy and a much-needed ‘warm glow’ of humanity” (p. 310). 

However, as we are discovering about the Atlantic Canadian region, the region’s complex 

nature further complicates this heartening discussion of community resilience and 

agency. As Creelman (2003) notes: “East Coast texts [and citizens] are produced within 



 
 

62 

the matrix of tensions created as the ideals of the declining traditional culture come into 

conflict with the modernist assumptions and sense of alienation associated with the 

region’s incomplete entrance into the industrial age” (p. 18). He also writes: “If there is a 

common ethos in the Maritimes, it lies not in a “sense of shared community” but in the 

memory of a shared community” (Creelman, 2003, p. 11). The tensions between nostalgia 

(as reflected by the connection with traditional knowledges and ways of life) and 

modernism (as represented by political actors who seek to convert Atlantic Canadian 

communities) further complicate the ideological foundations of Atlantic Canadian 

citizenship. 

On the national political scale, Atlantic Canada’s aging population, its seeming 

obstinacy against modernization, and its rurality combine to suggest a conservative 

ideology in discourses about the region. Creelman (2003), commenting on ideologies 

observed in literary texts from the Maritime region indicates that in these texts, 

“conservatives regard existing, traditional political institutions, cultural practices, and 

hierarchical social relationships as time-tested repositories of virtue and so defend these 

against radical alteration” (p. 16). Cultural practices surrounding work, family, and 

community are central to an understanding of Atlantic Canadian citizenship, and these 

cultural practices complicate Atlantic Canadians’ relationships with traditional political 

institutions.  

Further, while it is overly simplistic to claim Atlantic Canadian communities are 

homogenous, and to do so ignores the diversity of language, tradition, and heritage of the 

region’s citizens, particularly as communities become increasingly diverse, the hierarchy 
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of social relationships within Atlantic Canadian is easily seen. Newcomers to the region 

report difficulty navigating these social relationships (Sears et al, 2013). Power dynamics 

and imbalances are often linked to one’s heritage in the area and reified along gendered 

lines (Corbett, 2007). Bird (1996) discusses the ways that homosocial groups reinforce 

social hierarchies, which can also be seen in Atlantic Canadian communities. As such, we 

would assume that conservative politics might dominate the region.  However, as we’ve 

seen, the tension between citizens and established political structures means 

conservativism struggles to take root.  

In 2002, Stephen Harper, then leader of the Canadian Alliance party, called the 

culture of Atlantic Canada one of dependency, which he claimed bred defeatism (CBC 

News), contributing to a discourse that constructs that Atlantic Canadian region as 

helpless. However, narratives of the fiercely independent nature of Atlantic Canada’s 

citizens complicate the political ideology in the region. Typically, liberalism 

“emphasize[s] the independent, self-determining nature of the subject and represent 

community and social institutions as structures that facilitate the individual’s search for 

freedom” (Creelman, 2003, p. 16). The individualized nature of the citizen in the Atlantic 

Canadian community is keenly felt. Mason (1990) references the “tradition of self-help in 

Cape Breton” and the self-reliance of the region (in MacAulay, 2001, p. 115) as central to 

development efforts in the region. Further, a trope of the “contrarian” nature of Atlantic 

Canadians certainly exists and is reflected in the paradoxical nature of Atlantic Canadian 

citizenship. Living in a harsh natural environment shapes the relationship between people 

and nature and between individuals as well. At the extremities of the continent (Hodgett 
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& Royle, 2003), it’s every person for themselves. This might presage a more 

individualistic liberal political ideology in the region. In fact, as Workman (2003) 

describes, the Atlantic region, and New Brunswick in particular, has been used as a 

laboratory for neoliberal politics. Unfortunately, those experiments have meant that “life 

[is] getting considerably more difficult for many Atlantic Canadians” (p. 29). These 

policies and ideologies do not reflect the deeply rooted values of Atlantic Canadians. 

When clinging to a rock on the edge of the ocean, social bonds can mean the 

difference between survival and failure. Adger (2003) indicates, “resource-dependent 

communities have historically acted collectively to manage weather-dependent, 

fluctuating, and seasonal resources, such as fish, livestock, and water resources, on which 

their livelihoods depend” (p. 396). The communal nature of Atlantic Canadian 

communities is well documented in its folklore, and “the notion that community security 

is dependent on [an] adherence to a set of collective traditions has been especially 

appealing to Maritime writers” (Creelman, 2003, p. 16). But, a truly communitarian 

ideology fails to accommodate the region’s individualism, or its nostalgic connection 

with traditional cultural practices and social relationships.  

Thus, this enigmatic reality of Atlantic Canadian life lends itself to citizenship 

founded in communitarian liberalism. Creelman (2003) explains: “communitarian 

liberalism locates the individual in a broader historical tradition and notes that the 

rational, self-aware members of a community are willing to compromise their own 

agenda in order to address the needs of the collective” (p. 17). Communitarian liberalism 

redistributes political capital amongst citizens, reclaiming it from the authority figures 
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and structures of which Atlantic Canadians are so mistrustful. In this ideology, 

“community is rooted in something prior to the political order of the state” (Delanty, 

2002, p. 159), grounding the philosophy in one of the most important symbols of Atlantic 

Canadian citizenship. Combining the idea of social welfare with the concept of liberation 

and responsible participation brings together the complex relationships Atlantic 

Canadians have with each other, and how their understandings of their pasts, presents, 

and futures are shaped by the physical geography and economic structures that govern 

their communities.  

Conclusion 

Most of the examples in this article focus on Atlantic Canada’s relationship with 

national policies; perhaps this is the wrong approach. Could Atlantic Canadian’s 

relationship with politics begin on a small scale? Many efforts have been made to 

increase voter turnout in Atlantic Canada, particularly among youth, but as this article has 

demonstrated, these efforts are perhaps, misplaced. Should the focus be on municipal or 

perhaps provincial systems? Maybe, but such an approach would ignore the larger 

systems and structures that have arguably created the state of affairs in which we 

currently operate. Without large scale systemic change, the relationships between the 

federal government and the Atlantic region cannot hope for reconciliation.  

As such, then, we can ask the question: what would a political system look like 

that reflected these cornerstones and responded to the distinctive brand of Atlantic 

Canadian citizenship? Should it be a return to discussions (co-opted by the grand notion 

of Confederation) of a Maritime Union, where provinces worked together to advocate for 



 
 

66 

their unique needs at the federal level? Is this type of cooperation even possible within a 

system that has been shaped to reward the economic powerhouse provinces, particularly 

Alberta, Quebec, and Ontario? Recently, Prince Edward Island has attempted to put 

forward a universal income pilot project, reflecting the reciprocal nature of Atlantic 

Canadian citizenship, which was supported unanimously by the province’s provincial 

legislature (Prince Edward Island, 2017). However, support has not been forthcoming 

from the federal government for the project. Can the Atlantic provinces’ voices even 

hope to be heard in a system that, as has been argued earlier in this article, has been 

constructed to exclude and marginalize them from the beginning?  

Can any politician or political coup hope to rewrite the discourses and narratives 

of deficit that permeate national politics and attitudes about the Atlantic provinces? One 

thing is clear; the current political structure does not work for Atlantic Canadians. Savoie 

(2006) argues, “Canada will never be completely at peace with itself until we sort out 

better how all regions relate to the national government” (p. x), and “to prosper, each 

Canadian region requires a different relationship with the federal government and with 

national policies” (p. 9). Perhaps, as Perrella (2005) suggests, a third party in the 

Canadian political landscape could have success if regionality formed a central policy 

base for their platform.  

Drawing on an asset-based approach to community development consistent with 

the framework outlined in this article, perhaps the first step towards reconciling the 

divides that exist between Atlantic Canada and the national narrative involves a re-

branding of sorts. Maybe those who help shape our national story (including politicians, 
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filmmakers, writers, artists, journalists, and broadcasters) should take a critical look at the 

role they play in shaping discourses of defeat, of dependency, and of depravity and 

respond to the determined voices of Atlantic Canadians who call on them to include our 

triumphs, successes, and progress in those narratives. It is important that Atlantic Canada 

(and those who showcase it) strive “not to hope for historical accidents but to generate 

positive historical events” (Savoie, 2006, p. 339). If the next Canada: A People’s History 

includes the Atlantic Provinces, if our sesquicentennial and future celebrations of 

Confederation engage with the complex relationships regions and peoples in the country 

have with the government, those accidents of history can become deliberate and rewrite 

the discourses of deficit that plague Atlantic Canada’s reputation and relationship with a 

broader narrative of Canada.  
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Learning to Stay: Critical, place-conscious approaches to post-

secondary citizenship education in Atlantic Canada4 

 

Abstract: Discourses of deficit construct the Atlantic Canadian region as backwards and 

hopeless, and these discourses often inform the relationship between the region’s citizens 

and post-secondary institutions. Using an appreciative inquiry approach, this article 

reports on data collected at Cape Breton University’s Bachelor of Arts Community 

Studies (BACS) program. Using conversational inquiry, a methodology that resonates 

with the region’s understandings of citizenship and civic engagement, I spoke with 

faculty and students in the program to investigate the program’s commitment to civic 

pedagogy. Themes that emerged from the data included critical, place-conscious 

pedagogy; community-engaged teaching and learning practices; and democratic work 

(Boyte & Kari, 1996). This article draws on the example of the BACS program to explore 

how universities can build on traditional cultural theories and practices of consciousness 

raising education to resist deficit discourses and contribute to a more engaged 

community.  

Keywords: Atlantic Canada, higher education, citizenship, place conscious pedagogy, 

community-engaged learning, rural education 

                                                

4 A version of this article has been accepted for presentation at the American Educational Research 

Association (AERA) Annual Meeting in April 2018. 
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The Atlantic Canadian region is often maligned, ignored, and sidelined by broader 

narratives of Canadian citizenship (Conrad, 2001; Conrad 2014; Savoie, 1999; Savoie, 

2006; Wyile, 2011). The largely rural context of much of the region is constructed as 

backwards, rooted in the past, and resistant to change. In response, some authors posit 

higher education as a transformative force for rural regions, however this discourse 

implies that there is something that needs transforming, or fixing about the region. Many 

educational programs and government policies seek to shape the rural community to be 

more like an urban, business oriented centre, with a focus on economic success and 

competitiveness by attracting new business from outside the region, rather than 

harnessing existing knowledge. Paralleling these discourses, political and educational 

theorists note the increase of liberal and neoliberal frameworks within university 

programs (Giroux, 1997; Kezar, 2004; McLaren, 1995; Nussbaum, 1997; Olssen & 

Peters, 2005; Ross & Gibson, 2007; Sears & Hyslop-Margison, 2007; Zepke, 2016) that 

foster liberal individualism. These frameworks of capitalism and individualism do not 

resonate with traditional civic behaviours and conceptions of Atlantic Canadians 

(Corbett, 2007; See also article 1 in this dissertation).  

As I have previously explored, the political and civic nature of Atlantic Canada is 

distinctive (see Be… in this place: Cornerstones of Atlantic Canadian citizenship, article 

1 in this dissertation) and offers unique insights into relationships between people and 

politics. Drawing on four ‘cornerstones’ of Atlantic Canadian citizenship (physical and 

geographic hardship; reliance on resource-based economies; a complicated relationship 

with formal politics; and a communitarian liberalism framework for civic relationships), I 
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argue that a focus on what is distinctive about the region can help rewrite deficit 

discourses that construct Atlantic Canada and its citizens as backwards, dependent, and 

apathetic. 

Programs that focus on knowledges already present in the region can help ‘transform’ 

the region through pedagogies and processes that resonate with members of the 

community. One of the ways to focus on this uniqueness is through asset-based 

community development (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1996), and through appreciative 

approaches to working with communities. This appreciative approach is particularly 

important in institutions of higher learning, as the complicated relationship Atlantic 

Canadians have with formal political structures (Marland, 2009; Perrella, 2005) also 

creates a complicated relationship with educational institutions. Corbett (2007) explores 

this in his book, Learning to Leave, which articulates the ways residents of Digby Neck, 

Nova Scotia relate to post-secondary education. He writes:  

students in all cohorts found themselves surrounded with discursive constructions that 

informed them in “common sense” terms that their communities were dying and that 

the way of life of their families were on the wane” […] At the same time Digby 

Neckers confront other discursive formations, both local and through the course of 

their schooling, that present family and community as a space in which “people like 

us” belong and where we are “known,” seen, comfortable, loved and cared for 

(Corbett, 2007, p. 266). 

In many ways, students in rural communities (like those that typify the Atlantic Canadian 

region) are told post-secondary education is not for ‘people like them’. When programs 
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do not recognize or engage with the complicated relationships between Atlantic Canadian 

communities and governing forces (including educational institutions), we further 

reinforce those narratives that exclude and alienate Atlantic Canadians from higher 

education. The relationships Atlantic Canadians have with their communities and their 

geography shapes their responses to programs that purport to ‘fix’ their ‘problems’. 

Further complicating these relationships, in many parts of Atlantic Canada, people 

blame those with education for their current economic hardship. After all, (as they see it) 

‘educated’ people destroyed the fishery, the coal mining, the forestry, etc.; destroyed the 

way of life those on Digby Neck (and elsewhere in Atlantic Canada) had enjoyed. These 

exclusionary discourses are powerful, and complicate students’ relationships with their 

communities and with education.   

Struggles and conflicts emerge when a hierarchical understanding of knowledge 

and authority is constructed. Particularly within economically depressed areas, ‘experts’ 

who seek to ‘fix’ problems are often outsiders—Come From Aways in local vernacular—

who bring with them a wealth of education and (presumably) good intentions, but lack an 

understanding of the particular needs and nature of the people and the place they 

parachute into. Spivak (1988) warns against acts of benevolence can perpetuate 

paternalistic and colonialist practice, and other forms of oppressive, unequal, and 

unethical treatment. Though Spivak’s work primarily concerns the global South, her 

ideas have resonance in communities that are constructed as disadvantaged and deficient, 

like the Atlantic Canadian community.   
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Universities in Atlantic Canada can respond to these discourses that construct 

their region as backwards and hopeless by working to reconstruct systems of knowledge 

and power. Citizenship and civic education can help contribute to a rewriting of deficit 

discourses and a reconceptualization of hierarchical systems of power and oppression that 

shape citizens’ relationships with institutions of politics and education (Gergen, 1994; 

Larkin, 2015; McLaren, 1995; McLaren & Giroux, 1990; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004 – 

see also ““They should really fix it”: Towards justice-oriented citizenship at Atlantic 

Canadian universities” article 5 in this dissertation). This work is not easy, but it is 

certainly important. Doing so involves an understanding of the space in which the 

university operates and the unique knowledges, practices, and peoples of the area, and 

curriculum and pedagogy with responds to and resonates with the unique character of the 

region.  

This article is motivated by a research question posed by Michael Corbett (2007) 

in Learning to Leave. He asks: “how will post-secondary education help a community-

oriented youth integrate better into occupational and social networks that are controlled 

by people whose education comes from local experience?” (p. 211). Through an 

appreciative case study approach, this article examines the work of the Bachelor of Arts 

Community Studies (BACS) program at Cape Breton University (CBU), a program that 

presents one response to Corbett’s question.  

This study is part of a broader study of Atlantic Canadian universities and civic 

engagement. Using an appreciative inquiry framework (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; 

Cooperrider & Whitney, 2000), I have engaged in qualitative research at three Atlantic 
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Canadian university programs: Renaissance College (an interdisciplinary leadership 

studies faculty) at the University of New Brunswick in Fredericton, New Brunswick; the 

Career Development and Experiential Learning unit (a subsidiary of the university’s 

Student Affairs department) at St. John’s, Newfoundland’s Memorial University; and (the 

location for this study) the Bachelor of Arts Community Studies (BACS) degree program 

at Cape Breton University (CBU) in Sydney, Nova Scotia. Using the data collected at 

each of these universities, I explore themes of pedagogy, citizenship, community-based 

education, and social justice. This particular study focuses on the BACS program at 

CBU, and grounds my work in the region of Atlantic Canada by exploring Atlantic 

Canadian conceptions of citizenship, and how those are and can be reflected in civic 

education in the region’s universities. The appreciative framework for this study allows 

me to focus on the ‘haves’ rather than the ‘have-nots’, contributing to a rewriting of the 

deficit discourses that surround the region and its citizens.   

Bachelor of Arts Community Studies (BACS) at Cape Breton University 

The history of Cape Breton University is intertwined with the region’s economic, 

social, and political history. In 1974, the rapidly expanding population of industrial Cape 

Breton (Morgan, 2004) necessitated the creation of the College of Cape Breton – the first 

independent college on the island. This institution merged the Sydney campus of St. 

Francis Xavier University’s Junior College and the Nova Scotia Eastern Institute of 

Technology, resulting in a unique combination of trades-based programming and typical 

academic programs. Interestingly, each of the two merged institutions brought 
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perspectives to the newly created College that support its ongoing mandate to the region 

and the economic and social development of its citizens.   

The Xavier Junior College was initially formed due to “concern for the ‘injustice, 

poverty, and illiteracy’ of the farmers, fishermen, miners, and steelworkers of the region 

[…] under the direction of Dr. M. M. Coady” (Higgins, 1994, p. 33). This connection to 

Moses Coady’s Antigonish Movement grounds the history of Cape Breton University in 

the type of consciousness raising education that continues to underscore the BACS 

program. 

The Nova Scotia Eastern Institute of Technology sought to prepare students for 

employment through technical competence and personal qualities such as “work attitude, 

responsibility, reliability, self-discipline, determination, and the ability to get along with 

others” (Connell, 2008, p. 13). These skills, with undeniable connection to the civic 

realm, continue to form a foundation for the BACS program at CBU today.  

Recently, as the region’s resource-based economy has been hurt by the closure of 

coal mines, steel plants, and the reduction of fisheries, farming, and forestry industries 

(Connell, 2008), the importance of higher education in the region has been strengthened. 

As Jane Connell (2008), a professor in the BACS program, writes, “the traditional way of 

life has changed, and people are now adapting to a service-based […] and knowledge-

based economy” (p. 11). The decline in resource-based jobs has resulted in increased 

enrolments at CBU; during the downsizing of the resource-based industries, education 

was seen as central to economic redevelopment of Cape Breton. In 1982, full degree 

granting status was approved for the College of Cape Breton, which became the 
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University College of Cape Breton. The Crown Corporation responsible for downsizing 

resource-based industries in the region provided financial support for the creation of a 

university in the region (Higgins, 1994), recognizing the potential for the university to 

contribute to social and economic life in the area. 

In 2005, a rebranding exercise changed the name of the institution to Cape Breton 

University, but upheld the centrality of community and region to the mandate and 

mission of the university: “To provide leadership and employ partnerships that assist 

learners and their communities to meet their educational, cultural, and economic needs”. 

The historical, cultural, regional, economic, and social foundations on which CBU was 

built continue to resonate through its commitment to economic diversification and 

sustainable community economic and social development (Connell, 2008, p. 14), a 

distinctly civic mission for the sole university in the region. 

One of the most important ways CBU responds to the needs of the broader 

regional community is through its Bachelor of Arts Community Studies programs. The 

BACS program was developed as part of the rationale for establishing the College of 

Cape Breton, demonstrating the institution’s commitment to community development 

(Connell, 2008, p. 15). The program began in 1975, and at that time outlined curricular 

and pedagogical goals consistent with civic and community development:  

• Effective thinking, discussion, decision-making and communication across 

fields 

• Adaptability to development and change – critical appraisals and 

constructive interventions 

• Self-evaluation and reflection 
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• Team cooperation with people from a variety of backgrounds 

• Problem-solving through a means of methodologies and logics (Leith, 

1975). 

Documents for current students stress the importance of civic education to the program. 

The degree purports to prepare students for “assuming an active role in community life” 

(Community Studies 100 Handbook, 2006-2007, p. 1). In an introduction to the 

program’s research and community involvement, communities are the central focus: 

“Community involvement within the internal (CBU) and external communities (Cape 

Breton) as well as individual professional or academic disciplines is a long-standing 

tradition in the Community Studies Department” (Cape Breton University, 2017b).  

Focusing on cooperative, rather than competitive practices (Cape Breton 

University, 2016) helps to create collegial relationships within the department, paralleling 

the more communitarian civic values of the region (see “Be…in this place: Cornerstones 

of Atlantic Canadian citizenship”, article 1 in this dissertation). Pat Maher and Emily 

Root (2014), instructors in the BACS program call the process “conscious community 

building”, both within the program and in the broader CBU and Cape Breton 

communities.  

During our conversations, students and faculty told me community is “in the 

DNA of the program”, that to separate community from BACS is “impossible; it’s 

completely embedded”. The physical geography of Cape Breton also helps to facilitate 

relationship building – one faculty member discussed the “cut off location” of the island, 

which contributed to the development of a strong community: “[Cape Breton is] small 

and isolated, so people had to rely on each other”. This creation of community through 
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physical and geographic hardship is central to the region’s conceptions of civic life (see 

article 1 in this dissertation).  

Through work with community partners, BACS helps to simplify relationships 

between the university and the community, which Corbett (2007) notes can be messy, 

due to the separation that often exists between ideologies and perspectives on knowledge 

and education. The physical location of CBU, its historical reputation and development as 

a community-based and focused institution, and the work of the BACS program help to 

ground the university in the local community and contribute to the civic, political, and 

social development of the region. 

The program’s curriculum is “rooted in the philosophies of John Dewey, Alfred 

North Whitehead, and Paolo Freire, some of the educational thinkers often aligned with 

[…] the growth of experiential education” (Maher & Root, 2014). Professors in the 

program are called advisors, further democratizing the program by reducing hierarchy 

between students and professors, and creating a “caring classroom” (Connell, 2008; 

Noddings, 2013). The pedagogical approaches of the program are aligned with best 

practices in citizenship education including interdisciplinary approaches (Colby, Ehrlich, 

Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003; Nishishiba & Keeskes, 2012) – faculty bring a diversity of 

disciplinary frameworks to the program, including adult education, women’s studies, 

sociology, kinesiology, outdoor education, and social work; experiential learning (Bringle 

& Clayton, 2012; Caulfield & Woods, 2013; Kolb, 1984) – the program includes two 160 

hour work placements; and project-based learning (Kokotsaki, Menzies, & Wiggins, 
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2016; Savery & Duffy, 2001) -- since its beginning, the BACS program has used a 

problem-centred approach modeled after the Utrecht Medical School in the Netherlands.  

Over time, the BACS program has created its own community of alumni, 

community partners, and supporting organizations who foster the program’s continued 

influence and longevity. Through its distinctive position as the only university in Cape 

Breton, CBU and BACS are uniquely placed to contribute to the prosperity of the region. 

A stated commitment and historical dedication to economic and social development 

strengthens the program’s ability to support and contribute to civic life in the community. 

This case study draws on the work of the BACS program to generate a framework for 

civics education that reflects and responds to the unique nature of Atlantic Canadian 

citizenship. 

Methodology 

Using case study as my methodological framework has allowed me to engage in a 

comprehensive study of the BACS program’s commitment to citizenship education, and 

explore connections between the place in which the program operates and the 

pedagogical and theoretical models that shape the program’s approach to teaching and 

learning.  

The methodological framework that shapes this study draws from Appreciative 

Inquiry (AI), which incorporates interdisciplinary and action research approaches 

(Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987). Through the use of appreciative inquiry, this study 

seeks to challenge deficiency orientations (Cooperrider, Barrett, & Srivastva, 1995), and 

works to generate a normative theoretical understanding of how educational programs in 
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Atlantic Canada can educate for civic engagement that is culturally relevant and responds 

to the discourses of deficit that permeate understandings of the region.  

To gather this data, I used methods of conversational inquiry (Feldman, 1999; 

Kaplan, 2005; Kolenick, 2017; Sullivan & McCarthy, 2005) including a World Café 

discussion (Brown, 2001) on the theme of community that brought together students and 

faculty in the program, focus groups with students in each year of the BACS program, 

and a separate two-hour conversation with faculty members to engage in dialogue and 

discussion about the nature of citizenship education in the program. I also consulted 

published academic documents and university literature on the BACS program (including 

the program’s and institution’s websites and recruitment materials).  

Throughout my time at CBU, I spent time in both informal and formal 

conversation with five faculty members and more than twenty students about their 

experiences in the BACS program and its connection to citizenship and civic education. 

Focus groups and interviews were guided by a series of semi-structured prompts that 

focused our conversation on the civic education practices employed by the program, but 

allowed for diversions and tangential conversations to take their course as well.  

The use of conversational inquiry methods is of particular importance for this 

study. These methods of conversation and dialogue are consistent with political and civic 

practices of Atlantic Canadians. As explored through Marland’s (2009) work, Atlantic 

Canadians have a complicated relationship with the formal processes of politics and 

citizenship. However, as Wyile (2011) notes, like in many rural areas, the local coffee 

shop often functions as an ersatz community centre. At any time of the day, in virtually 
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any small town in Atlantic Canada, these coffee shops are populated with citizens talking 

about the issues of the day.  Through my research, I wanted to create a space for the 

complex and nuanced (and often heated!) political discourse these coffee shops see on a 

daily basis in the region.  In this way, my use of conversational inquiry moves beyond 

merely tools for gathering data, and becomes more of an epistemological or 

methodological framework for the study (Feldman, 1999).  By engaging in shared 

dialogue, the methodological framework for this study is also rooted in the 

communitarian practices and philosophies that underpin civic engagement in Atlantic 

Canada.  

Tuck & McKenzie (2015) call on researchers to explore the ““where” of 

qualitative research”, to think meaningfully and critically about the place of ‘place’ in 

constructing qualitative research “that is responsive to people and place” (p. 1). 

Particularly in a place that has such a complicated relationship with forces like 

globalization, the idea of place is of key importance in this study. I have grounded the 

Atlantic Canadian region as central to the methodology and frameworks for this study.  

Nespor’s (2000) work on anonymization is also relevant to this study – the choice 

to use the names of the sites studied, and their locations (rather than nameless and vague 

placeless pseudonyms) is a deliberate one. Doing so has  

both (a) ontological effects, in helping decouple events from specific locations 

and facilitating their use in certain kinds of theoretical claims, and (b) political 

implications, in distancing the participants and events described from a public 

sphere shared with researchers and readers (Nespor, 2000, p. 546-547).  
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Particularly when conducting research in a place that resists placelessness so fiercely, it is 

imperative that research is sensitive to and reflective of the specificities of that place and 

its people. Thus, by using methods that allow for dialogue, and frameworks that resonate 

with the geographical and cultural space in which the research is conducted, I hoped to 

engage in “culturally contextualized inquiry” (McDonough, Gildersleeve, & Jarsky, 

2010, p. 194) in this study, creating a comfortable space for participation which reflected 

shared cultural knowledge, and allowed rich engagement in discussion about 

understandings of civic and political engagement.  

The situatedness of the researcher, as well as the place, is central to the research 

protocols for this study. Drawing on Lather’s (1984) theory of situated validity, my own 

positionality also informs the study parameters, methodologies, and reporting. I was born 

and raised in rural Newfoundland, in the time surrounding the cod moratorium, and this 

environment shaped my earliest interactions with community and politics. These 

interactions with participatory democracy have shaped my perceptions of citizenship, 

community, and engagement, which have in turn informed my research interests. As an 

Atlantic Canadian, I hope that this work contributes to dispel misconceptions about the 

place and people who shape my understanding of civic engagement, and contributes to a 

reconceptualising of where Atlantic Canada fits in broader scholarship and narrative 

about Canadian politics, higher education, and citizenship.   

Through my conversations with faculty and students in the BACS program, and in 

connection with literature on citizenship education and Atlantic Canada, some key 

features emerged which have helped to shape a framework for effective citizenship 
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education in Atlantic Canada. This article will explore the ways in which citizenship 

education in Atlantic Canada can use pedagogies and practices that are reflective of local 

knowledges; provide opportunities to engage with communit(ies) throughout the degree; 

and provide critical frameworks to understand and work for change in local communities.  

Citizenship Education in Atlantic Canada 

Cape Breton is often constructed as a disadvantaged part of Nova Scotia. Jensen 

(2002) writes:  

Cape Bretoners, like the peoples of Appalachia and other marginalized regions of 

North America, are accused by politicians, economic developers, and even 

themselves as being closed minded about the possibilities of economic progress. 

This “backward” portrayal is reinforced and in some ways produced by 

stereotypical views of the region, a portrayal to which local residents are not 

immune (p. 133-134). 

Atlantic Canada is often portrayed in similar ways in broader Canadian narratives 

(Conrad, 2001; Conrad 2014; Savoie, 1999; Savoie, 2006; Wyile, 2011). These 

discourses construct a deficit mentality around the region and its citizens, which shapes 

their interactions with political and educational structures (see “Be…in this place: 

Cornerstones of Atlantic Canadian citizenship”, article 1 in this dissertation). Corbett 

(2007) indicates that, “the increasingly national, pan-national and global nature of 

curriculum (Willinsky, 1998) is a feature of schooling that denigrates localism and 

marginalized regional problems in Atlantic Canada” (p. 257). In this way, traditional 

post-secondary education is disruptive to deeply held identities and ways of being and 
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knowing. Education that reflects the unique nature of the place it occupies can help to 

interrupt discourses of deficit, and focus on the ontological and epistemological 

frameworks of knowledge in the region. 

Cape Breton University is uniquely located as the only university on the island of 

Cape Breton and as such, is ideally placed to begin the difficult work of reconstructing 

the region’s hierarchies of knowledge and power, and responding to discourses that 

construct the region as deficient. It is also purposefully placed to contribute to the 

region’s economic and social development through dedicated and distinct civic 

education.  

Consciousness Raising/Local Knowledges 

Often, scholarship used to encourage change in Atlantic Canadian education relies 

on knowledge that ‘Comes from Away’. Knowledge and ‘expertise’ from those external 

to the region is often held in higher regard than local knowledges and experiences. What 

is largely absent from conversations on higher education and citizenship in Atlantic 

Canada is the pioneering work that was done in Cape Breton, which has shaped the field 

of adult education and liberatory education, though its contributions are largely omitted 

from literature in the field. This obstruction of conversations about ourselves in our 

universities is consistent with previous studies. In particular, Symonds (1975) found that 

“to the extent that Canadian universities study their own society, they tend to do so as if 

they were, […] ‘a group of anthropologists, observing an amazonian tribe in the very 

process of disappearing’”. This reflects the discourses of deficit and decay that typify 

discussions of Atlantic Canadian communities, and underscores the importance of local 
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knowledges and practices. The BACS program’s curriculum is designed to help students 

become active participants in their communities, through a variety of pedagogical 

methods that resonate with Cape Breton’s unique history and approach to citizenship.  

One staff member in the BACS program commented on the program’s historical 

roots, and its connection to the community by saying:  

“It [BACS] was built from the history [of the region] so it was meant to be a 

career based kind of program, connecting with the community. The community 

has a lot of issues, there’s a lot of organizations trying to address those issues. So, 

there’s lots of entry points for the students and in many different contexts”. 

Elaborating on the program’s historical roots, another faculty member also discussed 

BACS’ pedagogical frameworks:  

“It would be very hard to disconnect how and why our program exists from stuff 

like Paolo Freire and Pedagogy of the Oppressed. There’s a huge social justice 

lens to that which is in the root of our program. Does every student in our 

program engage with that or even know who Freire is? No, but they’re doing 

good things that serve [the community]” 

When academic discussions of liberatory and consciousness raising education 

surface, they largely centre on the work of Paolo Freire, a Brazilian educator and 

community leader, whose theory of conscientization (conscientizacao) has influenced 

feminism, critical theory, and postmodernism (Dale, 2003). Freire is associated with 

critical pedagogy, literacy, and conscientization around the world, as he challenged 

passive models of instruction through the use of ‘culture circles’. In these circles, 
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community members worked together to dialogue about problems facing their 

communities and to gain the literacy skills necessary to seek action against those 

problems. Friere’s work centred on “teaching adults how to read in relation to the 

awakening of their own consciousness” (Freire, 1974/2013, p. 38). This liberatory work 

(raising communities out of poverty through cooperative and concerted action) has 

shaped educational thought and theory and become ubiquitous in fields of community-

based, experiential, and adult education. Advisors in the BACS program state Freire’s 

influence on their philosophies of teaching and learning (Maher & Root, 2014). However, 

what this focus on Freire’s work obscures, is the work done directly in Cape Breton 

communities like the Antigonish Movement, a consciousness raising and liberatory 

educational model begun in the 1920s by Moses Coady, several decades before Freire’s 

efforts began in Brazil.  

 Rev. Moses M. Coady & the Antigonish Movement. The Antigonish 

Movement, led by Rev. Moses M. Coady and Father Jimmy Tompkins,  

drew variously on the ideals of progressive Roman Catholic social philosophy; 

practical lessons in social reform from university extension and adult education 

programs in Europe, the United States and Western Canada; and the promise of 

economic gains for workers and primary producers […], through the formation of 

co-operatives and credit unions (MacAulay, 2001, p. 113).  

Coady’s fundamental philosophy saw education as a means to achieve the “good and 

abundant life” (Coady, 1941). The good and abundant life was not about amassing 

wealth, nor was it about poverty or sacrifice; instead, Coady believed a stable economic 
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base was crucial to achieving abundance and goodness. Thus, as he saw it, the people 

needed to regain control of their economic situation from external forces. Coady (1939) 

saw that people had “bowed to the pressures of consumerism and privatization and had 

allowed others to gain control over their lives” (in White & King, 2017, p. 56). Coady 

saw education as the means for the people to regain control of their economic situation 

and to exert their democratic freedoms “through the study and changing of society” 

(Alexander, 1997, p. 112).  

For Coady, education was “a way to liberate people by giving them the skills they 

needed to participate in a democracy” (MacAulay, 2001, p. 113). He saw that any 

educational program must “include democratic accountability to the community it is re-

making” (MacAuley, 2001, p. 117). Democracy was central to Coady’s vision of society, 

and he saw education as a means to achieve that democratic ideal. The theory and 

practice of Coady’s Antigonish Movement fostered democratic dialogue and action – 

through community-based cooperatives and small discussion groups, Coady pioneered 

liberatory social education in Cape Breton. The fundamental principles of the Antigonish 

Movement: accessibility and localization; the primacy of the individual; that social 

reform must come through education; that education must begin with the economic; that 

education must come about through group action; and that effective social reform 

involves fundamental changes in social and economic institutions (White & King, 2017, 

p. 57) offer a framework for effective civic education that reflects values, practices, and 

knowledges which are central to the Atlantic Canadian region.  
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 However, while Freire’s work is undeniably more prominent in and undoubtedly 

makes a significant and important contribution to scholarly literature on citizenship 

education (among many fields), perhaps Coady’s work has more resonance in a place that 

maintains a strong resistance against external political forces (Marland, 2009; Perrella, 

2005. See also: “Be…in this place: Cornerstones of Atlantic Canadian citizenship”, 

article 1 in this dissertation). Thus, Coady’s Antigonish Movement and the community-

based, critical, and activist philosophies it espouses can contribute to the development of 

our understanding of citizenship education in Atlantic Canada. By ‘reclaiming’ Coady’s 

message (White & King, 2017) and teachings and applying them to post-secondary 

programs in the region, Atlantic Canada can ground citizenship education curricula and 

pedagogy in literature and theory that is culturally and geographically relevant. 

Indeed, the legacy of the Antigonish Movement is central to the BACS program. 

One faculty member commented on the way CBU’s history has shaped the way the 

BACS program can operate:  

“the way that CBU has become a university […] thinkers speak out. It’s college to 

university college and that transition itself, the changing face of CBU I think has, 

it’s not strained, but it just makes it interesting with our relationship to the 

community” 

From CBU’s origins as the Xavier Junior College, and Coady’s own work within the 

Cape Breton community, to the current philosophical and epistemological frameworks of 

the program’s approaches to teaching and learning, the Antigonish Movement continues 

to evolve and strengthen the Cape Breton community. The use of culturally relevant 
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pedagogy, like Coady’s consciousness raising approach situates the BACS program 

within geographical and cultural frameworks.  

Community Based Learning & Place-Conscious Pedagogy 

The geographic location of the BACS program is central to its practice of civic 

and citizenship education, but the cultural importance of community also has resonance 

in the program’s pedagogical and philosophical approaches. One faculty member said: 

“There’s something about the way that Cape Breton sees itself. The way that it’s 

different, it’s across the causeway there and it’s unique and then as a result of all 

those landscape or geographic features, the historical need for community, [the] 

sense of community has [increased]” 

Another shared this idea, commenting on the connection between the region’s history and 

its communities: “It’s the sense of community that Cape Breton has. It’s the size of the 

population that lets things be approachable. It’s the history”. The connection with the 

Cape Breton community (and its smaller constituent communities) emerged as one of the 

key themes from my discussions with BACS faculty and students.  

Through community-based learning pedagogy, including service learning, action 

research, and community-engaged scholarship, students and faculty in the BACS 

program engage in civic practice and scholarship. One faculty member commented on the 

deliberate development of this pedagogy, saying: “so many of the assignments and 

interactions are just inherently community engaged so they’re a critical piece that can’t 

be separated from the courses themselves”. Another said, “the assignment is setting them 

up in order to understand or become more self-aware, or be able to use knowledge in 



 
 

98 

order to work in the community”. Finally, another faculty member said, “they [the 

students] need to be knowledgeable, they need to understand and be professional and 

culturally sensitive in some cases”. The pedagogy and philosophy of the BACS program 

draws on project-based learning to help students gain and practice these civic skills.  

Examples of projects in the program include a third-year course in which students 

engage in a community action project involving the implementation and assessment of a 

student-led project in the community. Faculty and students shared numerous examples of 

successful projects and collaborations with communities including advocating for 

playgrounds in neighbourhoods without family friendly spaces, working with schools to 

facilitate research on libraries as community spaces, organizing conferences around 

community policing, and offering drug education presentations in a local high school.  

Having students engage in political and pedagogical practices that focus on 

community issues involves students in practice that resonates with traditional 

understandings and responses to politics. In doing so, the BACS program can also 

strengthen students’ political efficacy, as research and scholarship has demonstrated that 

service learning, community-based learning, and community action can translate into 

higher levels of political engagement (Astin & Sax, 1998; Bringle & Hatcher, 1996, 

2009; Bringle & Clayton, 2012; Larkin, 2015; Tucker, 2010; Walker, 2002).   

Through the coursework and project-based learning approach taken by the BACS 

program, communities and community organizations extend the learning space beyond 

the walls of the university, and engage students in the complex, messy, and rewarding 

work of community engagement. The experiential nature of the pedagogy in the program 
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involves students in learning consistent with epistemological understandings of 

knowledge and education that have resonance with cultural practices in the region. 

Traditional ways of knowing and educational practices in the Atlantic Canadian 

region often follow an ‘apprenticeship’ model. Learning by doing, and inheriting 

traditional practices are common practices of education – from learning fishing 

knowledge like knitting nets, building traps, or navigating a boat; to domestic 

applications like baking bread or building a home, formal curricula do not exist for many 

of the knowledges and practices that are traditional and important to some residents of 

Atlantic Canada. As such, particularly elder members of the community, often look upon 

more formalized ‘book learning’ with skepticism – they, and their parents, and their 

parents’ parents got along just fine without it; how does it add value to their lives? By 

incorporating experiential and other ‘hands on’ learning practices in their pedagogy, the 

BACS program offers students ways to construct knowledge that is consistent with 

traditional knowledge and cultural practices, bridging formal and informal learning 

models familiar to the community.  

As well, the community-based learning practices central to the BACS curriculum 

and pedagogy are reflective of civic behaviour that is traditional to the region. Martin & 

Chiodo (2007), in their exploration of rural students’ understandings of good citizenship, 

found that “rural students believe good citizenship is grounded in community service, not 

political engagement” (p. 112). These findings are consistent with a complicated 

relationship with formal politics throughout Atlantic Canada, and a focus on more issues-

based engagement rather than formal political practice like voting (Marland, 2009; 
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Perrella, 2005; Chareka, 2005; Chareka & Sears, 2006; see also “Be…in this place: 

Cornerstones of Atlantic Canadian citizenship”, article 1 in this dissertation). In an 

article for Measuring What Matters (2014) Sears argues that a broader understanding of 

citizenship, including formal politics, political advocacy, civil society, and 

grassroots/community action is needed to draw attention to and support programs like 

BACS that help to foster civic engagement through an understanding of how community 

action informs civil society – actions that are not apolitical but rather differently political. 

Programs like BACS can encourage political knowledge and action by using these locally 

understood, accepted, and important civic activities as entry points for political 

engagement and instruction.  

The BACS program grounds its work in transformational social change for the 

communities it serves. Information about the program says: “Since 1975, Community 

Studies students, through their community learning, have effected real change that 

continues to inspire community well-being on Cape Breton Island” (Cape Breton 

University, 2017b). As students progress throughout the BACS program, they are 

scaffolded through increasing understanding and demonstrations of community engaged 

practice.  First-year courses in the program foster community within the program and 

focus on students as individuals and their knowledge of themselves as members of a 

community (Potvin, 2016; Seville, 2016). Second-year courses focus on learning research 

methodologies and incorporating experiential learning methods into the development of 

that knowledge (Connell, 2017; Phillips; 2016). Third-year courses in the program have 

students engage in active community work; implementing the skills and knowledges they 
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have gathered from previous courses, and applying them in a community based action 

research project.  

Students who continue with a fourth year of the program engage in in-depth and 

individual research, analysis, and implementation of a project that may take many forms. 

The Senior Seminar syllabus indicates that “primary research, community interventions, 

other Action Research approaches, some type of internship, or a more creative, 

entrepreneurial idea such as designing a website or creating and launching a proposal or 

business plan for a new community venture” (Callary, 2016) are appropriate examples of 

potential projects. Despite the program’s background, intentions, and ideologies, the use 

of the term interventions is problematic and can be read as perpetuating the 

misconception that the university and/or students are ‘experts’ coming to ‘fix’ 

communities. However, the ‘interventions’ themselves were less authoritarian and more 

community-engaged and community-focused. Perhaps a shift in language can help clarify 

the intentions and actions of the university and its students in the community, and better 

reflect the place-conscious and critical pedagogies employed by the program.   

In my conversations with fourth-year senior seminar students, a wide variety of 

projects were underway, including the creation of an LGBTQIA+ friendly science-fiction 

and comic convention in the region; an ethnomusicology research project to document 

traditional songs and stories; an ethnographic research project documenting the 

experiences of transfer students at CBU; and a community action project engaged in 

teaching songwriting to elementary school students. Each of these projects contributed to 

the economic and/or social development of the community, and was grounded in a need 
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identified by community members. In this way, the projects undertaken by students and 

faculty in the BACS program are reflective of place-conscious pedagogical approaches 

that involve communities in transformative processes, reflecting the influence of the 

Antigonish Movement.  

Through its place-based and community-based focus, the BACS program at Cape 

Breton University demonstrates the impact and potential for these types of learning to 

inform civic education. By harnessing the knowledges and power already present in the 

local community for economic and social change, the Antigonish Movement fostered 

what would become known as a place-conscious pedagogy (Gruenewald, 2003a; 2003b). 

By grounding literacy education in the needs of the communities, Coady and Tompkins 

created a distinctly civic model for education. Formal approaches to schooling have 

perhaps lost sight of this democratic model of engagement. However, as this article 

explores, it is possible for university programs to re-engage with these frameworks. 

Schafft (2016) writes,  

by re-embedding education in community and locality, while at the same time 

embracing the innovation and flexibility required to successfully navigate a 

complex, uncertain, and globally interconnected world (Corbett, 2010), we can 

enhance the “subjectifying” roles of education, reframing education’s purpose in 

more democratic terms (p. 15). 

Waterson and Moffa (2016) discuss the value that rural communities can bring to a 

reconceptualization of civic education: “rural sentiments, such as a strong sense of 



 
 

103 

community, loyalty to place, and self-reliance could be fostered through a place-based 

citizenship curriculum to become the stimulus for proactive democracy” (p. 223).  

  What isn’t always central to discussions of community-based research and 

practice, however, is the community itself. While best practice research indicates the 

engagement should be a shared one, beneficial to both parties, and newer research in 

community-based research (Etmanski, Hall, & Dawson, 2014) stresses the importance of 

responsible and respectful engagement, the situationality (Freire, 1970/2000) of the 

community is perhaps not as central to the paradigm as it could be. By reframing 

community-based education within a pedagogical framework of place, the work students 

and faculty engage with can have a more conscious, centred, and critical impact.  

Place-conscious pedagogy. As Fraser (2016) notes, place-based learning, as it is 

often discussed in the literature, is virtually indistinguishable from community-based 

learning. Both involve students working in communities to create social change. 

However, by focusing on a broader term and considering place-conscious pedagogy we, 

instead, explore a conceptual framework, “a philosophical and political orientation” 

(Fraser, 2016, p. 108), for the practice and pedagogy of place-conscious teaching and 

learning.  

Thus far, there have been limited assessments of the merits of place-conscious 

pedagogy in post-secondary applications. Unlike many studies, this example of place-

conscious pedagogy is not attempting to use place-based education to create a sense of 

place, but rather to respond to the centrality of place in Atlantic Canadian understandings 

and expressions of citizenship (See “Be…in this place”: Cornerstones of Atlantic 
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Canadian citizenship, article 1 in this dissertation). This study helps to contribute to our 

understanding of the importance of place when discussing civic education at the 

university level.  

In many ways, a place-conscious pedagogy is inherently civic (Gruenewald, 

2003a). Place-conscious pedagogy is a constructivist approach to teaching and learning. 

Students are engaged in co-constructing knowledge in their classrooms, a more 

democratic and egalitarian learning environment. As previously explained, the BACS 

program fosters this egalitarian space through reducing the hierarchy between students 

and instructors and having professors act as advisors and facilitators rather than fonts of 

knowledge, and including community members and the communities themselves as 

valuable sources of knowledge and learning. The “practices and purposes [of place 

conscious pedagogy] can be connected to experiential learning, contextual learning, 

problem-based learning, constructivism, outdoor education, indigenous education, 

environmental and ecological education, bioregional education, democratic education, 

multicultural education, [and] community-based education” (Gruenewald, 2003a, p. 3). 

Many of these models of teaching and learning are part of the BACS pedagogy, and 

reflect the disciplinary backgrounds of BACS instructors (Connell, 2008).  

As Gruenewald (2003b) explores, “democratic action research begins when 

children and youth start investigating their own familiar places, identifying issues, 

analyzing them, and then planning and implementing some sort of action. As in the 

Freirean tradition of critical praxis (see Freire, 1993), the teachers’ role is one of 

facilitating the process of reflection and action” (p. 640). Place-conscious pedagogies, 
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using methods of community-based and interdisciplinary engagement can be a pathway 

to authentic democratic engagement with our communities.  

Gruenewald (2003b) sees “learning to listen to what places are telling us – and to 

respond as informed, engaged citizens” as the “pedagogical challenge of place-conscious 

education” (p. 645). However, merely doing work in the community is not sufficient for 

the type of transformational civic change advocated for by the Antigonish Movement or 

other place-conscious pedagogies (Gruenewald, 2003a, p. 4). Gruenewald (2003a) 

advocates for what he calls a ‘critical pedagogy of place’ that brings together practices of 

critical theory and place-conscious pedagogy. He indicates: “like critical pedagogy, 

place-based education aims to empower people to act on their own situationality” (p. 8).  

Drawing on the work of McLaren and Giroux (1990), this critical pedagogy of place 

becomes a way to “address the specificities of the experiences, problems, languages, and 

histories that communities rely upon to construct a narrative of collective identity and 

possible transformation” (p. 163). By combining critical pedagogy and place-conscious 

pedagogy, students are prepared to “explore the interdependent economic, political, 

ideological, and ecological relationships between places near and far” (Gruenewald, 

2003b, p. 630). These frameworks help to interrupt hegemonic forces that seek to 

standardize educational processes and outcomes. Through a critical, place-conscious 

approach, universities can help disrupt “the hidden or implicit agenda that […] functions 

to maintain geographical relations of domination” (Gruenewald, 2003b, p. 629). 

Discourses that construct Atlantic Canada as backwards and helpless permeate many of 

its educational institutions; in many ways, the BACS program has been revolutionary 
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since its beginning, as it operated in ways that question the status quo, putting community 

at the centre of the curriculum, and insisting Cape Breton’s communities had something 

to offer.  

Critical Frameworks of Resistance 

The notion of resistance is central to an Atlantic Canadian conception and 

demonstration of citizenship.  Many Atlantic Canadian communities and the people in 

them resist becoming just like every other place. Corbett (2007) discusses this resistance 

as a clash against global structures of capitalism and modernity. In many ways, these 

structures have been imposed upon rural communities, facing fierce resistance along the 

way – from forced resettlement of Newfoundland outports (Matthews, 1983), to the 

closure of fishing, foresting, and mining industries (Parenteau, 2013; Corbett, 2007; 

Beckley, 2014), forced change, often delivered in the guise of ‘progress’ has been faced 

with discontent and objection from many of Atlantic Canada’s citizens.  

Similar instances of resistance have been levied against educational institutions in 

the region. Many feel schooling has become a tool to force communities to modernize, to 

become more capitalist, and that the values and perspectives projected by curricula and 

schools do not reflect the knowledges and values espoused by the communities. Corbett’s 

(2007) ethnographic work discovered that residents of rural Nova Scotia saw the purpose 

of schooling as “governing spaces and “rescuing” or “saving” rural and urban children 

from the social decay in which they are ensnared by virtue of an accident of birth” (p. 

65). These ideologies frame local knowledges as sub-standard, and local citizens “reject 

the denigration of that community life implicit in the education message” (Corbett, 2007, 
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p. 13). The communitarian liberalism that forms the basis for Atlantic Canadian 

expressions of citizenship wrestles with the tension between the independent nature of 

rural citizens and their equally strong connection to their communities. When this 

philosophy is not supported by curricula and pedagogy, the disconnect between students’ 

lived experiences and understandings and those presented by the school can be 

disruptive.  

In many ways, the BACS program operates as a counter-hegemonic force within 

the communities in which it operates. Within the CBU community, faculty spoke about 

the structures and ideologies imposed upon them by administration at the university, and 

how those policies hinder their ability to engage in critical citizenship work. Austerity 

measures like reliance on part-time instructors hinders relationship building between 

students and instructors, and between instructors and the philosophies of the departments. 

These weakened bonds compromise the work the department is able to do. In addition, 

‘risk management’ practices at the university compromise student engagement in the 

broader community; student projects have been cancelled due to perceived risk against 

the university.  

Students and faculty also complicate inter-departmental relationships within the 

university. One non-BACS professor said, “I don’t like having BACS students in my 

class because they ask too many questions”. When asked about the relationship between 

BACS students and non-BACS professors, one BACS faculty member called their 

students “shit disturbers”, and said, “When you teach people to ask critical questions, 

they ask them!” Students also question and complicate the focus of the community 
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organizations with which they work during their program. This questioning often reflects 

the political and civic ideologies of the region – students question the prioritization of 

capitalistic practices over helping frameworks. In response to these instances, one 

professor at BACS commented, “Stirring the pot is what universities can and should do”.  

In our conversations, BACS faculty saw the critical nature of their work as 

contrary to how universities currently act, but central to what they saw as the key role of 

universities. In order to support programs like the BACS program, and those that seek to 

incorporate critical approaches, those philosophies must be (at the very least) understood, 

if not embraced by the institution. The clash between neoliberal understandings of capital 

and community-based frameworks grounded in communitarian liberalism is a 

complicated one to navigate, but is central to the critical, place-conscious pedagogy of 

the BACS program. This disruptive practice may seem in opposition to the argument 

above that programs should reflect the perspectives of the communities around them. 

However, critical and justice-oriented approaches to citizenship are meant to disrupt and 

resists dominant discourses (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). This is not antithetical to also 

incorporating local knowledges.  

It is crucial that students critique the dominant discourses that shape their 

communities. Corbett (2007) writes that it is “necessary for rural schools and 

communities to confront racism, sexism and constructions of masculinity and femininity 

that lead to oppressive and systematic inequality” (Corbett, 2007, p. 269). An 

understanding of the region’s civic and political identity can help students understand 

complicated hierarchies, including gender. Corbett (2007) describes: “traditional notions 
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of masculinity and femininity are built around the toughness, native intelligence (work 

and survival skills known as “common sense”) and the resourcefulness needed to cope 

and prosper in the local environment” (Corbett, 2007, p. 78). Through a critical, place-

conscious pedagogy, students are then given the skills to question those ideologies and 

work towards social transformation, while still recognizing and reflecting the values of 

community and interdependence that also typify the Atlantic Canadian region.  

In our World Café discussion, students and faculty in the BACS program 

demonstrated their understanding of these critical frameworks, and talked about the 

complicated hierarchies inherent within Cape Breton: they felt that ‘urban’ – i.e. those 

from Sydney, the region’s largest municipality (population 31, 529) – voices are 

privileged and rural – “the other side of the island”—are not given the same authority. As 

well, though Cape Breton is home to the largest Mi’kmaq community in the world, with 

over 4000 community members (Eskasoni Mi’kmaw Nation, n.d.) White/settler voices 

are privileged over Mi’kmaq voices. By engaging in critical, community based work, 

students and faculty can work together to identify problems and issues within their 

communities and create more democratic, just solutions.  

Educational institutions in the region that wish to contribute to its civic life can 

harness the communitarian liberalism that typifies Atlantic Canadian citizenship and use 

a critical, place-conscious pedagogy to explore ways the unique nature of rural and 

Atlantic Canadian citizenship can strengthen curricula. Waterson and Moffa (2016) note:  

Rural students should be given the chance to explore the causes and effects of 

local poverty and job loss, as well as its effects on class, race, and regions. This 
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type of place-based learning can open doors to discussions about restructuring the 

society along more equitable lines—a justice-oriented approach to citizenship. 

Teachers can assist students to recognize the structures in the society that lead to 

rural deprivations, plan democratic actions to counter these problems, and 

implement these plans. […] This style of experiential citizenship empowers rural 

people through autonomous action (p. 224).  

While the idea that rural people need ‘empowerment’ approaches a dangerous discourse 

of deficit, the idea that the very nature of rural citizenship can contribute to a justice-

oriented approach to teaching for civic engagement is an interesting one, supported by the 

example of the BACS program’s approaches.  

 The complicated relationship with institutions of political power, including 

educational institutions makes relationships between communities and universities 

difficult. In some ways, universities can be seen as perpetuating the ‘brain drain’ of 

young, educated Atlantic Canadians leaving the region for Western parts of the country. 

Corbett’s (2007) work explores this relationship, as does Jensen’s (2002) book 

Postsecondary Education on the Edge. In what ways, then, can universities disrupt this 

narrative, and prepare students to integrate into local civic and job-related networks? 

Boyte and Kari’s (1996) concept of “public work” may have resonance in Atlantic 

Canadian communities, though this phrase is perhaps too closely associated with sewers, 

bridges, and other public infrastructure. Instead, referring to this concept as ‘democratic 

work’ more accurately describes the type of engagement students in the BACS program 

(and others) have with their communities as students and as workers.  
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Democratic Work 

Discussions of post-secondary education in rural communities are often focused 

on career preparation (Tieken, 2016). Post-secondary education is also often framed as a 

‘ticket out’ of rural Atlantic Canadian communities (Corbett, 2007); post-secondary 

education is framed as a ‘choice’ of where to study, of what career to pursue, of where to 

go beyond one’s community. However, as Corbett (2007) discusses:  

In many coastal communities, the family “norm” is to stay, and leaving means 

moving into a foreign space, where outcomes are unknown, a space where the 

known habitus cannot map the future. In less economically privileged sectors of 

rural and coastal communities, the idea of choice is a cruel fiction, a form of 

symbolic violence perpetrated by educators and bureaucrats looking for a victim 

to blame (p. 30). 

This discourse of choice emulates discussions that have seen the increasing privatization 

of schools, a focus on career preparation and individual success (Zepke, 2016), reflects 

neoliberal ideologies that don’t align with communitarian liberal values of Atlantic 

Canada. The BACS program at Cape Breton University often uses the language of this 

neoliberal framework as well. Many students discussed the transferability of the skills 

they gained through the BACS program to the working world; they advocated that 

students “be as career minded as you can”. Faculty members also discussed the career 

preparation model and indicated they were giving students “job skill[s] that employers 

value”. What is different, perhaps, about the BACS program, is a subtle but important 

challenge it makes against neoliberalism by grounding its work in community work, and 
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in focusing the career preparation students receive on preparing them to work towards the 

sustainability of local communities.  

 Boyte and Kari (1996) work to bring together models of active citizenship and 

employment. As they discuss, many conflate citizenship with volunteerism, and some 

argue paid work inhibits one’s ability to be a good citizen in one’s community. They 

write:  

When citizenship is equated with voluntarism, it loses its seriousness and power.  

It becomes what one does after hours and on the side. […] Work is not beside the 

point.  It is at the center of citizenship.  Work-sites are not irrelevant; they are 

critical.  Returning work—paid and unpaid—to the center of discussion of 

democracy opens up enormous new possibilities for democratic renewal (Boyte & 

Kari, 1996, p. 6-7).  

The BACS program embeds the importance of community development in their 

curriculum, and students are encouraged to see themselves as democratic actors in those 

communities. They are also encouraged to think about how their education can help them 

contribute to their communities as workers and as citizens. This worker/citizen 

combination is central to the concept of democratic work.  

 By structuring the BACS program as a career development opportunity while 

simultaneously embedding place-conscious and critical approaches within the 

curriculum, faculty and students are able to engage in the type of deep learning that Boyte 

and Kari (1996) see as central to creating democratic change:  
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For this sort of learning to take place requires changes in college cultures.  It 

means interdisciplinary, campus-wide conversation about teaching as a public 

craft and about the work of the college as a whole.  It entails the idea that learning 

is “coproduced” by students as well as faculty. It creates experiences in shared 

governance and opens space for many practical projects that make visible impact 

on the world (p. 186). 

Constructing a program like this, in the face of policies and politics that seek to 

standardize and homogenize university education makes the BACS program and others 

like it important and critical voices in the conversation on post-secondary education in 

Canada, and specifically in Atlantic Canada. By creating and maintaining a focus on 

critical, place-conscious, democratic education, programs like BACS and others 

fundamentally challenge assumptions about what the purposes of post-secondary 

education are in Atlantic Canadian communities; what the possibilities are for democratic 

engagement and re-engagement in these communities; and how universities can be 

accountable and responsive to communities, instead of vice versa.  

Conclusion 

 Complicated negotiations about the role of post-secondary institutions are 

happening on campus and off, in Atlantic Canada and far beyond. Conflict between the 

responsibility of universities to the communities they create and operate within, and the 

construction of post-secondary education as a corporate enterprise that contributes to the 

economy and generates graduates who contribute to that economy as well creates a 

complex situation with innumerable voices and perspectives. By creating a program 
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focused on democratic work, the BACS program becomes an important stakeholder in 

discussions on the purposes and practices of higher education. In many ways, the 

program helps to bridge the two ideological antagonists in the conversation on post-

secondary education, particularly within Atlantic Canada, though the lessons learned 

from this study have resonance outside the region as well.  

 This study has explored the important role post-secondary education can play in 

rural communities. Frameworks of democratic work and critical, place-conscious 

pedagogy help restructure students’ connections to their communities and disrupt 

narratives that shape those communities as hopeless, and discourses that create 

hierarchies between ‘stayers’ and ‘leavers’ in those communities (Corbett, 2007). 

Drawing on local knowledges and experiences makes post-secondary education more 

reflective of students’ lives, and acknowledges and drives the important contributions 

universities can make in communities.  

The complex nature of citizenship and citizenship education in the Atlantic 

Canadian region can be viewed through a push/pull dichotomy. As citizens wrestle with 

the inherent tensions between nostalgia and modernity, they are pushed and pulled in 

many directions – between staying and leaving (Corbett, 2007); between self and 

community (Adger, 2003; Baker, 2012; Delanty, 2002; Mason, 1990; Workman, 2003; 

see also “Be…in this place”: Cornerstones of Atlantic Canadian citizenship, article 1 in 

this dissertation) between external authority and nostalgic community (Creelman, 2003); 

and between past, present, and future. These intricate relationships shape the civic and 

political lives of its citizens and create an undoubtedly complicated setting in which 
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universities and other post-secondary institutions operate.  By using pedagogies and 

practices that are reflective of local knowledges; providing opportunities to engage with 

communit(ies) throughout the degree; and providing critical frameworks to understand 

and work for change in local communities post-secondary education in Atlantic Canada 

has the potential to respond to discourses of deficit that construct the region as backwards 

and hopeless, and to work within the complexity of the region’s peoples, politics, and 

places.  

The idea of place-conscious pedagogy and its potential to contribute to the 

development of communities is certainly not confined to the parameters of this study. 

Gertler and Vinodrai (2004) explore the potential for these pedagogies to contribute to 

cultural diversity, social inclusion, and cohesion. Savoie (2006) has studied how 

cooperation between Atlantic Canadian universities can help drive economic and social 

development. The OECD (2007) advocates for culturally-based learning programs that 

can “make a contribution to the cultural foundation of a region and to the quality of life 

of the community” (2007, p. 171). The unique nature of Atlantic Canadian citizenship 

provides an important touchstone for research in this field. As others work to practice 

community-based and place-conscious approaches to higher education, this example can 

help researchers and educators understand the importance articulating the unique civic 

nature of their region.  
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Pedagogies of engagement: Using appreciative inquiry to study post-

secondary citizenship education5 

Abstract: In response to literature documenting the purported disengagement of youth in 

the civic sphere, and the increasing impact of neoliberal ideologies and policies on the 

post-secondary education landscape, this article furthers discussion about the civic 

potential of university education, and explores how specific pedagogies can help foster 

the civic engagement of university students and graduates. Drawing from data collected 

at Renaissance College, at the University of New Brunswick, this article documents the 

collaborative and experiential pedagogies used in that program to support civic learning. 

Overall, this study demonstrates that the approaches taken at Renaissance College are 

challenging but worthwhile pedagogies that can enhance students’ abilities to become 

engaged citizens, and challenge neoliberal doctrine at post-secondary institutions. This 

study also demonstrates how appreciative inquiry contributes to the development of a 

methodological framework for studying citizenship education by connecting the 

epistemological foundations of appreciative inquiry and citizenship education.  

 

Keywords: appreciative inquiry, citizenship education, case study, project-based learning 

experiential learning, interdisciplinary learning 

 

                                                

5 This article has been accepted for publication in the journal Citizenship, Teaching and Learning. 
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Over the past number of years, an increasing amount of literature has documented 

a sense of discontent with the political and civic behaviour of young people, perhaps 

influenced by the predominance of neoliberal ideologies (Chareka & Sears, 2006). By 

many accounts, both scholarly and otherwise, young people are voting in depressingly 

low numbers, and are plagued by a pervasive and deep sense of apathy about 

government, and their place in civic decision-making (Howe, 2010; Manning, 2009; 

Milner, 2010; Smith, 2011). Sears and Hyslop-Margison (2007) summarize this 

discussion as a “discourse of crisis”, which constructs the dialogue around political 

engagement of youth as concerned with three crises—a crisis of agnosticism, a crisis of 

ignorance, and a crisis of alienation. 

Many researchers posit reasons for this disengagement, including the structure of 

our democratic systems (Chareka & Sears, 2006), consumer materialism, individualistic 

relativism, and an increase in technologically mediated social interaction (Smith, 2011). 

Putnam (2000) has emerged as a key author in the field, blaming dissolution of social 

bonds for weakened youth participation in democratic activities. He documents the 

increasing importance of financial success and a decline in political, civic, religious, and 

workplace involvement between 1975 and 1996. He argues that liberal ideals of personal 

gain have replaced conceptions of the public good, and as such, young people are less 

concerned with their civic behaviour and connection to their communities.  

What this pessimistic discourse does, of course, is obscure real and positive civic 

activity by young people, and the citizenry as a whole. As Dalton (2008) explores, it may 

be that our understanding of what citizenship and participation look like have shifted, and 
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that we are measuring against standards that no longer reflect the reality of civic life. For 

example, researchers point to the fact that young people volunteer in increasing numbers 

and that their senses of justice and fairness are keenly honed (Zukin, Keeter, Andolina, 

Jenkins, & Delli Carpini, 2006; Wattenberg, 2012). It may be that young people have a 

sense political behaviour is not for them – they construct their civic activities as separate 

and distinct from the political realm (O’Neill, 2007).  McBeth, Lybecker, and Garner 

(2010) suggest engaged citizenship involves those who are “more participatory, global, 

and committed to social justice” (p. 1), which is more consistent with the activities of 

young people in the civic realm. Levine (2012) suggests a broader conception of 

citizenship is necessary to inform civic curricula. In an article for Measuring What 

Matters (2014), Sears suggests that including grassroots/community activities and civil 

society work is important to a fuller understanding of the ways in which the civic is 

political. In this way, educators can reach students ‘where they are’ and recognize the 

political impact of community work. 

Regardless of the framework of civic participation, an active, engaged citizenry is 

imperative for the function of our democracy. How, then, can our universities contribute 

to the development of this polity, and how can we engage young people in civic life? As 

with many cultural dilemmas, education is seen as a panacea. In this instance, post-

secondary institutions have been touted as the venue for increasing student engagement in 

their democratic communities, and for providing students with the knowledge necessary 

to be informed civic actors. But what forms of education are best to help achieve these 

goals? These questions have shaped a research study that seeks to explore the ways in 
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which specific programs educate for civic engagement, and how these programs can 

contribute to a more informed and engaged citizenry.  

Literature Review 

One of the central texts that informs this research is Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, 

and Stephens’ (2003) book Educating Citizens. In this book, the researchers worked with 

the support of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching to explore 

practices of moral and civic education at twelve colleges and universities in the United 

States. Their research examined the pedagogical, administrative, and structural 

frameworks necessary to support undergraduates in the development of civic agency and 

democratic participation. Their study showed that:  

if efforts are intentionally designed with these developmental outcomes in 

mind, colleges can establish some groundwork that students can later build 

on, shape the intellectual frameworks and habits of mind they bring to their 

adult experiences, change the way they understand the responsibilities that 

are central to their sense of self, and teach them to offer and demand 

evidence and justification for their moral and political positions and to 

develop wiser judgment in approaching situations and questions that 

represent potential turning points in their lives (p. 4). 

The authors discuss the importance of pedagogy that supports and strengthens students’ 

civic potential, including the use of problem-based learning, service learning, and other 

pedagogies of engagement (Edgerton, 2001), which “involve students more deeply and 
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fully with the issues and support more lasting student learning” (Colby, Ehrlich, 

Beaumont, and Stephens, 2003, p. 21).  

The research conducted by the Carnegie Foundation, as contained in Educating 

Citizens (2003) explores the complicated landscape in which students, faculty, and 

universities operate in their work to create engaged, responsible, and active citizens. 

Many other researchers have explored the potential for pedagogy to increase civic 

engagement (Bringle & Hatcher, 2009; Bringle & Clayton, 2012; Colby, Beaumont, 

Ehrlich, & Corngold (2007); Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003; Levine, 2007; 

Nishishiba & Keeskes, 2012; Tucker, 2010), though most of that work discusses only 

service learning, and remains rooted in an American context. This study aims to explore 

the Canadian context for citizenship and civic education, by continuing to investigate the 

political, social, and economic factors that shape the work of the universities in this 

study, building on the work conducted by researchers from the Carnegie Foundation, and 

many other scholars.  

Neoliberalism & Post-Secondary Education 

In order to think carefully and critically about post-secondary citizenship 

education, it is important to understand the structures that frame the post-secondary 

system. The political and economic system in which universities operate shapes the 

pedagogical and programmatic choices universities can make. 

 The pervasiveness of neoliberal ideologies, which tout individual success in 

capitalist systems, and in particular the influence they assert on post-secondary education 

is well documented (Giroux, 1997; Kezar, 2004; McLaren, 1995; Nussbaum, 1997; 
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Olssen & Peters, 2005; Ross & Gibson, 2007). Neoliberalism operates as a driving force 

in post-secondary education and reinforces a connection between liberal notions of 

individualism and capitalism. This focus on “individual freedoms, autonomy and choice” 

(Zepke, 2016, p. 696-697) constructs post-secondary education as a pathway to a (well-

paying) career and fosters competition and rivalries for a lucrative job at the end of one’s 

university education.  

This trend towards neoliberalism is now new; since the 1970s, post-secondary 

education has become overwhelmingly concerned with the production of human capital.  

That is, universities mirror the socio-political climate found outside their walls and have 

become factories, concerned with producing ever more workers to further the 

proliferation and success of capitalism. Over the past number of years, higher education 

has become: 

a publicly funded means to develop human capital rather than promote democratic 

learning or citizenship objectives. From this perspective, a “quality” education 

provides students with the necessary skills and knowledge for economic success 

within the prevailing labour market (Sears & Hyslop-Margison, 2007, p. 3). 

Within this framework, universities adopt a more corporate model that promotes 

efficiency, views students as ‘customers’ or ‘clients’, and degree programs as ‘products’ 

that can be exchanged for spaces in the job market.  A substantial focus is placed on the 

quantitative value of university programs, rather than their qualitative worth.  

This ideological framework shapes post-secondary education programs, even ones 

that purport to foster engagement. In a higher education landscape subsumed by market 
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capital forces, even student engagement is quantified, measured, and parceled out in 

communicable, marketable statistics through the National Survey of Student Engagement 

(NSSE). The results of the NSSE are highly valued scores through which universities 

compare themselves to their competitors. Though NSSE supports the use of civic 

learning pedagogies like service learning, internship or field experiences, and research 

activities (NSSE, 2017), their quantitative focus reflects an “elective affinity” with 

neoliberal ideology (Zepke, 2016). The use of these standardized metrics is seemingly 

contradictory – universities use NSSE scores to promote themselves, and programs like 

Renaissance College (which typically score high on measures of engagement), yet those 

programs struggle within an increasing corporatized higher education system. For 

programs like Renaissance College, and many described in Educating Citizens, civic 

pedagogy requires resources, both human and fiscal. Collaborative learning functions 

best within small groups, and the development of a community or cohort keeps enrolment 

numbers low, making programs like these less profitable for their institutions.  

Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, and Stephens (2003) note the importance of 

institutional support to the success of civic learning, which requires a consistent 

understanding of the goals and value of these programs. When programs challenge or 

subvert the ideological agenda of the university, it can be difficult for them to garner the 

capital necessary to deliver their program successfully. Since Renaissance College was 

set up to contest hegemonic notions of what university education is and can be, it 

provides an interesting counterpoint to overall trends and developments at the University 

of New Brunswick and in post-secondary education more broadly.  
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Post-Secondary Citizenship Education 

In 2001, Russ Edgerton, then Director of education for the Pew Charitable Trusts, 

coined the term ‘pedagogies of engagement’ in a white paper to colleagues and 

stakeholders in the field of education. At the time, Edgerton (2001) identified several 

pedagogical practices and ideologies that could promote “real understanding […and the] 

“habits of the heart” that motivate students to be caring citizens”. In his remarks, 

Edgerton (2001) identified problem-based learning, collaborative learning, service 

learning, and undergraduate research as key ideas that could “unite in a powerful 

movement or pedagogical reform”. Edgerton (2001) outlined the potential for these 

pedagogical practices to encourage civic behaviour in undergraduate students. The work 

of the Educating Citizens (2003) team supports Edgerton’s ideas, and documents many 

cases in which pedagogies like these are central to programs that support university 

students’ development as engaged citizens in their communities.  

Drawing on this research, then, this study was developed to explore the Canadian 

university landscape and how programs in the Atlantic Canadian region respond to the 

“spectre[s]” (Marttila, 2003) of neoliberalism and democratic disengagement.  Using 

appreciative inquiry as a methodological framework, this study examines the “best of 

what is” (Ludema, Cooperrider, & Barrett, 2000). Drawing on work like Edgerton’s 

(2001) and Educating Citizens (2003) is a conscious decision to focus on positive rather 

than on deficit discourses; by doing so we can disrupt understandings of post-secondary 

education focused on corporate and deficit mentalities.  
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This article is part of a broader study that explores how universities in Atlantic 

Canada educate for civic engagement. As part of my doctoral study, I have conducted 

research at three university programs in Atlantic Canada, exploring how each program 

constructs citizenship, and the pedagogies each employs in order to increase its students’ 

civic participation. This research has generated data on Atlantic Canadian and place-

based citizenship education, cross-campus collaboration for community-based learning, 

critical frameworks for justice-oriented citizenship, and pedagogical practices for 

citizenship education at universities. This case study is situated within scholarship on 

post-secondary student engagement and civic participation, as well as the pedagogical 

practices and ideological frameworks that can help programs support a curriculum 

designed to promote civic engagement.  A focus on citizenship education and civic 

engagement continues to permeate the Renaissance College curriculum. The centrality of 

this pedagogical framework and pedagogy provides ample material for an exploration of 

best practices in post-secondary citizenship education.  

Citizenship Education at Renaissance College  

“[Before Renaissance College] I used to think in terms of what occupation I 

would have after I graduated. Now I am more concerned with the kind of person I 

will need to be in order to contribute positively to the world. This has developed 

from problem-based learning, looking at the world through music, art and 

literature, to name a few, and through our internships” (J.M. Graduating student, 

May 2003).” (Haggerty, 2003, p. 13) 
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Renaissance College is the University of New Brunswick’s leadership studies 

faculty. The faculty was first opened in 2000, with a $1.875 million grant from the 

McConnell Foundation, a Canadian philanthropic organization, to support the operating 

costs. Located in Fredericton New Brunswick’s Victorian downtown core, students and 

faculty speak fondly of the ‘pistachio green mansion’ that houses the faculty’s 

classrooms, offices, and work spaces. Upon graduation, students receive a Bachelor of 

Philosophy (B.Phil.) in Interdisciplinary Leadership Studies, with a minor in a separate 

discipline. Students often dichotomize their degree experiences in two separate spaces – 

Renaissance College (RC) classes ‘down the hill’ and classes on the main UNB campus 

‘up the hill’. The College accepts a maximum of thirty students in each cohort, and 

employs three full-time faculty members, a Dean, and three staff members including an 

administrative assistant, a recruitment coordinator and an experiential educator, who is 

responsible for the College’s mandatory internship programs. 

Renaissance College was initially created by a group of scholars from disciplines, 

units, and faculties across the University of New Brunswick campus, who envisioned a 

unique learning opportunity for students. Undertaken in 1999, as part of a campus-wide 

‘UNB Renewal’ process, the creation of RC opened up “cross-disciplinary exchanges of 

ideas [… which broke] down departmental/faculty boundaries” (Rehorick & Taylor, 

2001, p. 38). UNB’s “grounding in the liberal arts tradition and a record of service to the 

province in which it is located” (McConnell Proposal, 1998, p. 1) became central to the 

development of what would eventually become Canada’s first leadership studies bachelor 

program (University of New Brunswick, 2017). Over time, the College has become a 
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flagship program at UNB, with a commitment to an outcomes-based leadership 

education, and a stated commitment to the development of an engaged, active citizenry. 

Using an outcomes-based academic program, Renaissance College is structured 

around six key learning outcomes (RCLOs): multi-literacy; problem solving; personal 

well-being; knowing self and others; social interaction; and effective citizenship 

(Renaissance College, 2016). The pedagogical practices employed at the College, 

including its mandatory internships, collaborative approaches to teaching and learning, 

and project-based learning are also significant to the College’s approach to civic 

education.  

The centrality of citizenship and civic education to the Renaissance College 

curriculum and pedagogy is exemplified by its inclusion as one of the key outcomes of 

the College’s curriculum. However, the concept is prevalent throughout most of the 

documentation that exists on the RC’s creation and practice. In particular, documents 

written before Renaissance College’s creation as a faculty stress how significant 

citizenship is as a conceptual frame for the College’s curriculum and pedagogy.  

In documents written to apply for funding for the RC program, the authors 

indicate, “students who complete the […] program will receive […] a thorough 

understanding of their responsibilities in a civil society” (McConnell Proposal, 1998, p. 

1). The founders of the program saw leadership as a function of participation in a civil 

society, and saw “learning not just as a smart economic tool, but also as a civic activity 

that leads to social betterment” (McConnell proposal, 1998, p. 3). Their vision of the 

program indicated, “it will educate a new kind of leader, one who pursues the goals of a 
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civil society” (McConnell proposal, 1998, p. 2). The founders of Renaissance College 

saw civic engagement as central to leadership. They indicated that citizenship “requires 

specific knowledge related to leadership and an awareness of current social, political, and 

economic concerns and relationships” (Haggerty, 1999, p. 5). They envisioned their 

graduates as “capable of taking a lead role in transforming public or private agencies, 

especially those that serve the common good” (Haggerty, 1999, p. 4).  

Methodology 

This study has been informed by the literature cited above, and in particular the 

work of authors Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, and Stephens (2003). Their landmark book, 

Educating Citizens sparked the inquiry that underlies this study. The work of the 

Educating Citizens (2003) researchers and authors offers “a vision of the possible” (p. 

ix); of how universities in the United States can and do teach for civic engagement. Their 

extensive study explores a variety of facets of citizenship education including curriculum, 

assessment, and pedagogy. The authors of that book generously shared their research 

protocols and procedures with me as I developed my inquiry into Atlantic Canadian 

universities and their efforts to encourage civic engagement in their students.  

This study focuses on the pedagogies used by Atlantic Canadian universities in 

their citizenship education programs. Taking a social constructivist approach, I used 

appreciative inquiry as an overarching framework as I used the literature on best practice 

in citizenship education pedagogy, and the work of the Educating Citizens researchers to 

develop focus groups and other conversational opportunities to explore whether or not 

students’ civic potential is heightened through these pedagogies.  
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Appreciative Inquiry 

Appreciative inquiry (AI) has its roots in organizational behaviour, and is 

commonly used as a ‘transformational’ process for organizational change (Bushe, 2011). 

The use of appreciative inquiry as a guiding structure for this inquiry is perhaps, at first 

glance, unconventional. However, the application of AI to educational settings is under-

researched, and offers a unique application of the framework. As well, the 

epistemological foundations of the approach align seamlessly with the theoretical and 

empirical underpinnings of this study. Bushe (2011) writes that AI seeks to explore the 

characteristics that give social systems ‘life’. Citizenship and civic engagement has been 

a central focus of post-secondary education since its inception (Boyer, 1990; Harris, 

1976) and as such can be seen as one of those forces that gives the higher education 

system ‘life’.   

In their seminal article, Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987) describe AI as a post-

positivist methodology, growing out of interdisciplinary frames and action research.  

They write, “appreciative inquiry refers to both a search for knowledge and a theory of 

intentional collective action which are designed to help evolve the normative vision and 

will of a group, organization, or society as a whole” (p. 151). Appreciative inquiry is 

rooted in social constructionist thought and theory, and sees “social theory and social 

practice [as…] part of a synthetic whole” (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987, p. 130). By 

looking at health rather than at disease (Cooperrider, Barrett, & Srivastva, 1995), 

appreciative inquiry seeks to challenge deficiency orientation. Ludema, Cooperrider, and 

Barrett (2001) challenge the very foundations of inquiry when they state: ““Western 
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intellectual[‘s…] intent of building knowledge to enhance the human condition is a noble 

one, yet its methodological starting point of doubt and negation undermines its 

constructive intent” (p. 165).  

This study begins with an appreciation for what is, and is designed to help 

generate a normative understanding of what can be when programs commit to pedagogies 

that support the civic engagement and potential of their students. In it, I respond to 

literature that constructs youth as disengaged and apathetic, and explore programs and 

pedagogies that can potentially challenge deficit understandings.  In doing so, this work 

seeks to contribute to scholarship that attempts to “dislodge reified vocabularies of 

human deficit and liberate the social constructive potential of organizations and human 

communities” (Ludema, Cooperrider, & Barrett, 2001, p. 163). 

In practice, AI has received warranted critique for being too “Pollyanna-ish” 

(Grant & Humphries, 2006, p. 404). Some applications of AI do not engage sufficiently 

with the critique and theoretical rigour required for successful qualitative research. 

However, as Grant & Humphries (2006) articulate, critique is an important dimension of 

appreciation and, “appreciation may also mean to know, to be conscious of, to take full or 

sufficient account of” (p. 403). This study attempts to take full and conscious account of 

the pedagogical practices identified by the authors of Educating Citizens (2003), and 

employed at Renaissance College, including recognizing the “contributing influences 

such as social, cultural, political and economic issues” (Grant & Humphries, 2006, p. 

404) in order to realize the emancipatory and appreciative potential of the study. By 

offering a critical contextualization of the wider social, economic, and political landscape 



 
 

142 

– as explored in the above literature review – this study places Renaissance College’s 

efforts within a system and allows us to notice the ways it replicates and challenges 

elements of that system. During the focus groups and World Café discussions in which I 

collected the data for this study, ‘negative’ or critical discussions were not suppressed or 

diminished in our conversations. As the facilitator of those conversations, I made no 

attempt to move on from those deficit discourses, but in the analysis of the data that 

follows, I place those discourses in context, and move the broader conversation toward 

“vocabularies of hope” (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2000) that support the “vision of the 

possible” (Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003, p. ix) that structures this 

inquiry.  

Van der Haar and Hosking (2004) note that in order to effectively engage in 

qualitative research using AI as a framework, questions of ethics and power must be 

considered. Many instances of AI work focus on increasing profit, efficiency, or other 

indicators of marketable success, which reflect the neoliberal market ideology subscribed 

above. Using AI in a study that directly challenges those very ideas is, in some ways, 

subversive, and offers a unique opportunity to apply the framework in a qualitative 

research setting.  

Often, AI is used as a transformational process for organizations, and is often 

performed by an external consultant. This can create or reify existing hierarchies within 

organizations. However, this critique is not limited only to organizational behaviour or 

AI. Qualitative research, as a field, is bifurcated when it comes to the distance the 

researcher maintains from her subject matter. Lather’s (1993) situated validity theory 
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argues that positivistic ideas of distance and objectivity are untenable, and a researcher’s 

subjective positionality strengthens the potential for rich, deep engagement in the 

research at hand. Thus, AI’s position as a post-positivistic framework makes it an ideal 

methodology for conducting qualitative research. Cooperrider and Whitney (2001) 

connect the role of the inquirer or researcher with literature on servant leadership 

(Greenleaf, 1977, 2002), which disrupts hierarchical and distant relationships between 

leaders and followers, and as such has potential to disrupt hierarchies between researcher 

and participants.  

My positioning within the College is of importance to this study. I graduated from 

the College’s undergraduate program in 2006, and have been a contract academic 

instructor in the faculty since 2010. While all the data shared in this article comes directly 

from the participants (my own ideas and additions to our conversations have been 

omitted), we shared a common vocabulary and worked to create a common “vision of the 

possible” (Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003, p. ix). As such, I participated in 

the conversations with students and faculty as a participant observer. This allowed me to 

create a shared space for open dialogue with my participants in this research project.   

Conversational Inquiry 

Sharing a foundation of social constructivism with appreciative inquiry, 

conversational inquiry reflects the centrality of language to all action and meaning 

making (Bakhtin, 1986; Gergen, 1994). Drawing on Freire’s (1972, 1994) work on 

dialogic inquiry, methods of conversational inquiry recognize the power of dialogue for 

social change (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987). Conversational inquiry is also influenced 
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by frameworks of asset-based community development (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1996) 

and professional development (Senge, 1990). This approach promotes conversation 

between participants and makes the practice of collecting data more collaborative, rather 

than a series of questions from the interviewer and responses from participants. In 

accordance with the literature and theoretical underpinnings of this study, conversational 

inquiry, when supported by an appreciative inquiry framework, also helps to create a 

more civil or democratic space to allow dialogic understanding and shared construction 

of knowledge (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987).   

Deliberative dialogue is also central to the historical and contemporary 

understanding of teaching and learning at Renaissance College. The process of creating 

Renaissance College began as a series of conversations (that while not an explicit attempt 

at AI, nonetheless follow appreciative inquiry models) that imagined what could be in a 

university program that sought to foster civic leadership (Rehorick & Taylor, 2001). This 

process fostered democratic dialogue and inter-faculty communication and collaboration. 

Now, ‘the circle’ at RC has taken on almost a mythical quality. In an effort to 

democratize the classroom space, students and instructors sit together in a circle, rather 

than traditional rows of seats with the professor as the ‘sage on the stage’ at the front of 

the room as they engage in discussion-based learning. Thus, conversational inquiry 

presents theoretically and pragmatically appropriate methods for engaging in research on 

civic education at Renaissance College. The central underpinning of this entire study is 

constructivism. As the literature and data that follow will demonstrate, constructivist 

teaching and learning is central to best practice in citizenship pedagogy, and as such, 
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methodologies and methods that are grounded in constructivism, like appreciative inquiry 

and conversational inquiry, are an appropriate choice for studying these phenomena.  

In the fall of 2015, I held a World Café dialogue with faculty and staff (in a 

collaborative group) at Renaissance College. This dialogue lasted approximately two 

hours and focused on the theme of community, and its connection to civic engagement. 

Consistent with frameworks drawn from appreciative inquiry and conversational inquiry, 

World Café is both a methodology and a metaphor (Brown, 2001). The World Café is 

based on the premise that engaging small groups in conversation about topics ‘that 

matter’ will foster collaborative thinking and social learning. The collaborative nature of 

World Café conversations also serves to help participants “become increasingly aware of 

the importance and connectedness of the networks of conversation and social learning 

through which we discover shared meaning, access collective intelligence, and bring 

forth the future” (Brown, 2001, p. 9). This development of community through 

conversation directly parallels the discussions of community engagement and 

development seen elsewhere in the literature on citizenship education and university 

community (Bringle, Games, & Malloy 1999; Colby, Beaumont, Ehrlich & Corngold, 

2007; Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003; Ehrlich, 2000; Guarasci, Cornwell, 

& Associates, 1997; Jacoby & Associates, 2009; Kezar, Chambers, & Burkhardt, 2005; 

McDonald & Associates, 2002), and with the visioning process fostered through 

appreciative inquiry (Bushe, 2007; Cooperider & Srivastva, 1987; Cooperrider & 

Whitney, 2000; Grant & Humphries, 2006; Ludema, Cooperrider, & Barrett, 2001). This 
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World Café dialogue fostered the collaborative and democratic atmosphere that set the 

stage for later stages of inquiry. 

In the spring of 2016, I conducted a series of hour-long focus groups with 45 

students in all three years of the Renaissance College program, and a separate one-hour 

conversation with 6 faculty members at the College. The focus groups in this study were 

guided by prompts, which were structured based on the protocols and literature used to 

collect data by the Educating Citizens researchers. However, though the protocol from 

Educating Citizens followed a structured question and answer framework, I chose to 

conduct semi-structured interviews, in order to reduce a potential power imbalance, given 

my role as an instructor at Renaissance College. As well, because participants self-

selected to engage in conversation for this study, there was no coercive behaviour used to 

attract participants. This approach was reviewed and approved by the research ethics 

board at the university, and by the Dean of Renaissance College prior to beginning the 

research.  

The focus group prompts asked participants about the pedagogies used to enhance 

civic engagement at the College (and as identified by Edgerton (2001) and Educating 

Citizens (2003)), and participants were encouraged to talk with each other and to explore 

conversational tangents.  In this series of focus groups in particular, this allowed students 

(and faculty) to reflect on their experiences in the Renaissance College B.Phil. program 

and its connection to their development as civic actors. The prompts for our conversation 

were drawn from the literature on best practices in civic education, specifically 

Edgerton’s (2001) notion of pedagogies of engagement, and the findings of the Educating 
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Citizens researchers. Participants were informed their names would not be used, but the 

program and university would be named in the research. In each focus group, participants 

were encouraged to respond to the prompts and questions with examples from their own 

experiences at Renaissance College. Three broad questions shaped our conversations: 

• Can you share some examples of how Renaissance College uses experiential 

learning in its curriculum?  

• How does the program employ service learning or allow opportunities for 

community service? 

•  What types of interdisciplinary learning have you engaged in during your time at 

Renaissance College? 

During the focus groups, I acted as a facilitator, seeking clarification or extension when 

necessary, and allowing the conversation to flow naturally and pursue parenthetical 

comments and tangential stories. This appreciative approach to questioning responds to 

critiques of the AI method that suggest it stifles criticality. By asking questions without 

‘bias’, participants were able to share their genuine experiences, and reflect on their own 

civic learning.  

All conversations were audio recorded and, following the focus groups, were 

transcribed by someone external to the research project. The data obtained from these 

conversations was analyzed using a thematic interpretive approach (Braun & Clarke, 

2012). Using the transcribed focus group data, I looked for how students and faculty 

spoke about their experiences with the pedagogies identified as best practice in the 

literature that shapes the study, and aligned my conversational data with the literature. 
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Relevant themes and patterns were highlighted as they emerged from the data, including 

comments that reflected the tension between the ideological positions and frameworks at 

play in civic education. I also consulted documents about Renaissance College – 

published academic literature, recruitment documents & materials, and historical 

documents about the College’s creation and development. I examined these documents 

and coded them using those same themes (Altheide & Johnson, 2011; Bowen, 2006; 

LeCompte & Schensul, 1999). 

Pedagogies of Engagement 

Two key pedagogies emerged from the literature (Edgerton, 2001; Colby, Ehrlich, 

Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003) as central to understandings of civic and citizenship 

education. Collaborative learning, including interdisciplinary and project-based 

approaches, and experiential learning, including internships and community-engaged 

work, are key to the philosophical and pedagogical approaches undertaken at RC, and the 

College’s stated outcome of effective citizenship. While these pedagogies are often 

treated as distinct and separate in the literature, students and faculty discussed them as 

interwoven practices that combine to reflect RC’s approach to education for and about 

civic participation.  Through my conversations with current students and faculty at the 

College, and through ethnographic and other accounts of the creation of Renaissance 

College, I have heard a plethora of voices describe the College’s approach to teaching 

and learning for citizenship and civic engagement. This section highlights those voices, 

and connects the RC experience with literature on citizenship education.  
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Collaborative Learning 

“They could be in business, they could be in government, they could be in what I 

call civil society and volunteer groups… they will be able to make good decisions 

because they will have had an appreciation of the visual arts, music, literature, 

history, physics, chemistry, biology…and somehow they will struggle with those 

contradictions, and that will make them better decision-makers” (Rehorick & 

Taylor, 2001, p. 39). 

Collaborative learning is central to the Renaissance College curriculum. Students 

engage in collaborative, group based projects in almost all of their classes (a fact that was 

both celebrated and lamented in our focus groups). Collaboration happens in several 

ways at RC, including through interdisciplinary and project-based approaches.  Each of 

these feeds the civic focus of the curriculum, and students and faculty discussed how 

learning through these methods enhances their abilities as civic actors in their 

communities. The social nature of collaborative learning facilitates learning of the many 

difficult concepts that are inherent in civic education. It also introduces students to the 

interpersonal skills that are necessary when working with others in the civic arena 

(Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003, p. 140). 

 Interdisciplinary teaching and learning. The importance of interdisciplinary 

and integrative teaching has remained central to the pedagogical philosophy and practice 

at Renaissance College throughout its sixteen years of history. Several of the courses in 

the faculty are taught collaboratively by multiple instructors. This helps provide students 

with exposure to a variety of disciplinary expertise. Faculty at the College come from a 
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variety of academic disciplines including education, political science, religious studies, 

kinesiology, sociology, economics, and cultural geography. As well, many part-time 

faculty come with a wealth of industry and community experience, which inform their 

teaching practices. Renaissance College’s program in interdisciplinary leadership studies 

is filtered through these disciplinary frameworks and lenses, providing students with a 

variety of perspectives on leadership and citizenship.  

The curriculum at Renaissance College is designed to foster interdisciplinary 

thinking. Course descriptions stress interdisciplinary knowledge: course titles like 

Integrative Forum, Public Policy Special Topics Forum, Selected Topics & Directed 

Studies in Interdisciplinary Leadership, and Public Policy Seminar reflect the College’s 

commitment to collaborative, integrative, and interdisciplinary teaching and learning. Dr. 

Terry Haggerty, the first Dean of Renaissance College indicated the College would 

ground its curriculum and pedagogy in “interdisciplinary knowledge associated with the 

humanities, natural sciences, social sciences, and fine arts” (Haggerty, 1999, p. 2). 

In my conversations with students, however, none referenced specific disciplines or 

scholars that had shaped their understanding of leadership and civic engagement. 

Students see the field(s) in which they pursued their minor as ‘their’ disciplinary 

expertise, rather than seeing interdisciplinary leadership studies as a field of study in its 

own right.  Some students indicated that the interdisciplinarity of Renaissance College 

didn’t stretch far enough; they suggested that more inclusion of quantitative and scientific 

methodologies and ideologies in their courses would give them a greater breadth of 

knowledge from which to draw as they engaged in community projects and action. One 
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third-year student felt that ‘the students at Renaissance College are interdisciplinary 

[since we all have a minor in another field] but the program itself isn’t’. In our 

conversations, however, the diversity of the students and faculty at Renaissance College 

was a key factor in their choosing and remaining at RC. Students spoke at length about 

learning with and from their peers (particularly in collaborative learning opportunities) 

and the diversity of perspectives presented by the integrators at the College.  

“When we become involved in something we can study or at least be aware of the 

impact that it might have in other fields. We understand that if we are looking to be 

working towards a more just society we need to understand there’s different 

perspectives, there are different factors that are affecting each other” (1st year). 

Students and faculty discussed how the interdisciplinarity of the Renaissance 

College program provides them with the opportunity to learn from others with different 

frameworks, histories, and knowledge. This interdisciplinary approach shapes how 

students approach their own civic lives through a deeper understanding of the many 

diverse people and perspectives that make up the communities in which they operate. 

In their review of moral and civic learning at universities in the United States, 

Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, and Stephens (2003) found that civic education is 

strengthened and supported by interdisciplinary and cross-curricular pedagogy. They 

found that these pedagogies “[provide] experiences that reinforce and build on each other 

and [help] students integrate what they learn across different contexts” (p. 195).  

Even though, as with many faculties, Renaissance College has seen an increased 

reliance on adjunct and part-time instructors in the past number of years due to 
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administrative decisions and budget cuts, the faculty has maintained a commitment to 

collaborative teaching. In this way, the College continues to challenge how changing 

priorities at the administrative level of the university influence the structure of the 

program’s teaching staff. Despite these barriers, however, through a commitment to the 

interdisciplinary approaches taken by both adjunct and full-time faculty, and supported 

by an outcomes based curriculum, the Renaissance College leadership studies program 

uses collaborative approaches to teaching and learning which support students’ 

development as civic agents in their communities. Outcomes-based learning helps 

students and faculty facilitate interdisciplinary work by framing and providing context for 

the experiential, project-based learning which typify the RC curriculum and its approach 

to leadership and civic education.  

Project-based learning. Through project-based learning, students are encouraged 

to wrestle with real world issues, to solve problems that directly impact the communities 

in which they live and work, and to confront their own positions within those 

communities.  Many of the project-based learning assignments and activities are also 

completed in groups, highlighting the College’s commitment to collaborative learning.  

“I think one of the most rewarding […things] that RC does is that in its 

assignments or group projects, the questions that are asked, whether it be “is 
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Canada Democratic?6” or whatever other question for an assignment is, the 

questions are very broad, they tend to integrate different things from what we are 

learning and it tends to be very [open ended] so that you can approach it from any 

different way […] On your journey of completing assignments or answering those 

questions you learn a lot along the way other than just the final product” (2nd year). 

Project-based learning (PBL) is “an instructional method that encourages students 

to learn to learn” (Cranton, Carusetta, & Short, 2001, p. 12). Project-based learning is 

similar to problem-based learning, which was pioneered by the faculty of Medicine at 

McMaster University in Hamilton, Ontario and is now de rigeur in medical programs and 

is gaining increasing popularity in other fields. Unlike problem-based learning, project-

based learning often culminates in an end product, which can take many creative forms 

including video, photography, reports, models, or other artefacts (Kokotsaki, Menzies, 

and Wiggins, 2016, p. 268). Project-based learning is a constructivist pedagogy in which 

students are actively involved in their own learning and work collaboratively to share 

knowledge. It is an inquiry-based approach that engages students in building on the 

knowledge they construct to find solutions to “authentic questions and problems within 

real world practice” (Kokotsaki, Menzies, and Wiggins, 2016, p. 268). Teachers work to 

“scaffold students’ learning, motivate, support and guide them along the way” 

(Kokotsaki, Menzies, and Wiggins, 2016, p. 272). Unlike problem-based learning, which 

                                                

6 Here, the student is referring to a project-based assignment in their first-year Integrative Forum class. 
Students were given the question “Is Canada democratic?” and provided answers in the form of a research 
paper and a presentation to their peers and invited faculty members from a variety of disciplines at UNB.  
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often uses case studies and simulations and follows prescribed (often disciplinary-based) 

problem-solving frameworks which focus on the solution to a problem, project-based 

learning engages students at Renaissance College in inquiry-based, interdisciplinary and 

reflective practice to create self-directed opportunities which focus on the content learned 

throughout the process. 

Kokotsaki, Menzies, and Wiggins (2016) discuss that students “learn to be self-

reliant though goal setting, planning, and organization; they develop collaboration skills 

through social learning and become intrinsically motivated by being encouraged to 

exercise an element of choice while learning at their own level” (p. 268). The 

constructivist foundations of PBL also influence the potential the approach has to inform 

civic behaviour.  As Lebow (1993) indicates, there are “seven primary constructivist 

values […] collaboration, personal autonomy, generativity, reflectivity, active 

engagement, personal relevance, and pluralism” (in Savery and Duffy, 2001, p. 3). These 

values parallel civic values, and translate easily into skills students can apply in other 

communities.  

Project-based learning is particularly suited as a pedagogical practice in a 

classroom dedicated to the development of civic potential. The collaborative work 

undertaken by students restructures the classroom into a more democratic space; 

modeling civic behavior. One faculty member at Renaissance College spoke about how 

project-based learning changed their role in the classroom:  

The main shift in my philosophy of teaching has been away from the view that I’m 

going in as the font of all authority and knowledge, and much more to the view that 



 
 

155 

I’m confident in fact that I’ve got a bunch of experience (as quoted in Cranton & 

Carusetta, 2002, p. 173). 

By creating a more egalitarian relationship between students and instructors and engaging 

students as active participants in the generation of knowledge, students begin to exercise 

their agency, a key step in their development as civic actors. This democratic approach to 

teaching and learning is part of the core values of the Renaissance College program 

(Rehorick & Taylor, 2001). 

In one project, students engaged with a local community café to decide on a paper 

cup for the café’s take-out beverages. Drawing from disciplines such as economics and 

environmental sustainability, students decided on the best cup through a complex 

framework of variables including carbon footprint, cost, durability, and manufacturer. In 

this ‘cup project’ (which was discussed frequently in my conversations with students), a 

key factor in student engagement was that results were presented to community 

stakeholders. In our focus groups, students at Renaissance College discussed the impact 

that external stakeholders and audiences had on their collaborative and project-based 

work. Students saw their work as more connected with the issues they tackled rather than 

specific details, which they claimed obfuscated deep engagement with what they are 

learning. This issues-based approach to engagement parallels McBeth, Lybecker, and 

Garner’s (2010) discussion of engaged citizenship vs. duty-based approaches. Rather than 

focusing on the specifics of voting, or of policy development, or of project management 

(though those specifics are covered in courses throughout the Renaissance College 
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program) students saw their engagement increase as they worked through the messiness 

of project-based engagement with a ‘real’ issue. 

In order to best support students’ civic education, Renaissance College combines 

project-based learning with collaborative and interdisciplinary approaches to teaching 

and learning. Grant and Branch (2005) note that collaborative teaching, cross-disciplinary 

approaches, and PBL work to help students “understand how their abilities can be used 

across domains and avoid the fragmentation of skills and knowledge” (Kokotsaki, 

Menzies, and Wiggins, 2016, p. 272). These combined approaches help support students’ 

deep engagement with their learning and the application of the knowledge they build in 

community contexts. During this research, students more readily discussed learning they 

gleaned from specific projects rather than from specific courses. They spoke about how 

what they learned during the ‘cup project’ transferred to classes taken for a minor in 

business administration, and about how they were able to apply the knowledge and skills 

they had gathered from researching ‘Is Canada Democratic?’ to discussions in 

Citizenship and Community Issues, and to their own actions as engaged citizens voting in 

the Canadian federal election in 2015.  

Throughout our conversations, it became clear that students at Renaissance 

College are more engaged in these collaborative, project-based, and interdisciplinary 

approaches than they are in more traditional lecture-based approaches. Students spoke 

derisively about classes ‘up the hill’ and at RC that focused on less deliberative and 

inquiry-based methods. As such, administrators at Renaissance College are compelled to 

seek out instructors who share a commitment to these pedagogical practices, which can 
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pose a number of difficulties when recruiting, hiring, and integrating faculty members to 

the College.  

The appreciative approach taken in this study facilitated dialogue among students 

and faculty at Renaissance College about the opportunities and challenges project-based 

learning presents for civic instruction. Project-based learning helps to democratize the 

teaching and learning process and engages students and instructors as active participants 

in the co-construction of knowledge. This constructivist approach engages students in 

their own learning, mirroring their involvement in civic spaces and challenges. 

Experiential Learning 

“It’s cool because [RC is] an entity in itself as a citizen of the community but 

within itself it’s a community that we’re citizens of” (3rd year). 

Students and faculty spoke at length about how their experiences at Renaissance 

College had shaped their understanding of community and their role as citizens within 

communities. As the third-year student in the quotation above indicated, Renaissance 

College is itself a community, one students and faculty feel connected to, and within 

which they operate as citizens. Participants also spoke about Renaissance College as a 

citizen, and about the collaborative work the College engages in to address problems 

within the communities in which it operates – both a campus community and the broader 

geographic community.  Through the problem-based learning approach described above, 

members of the Renaissance College community use a variety of experiential teaching 

and learning methods to engage students in their communities. 
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“Renaissance College helps empower its students to engage civically with their 

communities by having them reflect with how they interact with community 

members and how their actions affect others. That self-reflection allows us to better 

interact with our community members in a political fashion as well as a civic 

fashion” (2nd year). 

Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning remains a central idea in discussions 

of the pedagogy. Drawing on work done by Dewey, Piaget, and Lewin, this model places 

student experience at the centre of the learning. Kolb’s cycle of experiential learning 

involves doing/having an experience, reflecting on the experience, learning from the 

experience, and implementing that learning in new situations. In our discussions, 

students, like the third-year student above, indicated that the reflective practice they gain 

through this experiential learning model has enabled them to make decisions and 

understand how their experiences can help them create change in their communities. As 

Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, and Stephens (2003) discuss, experiential learning gives 

students the opportunity to practice their knowledge in different settings. “When these 

settings are explicitly civic […] they can provide stronger support for moral and civic 

development than most lectures or seminars can” (p. 139).  

Community-engaged learning.  Universities have important contributions to 

make to the communities in which they are located. As well, they have “valuable 

resources (for example, students, faculty, staff, classrooms, libraries, technology, research 

expertise) that become accessible to the community when partnerships address 

community needs” (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996, p. 221).  Through community-engaged 
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learning, students and faculty can contribute their expertise and knowledge to their own 

communities.  

The potential for experiential learning to contribute to students’ civic development 

is well documented (Astin & Sax, 1998; Astin, Vogelsgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; 

Bringle & Hatcher, 1996; Caulfield & Woods, 2013; Guilfoyle & Delander, 2014; 

Walker, 2002). Often, this learning is facilitated through community engagement, 

primarily through service learning opportunities. Service learning is  

a credit-bearing educational experience in which students participate in an 

organized service activity that meets identified community needs and 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 

(Bringle & Hatcher, 1996, p. 222).  

Critics of service learning argue that the importance must be placed on the reflective 

process and the learning students gain, connected to the content of their classes, from 

their experience, rather than the experience itself.  

“They […] break themselves up into groups and then work directly with community 

partners to make a difference, which is pretty much the entire purpose of RC, to use 

the knowledge we’ve gained and apply them to our people” (2nd year). 

The relationship between Renaissance College and the communities in which it 

operates are of key importance to both students and faculty. The engagement of 

community partners in teaching and learning at Renaissance College was discussed at 

length in our conversations. In particular, students in all years of the program and faculty 
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spoke about a third-year course ‘Community Problem Solving and Research Project’ – 

colloquially called CPS by the students. The course is viewed as a capstone project for 

students in their third and final year at RC. In this course, students work with community 

partners to work on real world issues. The course description says: “students and faculty 

partner with a community-based organization to identify a complex community concern 

that will serve as the focus for an action research project. The results of the project are 

presented in a public forum” (University of New Brunswick, 2017, online).  In the past, 

students have worked with the local United Way, with non-governmental organizations, 

and with government departments to engage in community research and to suggest 

solutions on issues ranging from youth mental health to community services in an 

underserved neighbourhood.  

One third-year student in the program indicated that “incorporating community 

outreach and partnerships in course work” helped develop their abilities as citizens. In 

this way, students construct their experiences as civic actors through the community-

engaged learning opportunities they have gained at Renaissance College. Renaissance 

College provides students with the opportunity to engage with their community in a 

collaborative, interdisciplinary setting. Students and faculty at Renaissance College spoke 

about the ways their work within local and international communities have shaped their 

understanding of community and their own ability to act as engaged citizens in those 

spaces. 

Through engagements with a variety of communities—the College, the university, 

the city, the country, and the globe—students at Renaissance College encounter a variety 
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of situations and people. This allows students to engage in what Boyte & Kari (1996) call 

‘public work’. Students are able to see themselves as active participants in civic life, and 

to understand how their work contributes to the improvement of their communities. 

Through internships and other community-engaged practices, students are given the 

opportunity to apply their knowledge and practice leadership in civic contexts. Through 

interaction with a variety of communities, students gain critical knowledge of their own 

positioning and how they can best contribute to the success of those communities. 

I think what’s important about experiential learning is that it teaches you more 

along the lines of empathy than it does about sympathy; it’s not just a subject that’s 

far away from you. It’s with you on a personal level and that empathy is really 

good. Empathy when you know what that situation feels like it’s a lot easier to 

change what’s going on (1st year). 

Internships. Two mandatory internships are central to the Renaissance College 

curriculum. Students complete both a domestic and an international internship during the 

program, where they combine theory and practice to provide leadership and engage in 

personally responsible citizenship (Renaissance College, 2005).  Students describe the 

internships as “the perfect ways to take everything we’ve learned and apply it to our 

lives” (2nd year). These internships typically bridge the academic semesters of the 

program, offering students a chance to engage in local and global communities and to 

practice the civic skills they have gained through the College’s interdisciplinary, 

collaborative, project-based curriculum. Students spoke about the knowledge and skills 
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they developed through their internships, and how those experiences shaped their 

behaviour as citizens in the communities they visit and inhabit.  

Students welcomed the opportunity to put their newly learned civic skills into 

practice in national and international contexts through their internships, and articulated 

how their experiences (particularly overseas) helped them recognize their own 

capabilities as civic actors in their own local communities. What wasn’t clear from our 

conversations, however, is whether or not students are able to or reflect on how they 

contribute to the communities they visit on their internships. Many of our conversations 

around internships focused on the knowledge and skills the students had gained, and how 

those impacted their own development as citizens. Students didn’t discuss how their 

exposure to other communities, systems, and ideologies shaped their understanding of 

how systems of power and privilege operate within those communities or their own. As 

Larkin (2015) writes,  

Uncritical or instrumentalized approaches to ISL [International Service Learning] 

may acknowledge difference, however, too often they stop at learning about 

Others: their poverty, oppression or experience of injustice. To merely identify 

these markers leaves the much more risky possibility for learning from Others 

untouched and the possibility for change in social relationships, unexplored (p. 

144).  

Even within a liberal participatory approach to citizenship, which can focus on the 

individual’s own growth and development at the expense of a more critical, justice-

oriented reflexivity on the student’s own complicity in replicating systems of oppression 
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(Westheimer & Kahne, 2004), students’ comments in our discussions did not indicate that 

they were confronting the “structures and processes that shape collective life” 

(Renaissance College, 2016, p. 30). Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, and Stephens (2003) 

observed similar challenges in their research, and note that “reactions like this call 

attention to the challenge of helping students make sense of their experiences in a way 

that will foster the development of a mature understanding of the relationship of 

individual responsibility to major social issues” (p. 245). Though daunting, these 

challenges must be met in order to foster the engaged citizenship (McBeth, Lybecker, & 

Garner, 2010) that promotes social inclusion and democratic participation.  

Building on the work of Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, and Stephens (2003) this 

study shows that Renaissance College at the University of New Brunswick is engaged in 

the type of constructivist civic pedagogy (using project-based, interdisciplinary, and 

experiential learning) that helps to contribute to students’ developing sense of themselves 

as civic and political actors. Appreciative inquiry serves as an ideal methodological 

framework to investigate these findings, as its constructivist underpinnings mirror the 

foundations of the pedagogies being studied.  

Conclusion 

I think that RC promotes civic engagement in that it really teaches students to be 

critical thinkers […] it kind of shakes them loose from the vast sense of apolitical 

amoralism that is pretty apparent within our generation […] it provides students a 

really good foundation on learning what it means to be an effective, engaged 

citizen and being connected with your community. (2nd year) 
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The civic curriculum at Renaissance College is supported by pedagogies that work 

to help students see themselves as civic actors and develop their skills to make change in 

a variety of communities. Students’ relationships to these pedagogies vary; some see 

community engagement as an individualistic skill to add to their resume, reflecting the 

neoliberal ideologies prevalent in many post-secondary institutions. In our conversations, 

students expressed resistance to experiences and learning they see as not useful, or 

directly translatable to employable skills. This ‘what’s in it for me’ mentality, a hallmark 

of liberal understandings of citizenship and civic behaviour, can be at odds with the 

approach taken at Renaissance College.  

Renaissance College’s collaborative, interdisciplinary approach allows students to 

apply their civic leadership skills in a variety of communities. The use of collaborative, 

problem-based, and experiential pedagogies can help to mediate individualism when 

students are forced to confront and challenge these ideas directly (Colby, Ehrlich, 

Beaumont & Stephens, 2003; Gergen, 1994; McLaren, 1995; Zepke, 2016). Through 

conversations with students and faculty at Renaissance College, it became clear that 

experiential, collaborative, project-based approaches to teaching and learning help 

prepare students to engage with complex, multi-faceted civic issues. In many ways, 

Renaissance College and other institutions that focus on civic engagement are fighting a 

challenging battle against neoliberal and individualistic ideologies – these ideologies 

permeate not only the institutions in which they operate, but also the perspectives of 

many of the students in their programs. So, why do it? As many studies have shown 

(Astin, Vogelsgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; Bringle & Hatcher, 2009; Bringle & Hatcher, 
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1996; Caulfield & Woods, 2013; Jacoby & Associates, 2009; Kezar, Chambers, & 

Burkhardt, 2005; Nishishiba & Keeskes, 2012; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004) the 

pedagogies used by Renaissance College and other institutions of civic learning are one 

way to challenge a system that operates in ways that prioritizes individualism and 

individual wealth over the prosperity of the polity.  

 Overall, this study demonstrates that the approaches taken at Renaissance College 

are challenging but worthwhile pedagogies that can enhance students’ abilities to become 

engaged citizens. To transfer this learning to other institutions, several ideas are of key 

importance.  First, for collaborative, project-based, and experiential learning pedagogies 

to work there has to be institutional level, faculty level, and individual level buy-in. This 

means an allocation of resources (both financial and human) and a shared investment in 

the development of curricula and pedagogy that engages students in a variety of 

questions, experiences, and scenarios. These approaches allow students to graduate with a 

breadth of knowledge and experience that prepares them to engage in a variety of civic 

situations.   

 As well, there must be a concrete and explicit understanding of the philosophies and 

ideologies that underscore the institution’s interpretation of citizenship.  Pedagogical 

approaches like the collaborative, project-based, experiential approaches demonstrated in 

this case study can support students’ development as civic actors within these 

frameworks. By consciously framing civic engagement as the foundational purpose of 

university education, these approaches and pedagogies can also be framed as a resistance 



 
 

166 

against the influence of neoliberalism and market capitalism on the higher education 

landscape.  

As with any research, this study also raises important questions and avenues for 

further research. There is a need for studies that examine how universities can become 

spaces for contributing to a reconceptualization of political practice, particularly for 

young graduates. As well, work on whether or not the forms of engagement supported by 

neoliberal ideologies hinders efforts to support student’s development as democratic 

actors in their communities will add to our understanding of the roles universities play in 

promoting democratic participation. Finally, it is important to consider the self-selection 

that happens when students choose programs that foster civic engagement – many 

programs (like Renaissance College) require documentation of community involvement 

as part of the application process. Do programs like these merely parallel the trajectory 

these students would already take? Appreciative inquiry, with a critical focus (as 

supported by Grant and Humphries (2006), and van der Haar and Hosking (2002)) 

presents itself as an exemplary methodology through which to find answers to these 

questions. The potential for the co-creation of knowledge allows researchers to build on 

our understanding of university’s involvement in increasing civic engagement, and 

encourages programs and participants to reflect on their own civic engagement and how 

it is supported or hindered by the programs with which they are involved.  

 None of the pedagogies used by Renaissance College at the ‘pistachio green 

mansion’ are a solution to the challenges of youth disengagement or the impact of 

neoliberalism on post-secondary institutions individually, and each is employed at many 
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other programs, faculties, and institutions. However, the unique combination of these 

pedagogies of civic engagement at Renaissance College make it an important illustration 

of the potential for a post-secondary program to increase the civic potential of its 

graduates. This case study contributes to our understanding of citizenship education and 

post-secondary education and offers ‘vocabularies of hope’ (Cooperrider & Whitney, 

2001) that can help guide future research and practice in citizenship education.  
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“It takes a whole university to educate a student”: Collaborative 

approaches for experiential education 

 

Abstract: Responding to a lack of literature in the field focused on co-curricular 

programs that offer experiential and civic learning opportunities for university students, 

this article discusses the results of a case study conducted using appreciative inquiry and 

conversational methods at Memorial University (MUN) in Newfoundland and Labrador, 

Canada.  It focuses on the university’s Career Development & Experiential Learning 

(CDEL) centre. CDEL offers co-curricular opportunities for experiential education, 

including community service learning, on-campus employment, and volunteer 

coordination. Data collected through focus groups with staff and students at CDEL 

showed that experiential education, particularly structured reflective frameworks, help 

students articulate civic learning. However, a disconnect exists between students’ 

curricular and co-curricular activities, and this hinders students’ civic development. In 

this article, I suggest a collaborative approach that links curricular and co-curricular 

programing would enhance citizenship education at MUN and provide a possible model 

for other universities.     

 

Keywords: Experiential education, collaborative education, co-curricular programs, 

citizenship education, appreciative inquiry 
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In the past few years, the idea of the community engaged university has become a 

significant topic in discussions of Canadian higher education. Programs that support 

students’ and universities’ community involvement are becoming more and more 

common in a variety of formats. McMaster University, for example, launched a minor in 

community engagement, an interdisciplinary program that spans the university’s faculties 

and departments (Balch, 2016). The president of the University of Toronto has spoken 

about the importance of the university’s voice in community issues, and how the 

university can support community change (Chiose, 2016). Petter (2017) argues that an 

increase in community engagement can support universities’ differentiation from each 

other and emergence as global leaders. This move towards a more community engaged 

institution responds to a variety of political and social pressures that at best reflect the 

potential for universities to become good neighbours (Lewington, 2017), and at worst 

perhaps reveal an undercurrent of anti-intellectualism in our institutions, though research 

shows experiential education can have as much academic rigour and impact as more 

traditional pedagogies (Eyler, 2009; Furco, 1996). Placing community at the centre of a 

university’s mission and work has the potential to increase students’ civic development 

and their ability to act as good citizens in their communities (Boyer, 1987; Bringle, 

Games, & Malloy, 1999; Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003; Jacoby & 

Associates, 2009; Kezar, Chambers, Burkhardt, & Associates, 2005; McDonald & 

Associates, 2002). As universities work to disrupt the ivory tower model of post-
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secondary education, it is important to examine how programs and institutions pursue this 

goal, and what is needed to help guide this transformation. 

This article examines the work of Memorial University’s Career Development 

and Experiential Learning (CDEL) unit, contained within the university’s Student Affairs 

department. Through conversations with students, faculty, and staff at the university, I 

explore the department’s commitment to community engagement through co-curricular 

experiential education practices, and their connection to students’ civic development. 

This research helps to foster a conversation on the role co-curricular programs play in 

civic education.  

Literature Review 

A substantial amount of literature laments a seeming lack of community, 

particularly amongst young people, but more broadly as well. Putnam’s (2000) work 

Bowling Alone is perhaps the most famous of these, in which he attributes the decline of 

American community culture to a decline in social capital, those bonds that link us with 

our neighbours and fellow citizens. In his work, Putnam claims that time and financial 

pressures, the urban sprawl, the increasing impact and presence of technology, and the 

decline of civic organizations have resulted in a society that is more individualistic, more 

selfish, and more disconnected than previous generations. These arguments and others 

(Howe, 2010; Milner, 2010) particularly vilify youth, insisting they are “political 

dropouts” (Milner, 2010), and unable and/or unwilling to connect with the conventions of 

civic life as previously understood. However, as Dalton (2008) and others (McBeth, 

Lybecker, & Garner, 2010; O’Neill, 2009) have argued, these discussions obscure the 
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real and important ways in which students are involved in their communities and 

contribute to democratic and civic life. Despite these arguments, a great deal of attention 

has been paid to how to disrupt students’ apathy, and to encourage young people to 

participate in their communities. As with many social ills, education is seen as a solution. 

There is a substantial amount of literature that describes the potential for post-

secondary education to contribute to the development of more civically-engaged youth. 

The work of scholars like Bringle and Clayton (2012) explore the potential for 

universities to work with and in communities, contributing to students’ civic 

development. However, when we speak of civic education or civic development, it is 

important to have a clear understanding of what that is, and how programs that purport to 

foster it conceptualize their work and impact. Wade and Saxe (1996) reference Kahne 

and Westheimer (1996) and note two “competing views of citizenship”, one which 

“emphasizes civic duty, volunteerism, and the value of altruism” while the second 

“focuses on critical reflection about social policies and the acquisition of skills to exert 

influence in public affairs” (p. 347). Westheimer and Kahne (2004) have expanded on 

these categories and created a typology of citizenship that includes personally 

responsible, participatory, and justice-oriented approaches to civic education. Many 

authors stress the importance of a civic education curriculum and pedagogical approach 

that fosters the critical reflection and social understanding contained in a justice-oriented 

approach, most closely aligned with Wade and Saxe’s (1996) second view of citizenship. 

Kahne and Westheimer (1996) emphasize that,  
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citizenship in a democratic community requires more than kindness and decency; 

it requires engagement in complex social and institutional endeavors. Acts of 

civic duty cannot replace government programs or forms of collective social 

action. Citizenship requires that individuals work to create, evaluate, criticize, and 

change public institutions and programs (p. 597).  

These are undoubtedly important aims of civic education and civic action, and a 

discussion of the pedagogical practices that support civic development and reflect an 

ideological foundation focused on community and democratic practice is prominent in 

the literature. Primary among those are various manifestations of experiential education 

practices – service learning, undergraduate research, internships, co-ops, and other 

practica. Edgerton (2001) called these practices pedagogies of engagement, supporting 

students’ commitment to their studies, and to their communities. These pedagogies also 

have the potential to engage students in critical work that fosters equitable citizenship, 

though this is not a guaranteed outcome of the pedagogy.    

Experiential Education  

Experiential education purposefully engages learners in direct experience, 

supported by focused reflection to “increase knowledge, develop skills, clarify values, 

and develop people’s capacity to contribute to their communities” (Association of 

Experiential Education, n.d.). Experiential education is grounded in constructivist 

epistemology (DeLay, 1996; Dewey, 1938; Simmons, 1995), which engages students as 

co-constructors of knowledge through experience. An inherently interdisciplinary field, 

experiential education involves active learning that sees students as “thinking, feeling, 
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physical, emotional, spiritual, and social beings” (Carver, 1996, p. 151) and seeks to 

increase students’ agency, belonging, and competence (Carver, 1996).  

Work by scholars such as Cantor (1997), Couto (1994), Eyler (2009), and Katula 

and Threnhauser (1999) all explore the potential for experiential education to increase 

students’ academic and civic skills, and to achieve post-secondary education’s aims for 

liberal education. Itin (1999) supports the potential for experiential education to 

contribute to lasting democratic change. But, much of the literature primarily focuses on 

the importance and outcomes of such pedagogy, with little discussion of the institutional 

collaborations and conditions necessary to sustain such practices. This article will bring 

together discussions of pedagogy and philosophy in experiential education, and discuss 

how the two combine in curricular and co-curricular programs.  

Experiential education for civic engagement. The potential for experiential 

education to contribute to students’ civic and academic development is well documented. 

Research has shown that experiential education increases students’ engagement with their 

studies (Astin, 1985), personal and academic growth (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 

2000), attention to social justice issues (Baxter-Magolda, 2001), and engagement with 

difference (Keen & Hall, 1999). Research has also demonstrated that experiential 

education contributes to students’ civic skills and understandings (see, for example: 

Pedagogies of engagement: Using appreciative inquiry to study post-secondary 

citizenship education, article 3 in this dissertation).  

While experiential education can take many forms, much of the research on 

experiential practice, particularly at universities, focuses on service learning. Service 
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learning engages students in community work and reflective practice that connects their 

volunteer and academic experiences. Service learning is often used as an umbrella term 

for many experiential education practices and Kahne and Westheimer (1996) have found 

that service and learning are mutually supporting activities, when the emphasis is placed 

equally on service and learning.  

The Alliance for Service-Learning in Education Reform (ASLER) provides a 

definition of service learning as follows:  

Service-learning is a method by which young people learn and develop through 

active participation in thoughtfully-organized service experiences: that meet 

actual community needs, that are coordinated in collaboration with the school and 

community, that are integrated into each young person’s academic curriculum, 

that provide structured time for a young person to think, talk, and write about 

what [they] did and saw during the actual service activity, that provide young 

people with opportunities to use newly acquired academic skills and knowledge in 

real life situations in their own communities, that enhance what is taught in the 

school by extending student learning beyond the classroom, and that help foster 

the development of a sense of caring for others (1993, p. 1).  

These parameters provide a concrete framework through which to analyse and assess the 

work of civic education programs and experiences. In particular, the use of reflection as a 

key practice of service learning is central to this study. 

The importance of reflection in service learning is well documented and explored 

in research. Bringle and Hatcher (1996) call reflection “the link between service and 
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learning”. Much experiential education literature is based on Kolb’s (1984) model of 

action and reflection, and Boud, Keogh, and Walker’s (1985) definition of reflection as 

an “activity in which people recapture their experience, think about it, mull it over, and 

evaluate it” (p. 33).  Drawing on constructivist thought, reflection is the “key process 

through which individuals extract knowledge from their concrete experience” (Jordi, 

2011, p. 182).  Jordi (2011), however, argues for a more embodied or integrative 

approach to reflection, which draws on the bodily experience. Certainly, multiple types 

and definitions of reflection have a place in our understanding of reflective practice and 

experiential education.  

Regardless of the form it takes, Eyler (2009) and Eyler and Giles (1999) argue 

that effective and rigorous reflection is the key to service learning. Molee, Henry, Sessa, 

and McKinney-Prupis (2010) acknowledge that while reflection is central to discussions 

of service learning, “reflection is perhaps the most challenging aspect of service-

learning” (p. 240), particularly when it comes to assessing students’ academic, civic, and 

personal growth. Ash and Clayton (2009) cite Stanton (1990), and note: 

when reflection on experience is weak, students’ “learning” may be “haphazard, 

accidental, and superficial” (p. 185). When it is well designed, reflection promotes 

significant learning, including problem-solving skills, higher order reasoning, 

integrative thinking, goal clarification, openness to new ideas, ability to adopt new 

perspectives, and systemic thinking (p. 27). 

What, then, does this rigorous, effective, and challenging reflection look like? A plethora 

of possibilities for reflective practice presents itself from the literature, from 
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diaries/journals (O’Connell & Dyment, 2007); to stream-of-consciousness writing (Ash 

& Clayton, 2009); to reflective papers (Grossman, 2009); to autobiographical writing 

(Keith, 2016), all of which work to “link the concrete to the abstract” (Hatcher & Bringle, 

1997).  

Service learning’s civic applications are well researched, with Eyler & Giles’ 

(1999) landmark study noting the potential for service learning to increase students’ 

understanding and practice of citizenship and civic behaviour. Other important studies in 

the field have found that service learning can improve:  

academic performance (GPA, writing skills, critical thinking skills), values 

(commitment to activism and to promoting racial understanding), self- efficacy, 

leadership (leadership activities, self-rated leadership ability, interpersonal 

skills), choice of a service career, and plans to participate in service after college 

(Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000, p. 3). 

These findings have been broadened and supported by the work of many scholars. Colby, 

Ehrlich, Beaumont, and Stephens’ (2003) work has documented the impact of service 

learning on students’ moral and civic development at universities across the United 

States. Perry and Katula (2001) found service can affect students’ citizenship and 

political behaviour, and note participation in a service activity can influence the 

development of “empathy, patience, attachment, reciprocity, trust, and respect” (p. 95). 

Specific studies have found that involvement in a service activity can increase students’ 

awareness of issues affecting their communities (Buch & Harden, 2011), and Wurr and 
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Hamilton’s (2012) study explored the potential for service learning to increase students’ 

leadership potential.  

Despite these glowing recommendations, it is unwise to think of service learning 

as a panacea. Hunter and Brisbin (2000) caution that service learning is “not a miracle 

cure for students’ political apathy, civic disengagement, or lack of support for the values 

supporting pluralist participatory democracy” (p. 626). Harkavy (2006) also advises that 

service must be grounded in strategic, academically-based goals. What these studies fail 

to capture, however, is how civic skills can be developed through co-curricular programs 

at universities.  

Co-curricular Experiential Education 

There is significant research on the impact of extracurricular and co-curricular7 

activities on undergraduate students. Studies indicate that  

Experiences outside the classroom can change students’ frameworks for 

interpreting reality, their sense of what is important, their confidence in their own 

ability to affect the world around them, and their sense of who they are and who 

they want to be […] These activities also allow students to consolidate and extend 

skills such as critical thinking and writing that are important to their academic 

coursework (Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003, p. 224). 

                                                

7 The terms extracurricular and co-curricular (and a variety of hyphenations thereof) have been used 
interchangeably in much of the literature cited here. A concrete definition of either is difficult to find in the 
literature. However, for the sake of this study, I refer to CDEL’s activities as co-curricular since (as I see it) 
they enhance and support students’ academic work, rather than being an unrelated addition to that work. 
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Kuh (1993) found “conversations with faculty after class and collaboration in research 

and teaching projects, living in a residence hall, working on or off campus, participating 

in institutional governance, involvement in clubs and organizations, and voluntarism” (p. 

278) had substantial impact on students’ college outcomes, including personal 

competence, cognitive complexity, knowledge and academic skills, practical competence, 

and altruism and estheticism.   

As well, other literature documents the importance of university and community 

citizenship and the creation of campus community. In order for universities to engage 

effectively with their surrounding communities, a piecemeal approach will not suffice.  

Rather, an institution-wide commitment to the cause is necessary (Jacoby & Associates, 

2009), including curricular and co-curricular manifestations of civic engagement and 

citizenship education. As the ASLER (1993) definition states, the connection between 

curricular and co-curricular activities is central to a solid framework for citizenship 

education. As Cook and Nation (2016) explore, a lack of concerted, documented effort 

can result in community engagement efforts that do not result in community strength and 

can even further harm those who the university purports to help.  

That said, however, initiatives like “service learning programs, community-

university research partnerships, and university extension programs” have the potential 

for successful university and community collaborations, if they are intentionally and 

cooperatively designed and implemented (Cook & Nation, 2016, p. 2). Throughout 

Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, and Stephens’ (2003) research, universities that engaged in 

collaborative, caring community work were able to contribute to the democratic success 
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of their communities, and to the civic engagement and education of their students. 

Harkavy (2006) explains that as universities continue to work with communities, they can 

both return to the original mission of higher education, which was an inherently 

democratic mission, and can effectively educate students “to be democratic, creative, 

caring, constructive citizens of a democratic society” (p. 5). These cross-campus 

commitments help to strengthen an approach to civic education that reflects Kahne and 

Westheimer’s (1996) focus on social action.  

 As well as engaging with the external community, for civic engagement and 

education to flourish, a campus community that is safe, engaging, and supportive is 

necessary. To foster community on campus, students, faculty, and staff from a range of 

disciplinary and departmental backgrounds will need to work together (Guarasci, 2001). 

This is hindered by the increasing siloization of universities, and the divides that separate 

and segregate academics from student life.  

One of the biggest gaps in current literature on experiential education exists 

because little research focuses on co-curricular programs that offer experiential and civic 

learning opportunities. One study (Whitley & Yoder, 2015) did find that “participation in 

extra-curricular civic engagement activities has the greatest impact on attitudes and 

behaviors related to civic engagement” (p. 229), though this study’s quantitative focus 

does not result in rich discussion of the activity or of these ‘attitudinal changes’.  The 

work of the Bonner Foundation’s Scholars Program has found their co-curricular 

programs have increased students’ understanding of and aptitude for service (Hoy & 
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Miesel, 2008), and are working to complement these programs with curricular 

applications as well.  

As explored earlier, most literature on experiential education for civic aims 

focuses on curricular expressions (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; Eyler & 

Giles, 1999, See also Pedagogies of Engagement, article 3 in this dissertation), and most 

literature on co-curricular activities focuses on other outcomes. This is an interesting shift 

in priority for experiential education, since early expressions of experiential education 

were often “relegated” to co-curricular status in programs like outdoor and adventure 

education, and not taken seriously as academic learning opportunities (Astin, 

Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000). Now that experiential education is primarily in the 

realm of curricular practice, we lack a sufficient understanding of the possibility for co-

curricular expressions of experiential education to contribute to students’ academic and 

civic development.  

The divide between curricular and co-curricular activities on university campuses 

is well described in the literature. Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, and Stephens (2003) 

observed a “sharp separation between academic affairs and student life that emerged in 

the twentieth century” (p. 220). Kezar (2006) found that “institutions are not structured to 

support collaborative approaches to learning, research, and organizational functioning” 

(p. 805). Fried (2000) refers to “parallel silos” (p. 9) that typify the relationship between 

academic and student affairs departments on campuses. Obstacles to collaborative work 

include:  
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cultural differences, the historical separation between the formal curriculum and 

the informal curriculum, the perception of student affairs as an ancillary function 

to the academic mission, competing assumptions about the nature of student 

learning, and differential reward systems for faculty and student affairs 

professionals (Bourassa & Kruger, 2001, p. 9). 

These barriers may be hindering students’ full development at university.  

Research shows student participation in extracurricular activities was a powerful 

predictor of subsequent involvement in political activities (Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 

1995) and:  

Experiences outside the classroom can change students’ frameworks for 

interpreting reality, their sense of what is important, their confidence in their own 

ability to affect the world around them, and their sense of who they are and who 

they want to be […] These activities also allow students to consolidate and extend 

skills such as critical thinking and writing that are important to their academic 

coursework (Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003, p. 224). 

Knowing this, and knowing that academic success can be strengthened through co-

curricular activities (Eyler & Giles, 1999) a more unified approach to student learning 

and development while at university seems to be called for. Various strategies for this 

collaborative approach have been presented, including learning commons (Schmidt & 

Kaufman, 2007), student life programs (Bourassa & Kruger, 2001), and residential 

learning (Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003). Throughout the literature, 
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campus-wide collaborations for civic engagement and experiential education emerge as 

one of the key ways collaborative engagement across campus can flourish.  

Guarasci (2001) explores the potential for civic engagement to thrive in a 

collaborative setting, stating:  

Community-based learning maintains experiential possibilities for the integration 

of student-identity formation, campus connection, and civic participation. This 

combination is a powerful one for student success and requires that student and 

academic affairs work together around shared learning goals and with a common 

reflective practice (Guarasci, 2001, p. 104). 

In some ways, the development of collaborative practice across universities mirrors the 

civic work in which students engage through these collaborative units. The work to create 

these institutional collaborations, and to revision the practice and product of higher 

education involves many of the same skills and passions as experiential education. 

Guarasci (2001) says, “We might call this the “thick” model of participatory leadership, 

in which faculty, administrators, trustees, parents, students, and the local community have 

a great deal of information, knowledge, and involvement in campus decision making” (p. 

107).  

Many scholars (Keith, 2016; Kezar, 2006; Nuñez, 2013) comment on the scope of 

such an effort, which would include a radical reorganization of the way many universities 

operate. However, in her reflections on the development of the Centre for Community 

Engagement at Eastern Connecticut State University, Nuñez (2013) appeals to us to think 

about “what can be accomplished when an entire campus community is mobilized to 
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achieve a common set of goals” (p. 17). The work done by the Career Development and 

Experiential Learning office at Memorial University is but one example of the impact 

civic education can have on students’ development as citizens in their communities. If 

that work is supported and strengthened by institutional leadership (Kezar, 2006), and 

campus-wide collaboration, there is the potential for even greater impact. When 

curricular and co-curricular programs work together to foster civic engagement through 

experiential education and targeted community work, the benefits can reach beyond 

students’ academic engagement or achievement – universities, communities, faculty, 

students, staff, and citizens are all affected. This collaborative work has the potential to 

return universities to a central democratic mission (Harkavy, 2006; Schafft, 2016), and to 

foster community development (Kezar, Chambers, & Burkhardt 2006), while creating a 

generation of citizens who are engaged in the complex work of democracy (Dalton, 

2008). 

 This research is located within a broader study of civic engagement at Atlantic 

Canadian universities. Using an appreciative case study framework, I collected data at 

three programs at Atlantic Canadian universities, each with a commitment to civic and 

citizenship education. These programs (Renaissance College (RC), a leadership studies 

faculty at the University of New Brunswick in Fredericton, NB; the Bachelor of Arts 

Community Studies (BACS) program at Cape Breton University in Sydney, NS; and, the 

topic of this article, the Career Development & Experiential Learning (CDEL) unit of 

Memorial University’s Student Affairs department in St. John’s, NL) use a variety of 

pedagogical practices to shape students’ civic development. My research has generated 
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data on Atlantic Canadian citizenship and place-conscious pedagogy, critical frameworks 

for justice-oriented citizenship, and the pedagogical practices that support civic education 

at universities. This case study is situated within scholarship on curricular and co-

curricular education, experiential learning, and the development of civic engagement 

among youth.  

Overall, this work helps to further our understanding of civic education and 

pedagogy in Atlantic Canada, though it also has resonance for other marginalized, rural, 

and geographically unique communities. Specifically, this article focuses on the work of 

Memorial University’s CDEL program and the ways co-curricular programs can 

contribute to civic education.  

Memorial University of Newfoundland and Labrador 

Memorial University is the only university in the province of Newfoundland and 

Labrador and the largest university in Atlantic Canada. More than 18,500 students and 

5,200 faculty and staff work and study on Memorial’s four campuses, with most (over 

15,000) located at the St. John’s campus (Memorial University, 2017, online). The 

university was founded in 1925 and gained full university status shortly after 

Newfoundland joined Confederation in 1949. The university was named as a “memorial 

to the Newfoundlanders who lost their lives on active service in the First and Second 

World Wars” (Memorial University, 2017a). The St. John’s campus opened in 1961and 

has remained an institution devoted to the people of the province.  

The Career Development and Experiential Learning (CDEL) unit at Memorial 

University (MUN) is a division of the Student Life department at the St. John’s campus 
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of the university. The department works to “prepare students for the world of work 

through the facilitation of experiential learning opportunities, connection of students to 

employers and provision of resources for career exploration and/or employment 

transition” (Thrive CYN, 2017, online). Often, career development programs at 

university focus on the individual student’s career readiness, and while CDEL also offers 

those typical programs—resume assistance, job preparation workshops, LinkedIn profile 

review, etc.—what makes the department unique is the inclusion of experiential 

education and service learning, in particular, as part of co-curricular career development.   

My research focused primarily on three programs offered at CDEL – Make Midterm 

Matter; the Student Volunteer Bureau; and MUCEP (MUN Undergraduate Career 

Experience Program).  

Make Midterm Matter (MMM) is a one-day event, held each midterm break, 

where students spend time “volunteering, learning, and engaging at designated 

community organizations” (Memorial University, 2017b). The project incorporates 

elements of community service learning, as students engage in specific projects with 

different community groups across St. John’s. Students engage in service at a variety of 

community organizations (one instance of MMM, for example had students volunteering 

with the Association for New Canadians; youth organizations for those experiencing 

homelessness, and low income or unemployment; the Children’s Wish Foundation; and 

the local health authority). These one-day experiences bring students from across the 

university together in cross-disciplinary groups, and encourage students to engage in 

community work during one day of their midterm break.  
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The Student Volunteer Bureau (SVB) serves as a hub for volunteer involvement 

at the university, and helps provide support for volunteerism and the creation of a 

community of volunteers at Memorial, while promoting students’ career and self-

development (Memorial University, 2017c). The SVB maintains an inventory of 

volunteer experiences students can access, and works with community organizations to 

promote available opportunities to the student community. The SVB also runs the VIP 

(Voluntary Intentional Progress) program that gives students the opportunity to track 

their growth in three pillars: Volunteer Service, Career Development, and Self-

Awareness. As students move through the levels of the program, they engage in 

increasing number of volunteer, professional development, and self-awareness hours. In 

partnership with CDEL, the SVB encourages career development through CDEL’s 

workshops, or through public academic lectures, community-organized events, or 

tutorials (Memorial University, 2017c). The SVB offers discussion ‘ThinkTanks’ that 

encourage dialogue and reflection on students’ experiences in the program, which fulfill 

the self-awareness pillar of the program. Through this program, students’ volunteer 

experiences are structured to help increase students’ civic and personal development.  

MUCEP, the MUN Undergraduate Career Experience Program, is Memorial’s on-

campus work experience program for students. Like many other universities, Memorial 

provides opportunities for students to work on-campus while they study. What makes 

MUN’s program different, however, is the ‘learning and reflection agreement’ students 

sign. This agreement fosters reflective practice as students discuss the development of 
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specific skills, as outlined at the beginning of the work placement. By using this 

agreement, the MUCEP position becomes an opportunity for learning and development.    

Each of these programs incorporates elements of experiential learning practice 

and pedagogy, and contributes to the civic development of their participants. The use of 

reflective practice as a backbone for each of these programs contributes to the program’s 

experiential learning practice, and students’ career and civic development.   

Methodology 

 The data for this study were collected using an appreciative case study framework 

and methods of conversational inquiry. The use of appreciative inquiry is of importance 

in this study, as it can work to disrupt negative discourses that surrounds both the Atlantic 

Canadian region and the field of higher education more broadly. Appreciative inquiry 

seeks to explore health rather than disease (Cooperrider, Barrett, & Srivastva, 1995), and 

as such challenges the deficiency orientation so commonly seen in literature on higher 

education and the civic engagement of young people. By using this methodological 

framework, this study seeks to “dislodge reified vocabularies of human deficit and 

liberate the social constructive potential of organizations and human communities” 

(Ludema, Cooperrider, & Barrett, 2001, p. 163). Appreciative inquiry works to generate a 

normative understanding of a phenomenon (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987), and as such 

can help us to understand civic education on a broader scale. 

Drawing on the work of Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, and Stephens (2003), whose 

book Educating Citizens explores the moral and civic education of university students in 

the United States, this study explores the good work, the “vision of the possible” (p. xi), 
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already happening in the civic education field in Atlantic Canada. The Educating Citizens 

researchers generously shared their research protocols and frameworks with me in the 

development stages of this study. This work contributes to our understanding of civic 

engagement and post-secondary education in Atlantic Canada.  

I spent a week at Memorial University in Spring 2016, and used focus group 

discussions and interviews with semi-structured prompts to speak with students who had 

been involved in one of CDEL’s programs in the past academic year, and with the staff 

who facilitate those programs.  I spoke with over twenty students and seven staff 

members during this time, and our conversations became rich opportunities to share the 

successes and challenges faced by CDEL and its participants and staff. Participants were 

informed that their names would not be used, but that the name of the program and 

institution would be included in eventual publications and presentations on the research. 

Institutional research ethics boards at both my home institution and Memorial University 

reviewed and approved the research prior to my visit. Staff at CDEL helped to recruit 

students to our conversations by sending an introductory email and invitation via email to 

their list of students who had participated in the previous academic year’s programs.  

The prompts for our conversations were drawn from literature on best practice in 

civic education, and the protocols shared by the Educating Citizens researchers. Student 

conversations were driven by prompts about the programs they had taken at CDEL and 

their motivations for pursuing these opportunities. Conversations with staff members 

focused on the outcomes of the programs they offered, and the institutional opportunities 

and barriers they faced in offering experiential education in a co-curricular format.  
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  These conversations gave students and staff the chance to share their experiences 

and reflect on their own civic learning and development. I acted as a facilitator during the 

conversations, seeking clarification or extension to responses. This facilitation allowed 

the conversation to flow and pursue tangential discussions and observations before 

returning to our questions.  

All conversations were audio recorded and transcribed. The data obtained from 

these conversations was analyzed using a thematic interpretive approach (Altheide & 

Johnson, 2011; Bowen, 2006; Braun & Clarke, 2012; LeCompte & Schensul, 1999). 

Using the transcribed focus group data, I analyzed the data for places where students’ and 

faculty’s thoughts converged and diverged with literature on co-curricular civic 

engagement. Relevant themes and patterns – including the centrality of reflection to 

CDEL’s work, the divide between curricular and co-curricular expressions of civic 

engagement, and the importance of cross-disciplinary community building and work – 

were highlighted as they emerged from the data, and those themes and patterns were 

aligned with literature in the field. Though no published scholarly work exists on CDEL’s 

programs, I consulted online documents about Memorial University’s history and 

development, and coded data from those sources using the themes that emerged from the 

conversational data. I was also provided with sixty-eight reflections from students who 

had completed a Make Midterm Matter event in 2016. These reflections were analysed 

and coded using the same thematic analysis.  

Through our conversations, data that both supported and challenged a co-

curricular approach to civic learning emerged. This data contributes to our understanding 
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of civic education and helps to strengthen the ability of universities to provide the 

strongest civic education possible for their students.  

 

Findings 

Many of the conversations I had with students and staff at CDEL resulted in 

themes and ideas that support the literature reviewed earlier in this article. However, an 

understanding of how these themes emerge from co-curricular activities helps to increase 

our knowledge of civic education, and how it can be strengthened when campuses act in 

coordinated and evidence-based ways to support students’ civic development. In 

particular, the centrality of reflection to CDEL’s particular expression of experiential 

education, the development of and contribution to community, and the divide between 

curricular and co-curricular programs’ contribution to students’ civic and career 

development emerged as important themes in our conversations.   

Reflection 

One of the central ways CDEL takes co-curricular activities out of the realm of 

‘extra-curricular activities’ into the realm of ‘co-curricular experiential education’ is 

through the use of specific reflection activities. In each of CDEL’s programs, a reflective 

component connects students’ experiences with opportunities to articulate their learning. 

As explored in the literature review, the use of structured, rigorous, and intentional 

reflection can help students understand their experiences on a much deeper level, and 

help them make connections between those experiences and their understanding of 

themselves as citizens and contributing members of a community.  
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By incorporating specific reflexive practices into each of their programs, MUN’s 

practices are undoubtedly structured and intentional. Through the use of learning 

agreements and structured reflections, CDEL incorporates reflection in the very 

foundation of their programming to further their mandate to help students with their 

career goals. The Learning and Reflection Agreement can help students articulate ways 

they can contribute to their communities. One staff member in the program described the 

intentionality of this practice:  

“We have a number of programs that are employment programs like any other 

institution would have but we have taken it to another level and made them 

experiential [learning] by encouraging the reflective component and awareness of 

learning agreements and stuff, of what skills and competencies will be gained as a 

result of the on-campus employment”. 

These learning agreements, as incorporated into the MUCEP (Memorial Undergraduate 

Career Experience program) are designed specifically to enhance students’ on-campus 

work experience and incorporate reflexive practice as part of those experiences. One staff 

member shared an example of a student whose learning agreement helped him to 

articulate his learning and make a connection between his academic pursuits and his on-

campus employment:  

This […] fellow was in his first year, going into his second year of engineering 

[…] we asked him to go to residence and speak to the people in residence […] so 

they ended up briefing over 600 students in residence and he was doing the 

preparations as well, and I wasn’t sure if he was liking what he was doing because 
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he was very quiet. He was impressive in his work acumen and the way that he 

turned to and showed up and just did things… anything you asked him to do he 

did it without question, did it correctly and beautifully. At the end of the time we 

were doing the reflection piece, because all MUCEPs, they have to do a learning 

reflection agreement, and at the end of this they do a reflection and the one thing 

that he really struck was how important communication was and how as an 

engineer he needs to learn how to communicate with and for and to his 

employers, and he just really got that, and he said, “I never realized how 

important that was until you made me go out and do this.” 

 This recognition of knowledge gained and transferred was supported by a science 

student in one of the focus groups, who indicated their MUCEP job, and in particular the 

learning agreement, helped them to articulate and understand the transferability of the 

skills they fostered through that experience. They said,  

I was working in a fish lab for the past year and I’ve probably done more relevant 

work in my field in the past year than I have on my own trying to find a job, so that 

was huge and I know they really try to concentrate on transferable skills so when you 

begin your MUCEP you fill out a [learning agreement], you set your own goals, what 

you want to learn, what you want to get back from the MUCEP, and at the end you 

fill out what did you learn and they really focus on those soft skills and those 

transferable skills so when you graduate it’s like “oh yeah, I looked at fish eggs in a 

lab for countless hours but how does that translate into something that’s not just fish 

eggs.”  
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These examples help to demonstrate CDEL’s intentional and structured approach to 

reflexive practice. One staff member shared the department’s intention in structuring 

reflection as an integral part of their programming:  

We certainly work from the perspective that reflection is a lifelong skill, and a skill 

that you’ll want to continue to hone, and you’ll want to revisit that throughout your 

life. You don’t want to be going through your life not reflecting on the experiences 

that you’ve had, the information that you’re taking in, what you’re exposed to, and 

that ability to do that, is a life skill. 

None of the students I spoke with had participated in CDEL’s programming long-term, 

and as such didn’t comment on the impact of the reflective skills they had gained beyond 

their participating in CDEL’s programs. However, staff members shared examples of 

students whose involvement in CDEL’s programs gave them tools to reflect on what they 

experienced and take action based on those experiences. One student who volunteered 

with the SPCA (a placement she found through the Student Volunteer Bureau) became a 

political activist for government funding for the organization: 

It comes back to the education piece, right?  It’s not just going and working in a thrift 

shop, or going and taking the dogs for a walk, it’s the education that they get as well 

to make it truly an educational piece. And she came back, I remember she said to me 

“Do you know that the SPCA does not get any government funding?” She said, 

“They have to raise every single penny they need.” You could sense the indignation, 

like how dare that government not give anything to this worthwhile organization, and 

I was like, “Yeah, that’s right, they have to fundraise every cent they make to keep 
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the shelter going” […] But it was this awareness, for me, what she was identifying 

was it wasn’t just the SPCA but it was the awareness of the non-profit or the not-for-

profit sector looks like […] She left seeing the world a little bit differently than when 

she came in that morning. 

In addition to incorporating reflection into their own programming, CDEL also supports 

the Arts Internships at MUN by helping students reflect on their experiences in that 

program. The staff member responsible for those students said:  

I do work with Arts [students], as part of their career exploration is to become 

involved in an experiential activity for 8 hours with a reflection component […] it 

can really broaden their idea of what they can do and how those skills can be 

transferred. 

 The same staff member shared an example of another student who gained the confidence 

to reflect on his choice of degree program, his skills, and passions, and made a substantial 

change in his academic goals:  

“[one] guy that really struck me, his name was Patty, he did history actually, and he 

did this course [Arts internship] because he thought it might be interesting to him and 

he had a contact with Rogers and he like being behind a camera so he decided to do 

his policy internship with Rogers communication […] and he [filmed] all the [local 

hockey] games. His face, when he came back, he was at peace. It was like he had 

obtained nirvana. He was [initially] gonna go off and do education and become a 

history teacher, and he was just like, this validated, this has given me permission to 

explore a different career option” 
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These impacts help to demonstrate the success of CDEL’s intentional and structured 

approach to incorporating reflection in their programs.  

Reflection for and about civic engagement. CDEL’s commitment to reflection 

is particularly evident in the Make Midterm Matter program, which incorporates pre-, 

during, and post-service reflection. Students are given a variety of prompted questions to 

help facilitate their reflection on the service experiences in which they participate. This 

section demonstrates the breadth of student reflections, particularly students involved in 

the Make Midterm Matter (MMM) program. These examples are drawn from written 

reflections from participants in MMM and students’ academic program and their service 

location are indicated in brackets following their reflections. These reflections help to 

demonstrate both CDEL’s approach to reflexive praxis and students’ civic development 

through their involvement with Make Midterm Matter.  

 Prior to beginning their service engagements, students were asked about their 

expectations, what they hoped to gain from their experience, and why they chose each 

particular placement. Their responses demonstrate students’ initial understandings of the 

importance of civic engagement, the connections students make between the program’s 

experiences and their academic studies, resonance with students’ personal experiences, 

and a desire to create connection with other MUN students and the community.  

Many responses to these pre-experience questions revolved around ideas of 

helping and making a difference. The following quotes are a selection of student 

responses that demonstrate these ideas:  
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 “I wanted to be a part of helping the refugees, directly or indirectly, who are 

completely new to Canada and very vulnerable” (Engineering, Association for 

New Canadians).  

“I want to make a difference in the lives of the people who I am intended to help, 

even though they wouldn’t know me” (Engineering, Association for New 

Canadians). 

“Lately, the refugee crisis has been more in the news, and this is one thing that I 

could do to help a bit” (Psychology, Association for New Canadians). 

“I noticed a homeless person crouching himself at a corner of Churchill Square [a 

local shopping centre] and I felt sorry about him being outside and cold. So, I 

wanted to do some volunteering with homeless people” (Master of Engineering 

Management, Thrive). 

These narratives help to articulate students’ understandings of themselves as civic 

actors, and demonstrate that they see MMM and service learning as a way to enhance and 

increase their civic participation, and reinforce Wade and Saxe’s (1996) discussion of 

philanthropic, rather than political learning.   

Several students also found personal resonance in the MMM placements they 

chose. For example, one Engineering student, who chose to volunteer with the 

Association for New Canadians said: “Being a new resident to Canada, I chose this 

particular program because I found it to be the most relevant to myself”. Another student, 

who volunteered with Choices for Youth (a charity that supports youth in St. John’s who 

are experiencing homelessness) said, “Working with LGBTMUN, we see a lot of youth 
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trying to figure out their gender and sexual identity and this often results in them being at 

risk. I wanted to familiarize myself with the programs in the city” (Communications, 

Choices for Youth). An international student said, “Witnessing youth with difficulties, 

without help, back home in Africa” was a factor in choosing their placement (Earth 

Sciences, Choices for Youth). However, the same student was also concerned her 

background would be a barrier to her engagement. She expressed concern that the seniors 

in the long-term care facility would respond poorly to her, as a woman from Nigeria. But 

in the end, she said, “even being an African lady, the residents were so free and very 

friendly”. 

Another student, who chose Choices for Youth as their volunteer placement said 

“[I wanted] a better idea of what services exist in NL for youth now, since my dad’s 

family was in Mount Cashell [sic] and … well ‘nough said” (Communications, Choices 

for Youth). This students’ story is particularly interesting, as the Mount Cashel 

Orphanage has become synonymous with violence and scandal in Newfoundland. An 

investigation in the late 1980s and early 1990s uncovered over 300 cases of physical and 

sexual abuse, perpetrated by Christian brothers against orphans in their care 

(Newfoundland and Labrador Heritage Website, 2017). The students’ choice to work 

with an organization that purports to support youth is certainly influenced by their 

family’s history, and their choice to engage in any kind of community work perhaps 

implies an acknowledgement of the progress made in the community, or alternatively 

perhaps denotes a deep cynicism in the ability of community organizations. Regrettably, 
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this student did not complete the post-service reflection, and so their perspective on the 

experience was not captured.  

Overwhelmingly, students indicated their experiences with MMM encouraged 

them to seek out further civic action. Some said they would like to continue to volunteer 

with their chosen organization. For example:  

“I actually want to become a volunteer with Children’s Wish because it’s a cause 

I feel is important. I’ve realized there is a lot of support for this cause in society, 

but there is still a need for more” (Children’s Wish). 

“I will consider volunteering again with Eastern Health outside of MMM. I have 

learned that long term care in NL is very important. I have learned that I really 

enjoy working with the elderly” (Science, Eastern Health). 

“I would look into a volunteer position here in the future” (Biochemistry, Eastern 

Health).  

Other students indicated they would continue to engage with MMM during their studies:  

“Continue to volunteer with Make Midterm Matter (Children’s Wish). 

“Yes of course I will be looking to involve in more activities like this” (Business 

Admin, Choices for Youth, international student). 

“Yes, more days like this. Makes it easier to try out different volunteer positions 

to see if we like it, establish contacts, and learn” (Biochemistry, Choices for 

Youth). 

Others spoke about continuing their volunteer experience more broadly, saying things 

like:  
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“I intend to participate in more events like these and look for more volunteer 

work. I have learned that little things like these can make me and others feel a 

little better in everyday life” (Psychology, Eastern Health). 

“Following this experience, I intend to keep volunteering and giving back. I 

learned that if many people come together to give back to society it adds up in a 

big way” (Linguistics, Eastern Health). 

“I will keep doing volunteer works like that. I’m feeling happy when I helped 

others, and that happiness cannot be get from money or honours. From today, I 

really think about to do more meaningful things when I am young” (BBA, Eastern 

Health, international student). 

“I will try my best to be back on my humane/charitable side and do something 

which would make me happy and give me the sense of purpose” (MBA, 

Children’s Wish).  

Students’ reflections also speak to the development of their civic skills and knowledge. 

One student saw the potential for MUN to support the elderly in their communities and 

said,  

I think that maybe the long-term care house should cooperate with the university 

and make a group in the university that will be responsible of creating these 

activities and preparing the games for the seniors and send it to the long-term care 

house (unknown program, Eastern Health).  

Another identified dialogue with stakeholders as an important way to improve the 

situation for the elderly in long-term care, “As a student who grew up in Newfoundland I 
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have seen and experienced a lot of these issues. But I think that these issues are more 

likely to be solved through discussion in groups of people with various backgrounds” 

(Biology, Eastern Health). Another student identified the personal impact the experience 

had on them and wrote, “Old age has particular stigmas surrounding it. Today helped me 

break down my own preconceived ideas about aging” (Kinesiology, Eastern Health). The 

impact of service learning activities on students’ civic development has been well 

documented (Cantor, 1997; Couto, 1994; Eyler, 2009; Katula & Threnhauser, 1999), and 

these examples help to demonstrate the impact of MMM on students’ development as 

civic actors and engaged citizens.  

Some students’ reflections spoke to a shift in their understanding of their chosen 

career path or goals for their adult lives. One MBA student, after volunteering with the 

Children’s Wish Foundation, wrote: “[I will] Try to volunteer for similar noble causes 

once I’m hired. Society needs more good people to help the needy. Good work is the 

main purpose of my life” (MBA, Children’s Wish). Another participant wrote, “I have a 

great vision in life, which is to have a foundation for the needy in my country. This 

served as a stepping stone for such great task” (Economics, Eastern Health, international 

student). Finally, one international student wrote, “The only challenging thing [about 

today] was emotions. It was very easy to get carried away amongst such nice people. I 

did not expect any of the love and joy I experienced here. It was a lifetime experience” 

(Math, Eastern Health).  

In our focus group, staff at CDEL agreed their programs could be deemed 

successful if their participants find “gainful, meaningful, fulfilling work” and are able to 
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act as an “engaged, responsible member of society”. This idea echoes Boyte and Kari’s 

(1996) concept of public work, which stresses that when students pursue fields in which 

they are passionate, they are more likely to use that knowledge in ways that transcend 

career boundaries, and also contribute to the public good.  

The limited scope and complexity of these reflections perhaps speaks to an 

understanding of civic participation that is more focused on an individualistic 

understanding of civic participation (what Westheimer and Kahne (2004) would term 

participatory or personally responsible citizenship) that doesn’t engage with the structural 

or systemic nature of inequality. These more paternalistic understandings of helping and 

benevolence can perpetuate more harm than good (Spivak, 1988). What is unclear, 

however, is whether these understandings are disrupted by students’ experiences at 

CDEL. One students’ reflection points to this passive understanding of civic engagement. 

They wrote: “The weather here may be a big challenge for the new Canadians, alongside 

the language barrier. This can be overcome by encouraging the people here to donate 

more warm clothes and boots. New Canadians can be given special English classes to 

overcome the language barrier” (Engineering, Association for New Canadians). Since 

students’ reflections do not ask them to comment on how their perspectives on civic 

engagement or their actions have changed over time, it is difficult to assess this 

development. 

Other participants, however, noted the importance of collective action for civic 

engagement and development, saying things like: 
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“I have learned that I can indirectly impact the lives of the most vulnerable people 

by participating in these activities” (Children’s Wish). 

“[I learned] the importance of individual/group action on everyone in society” 

(Children’s Wish). 

“I’ve learned that small interactions are more powerful than they at times seem 

and I should engage in these experiences more often” (Kinesiology, Eastern 

Health). 

This breadth of responses helps to demonstrate the impact of Make Midterm Matter and, 

by extension, service and reflection, on students’ fledgling understanding of themselves 

and their civic responsibilities. 

The MMM program is one way CDEL supports students’ career and civic 

development. Through intentional and structured reflections, students can begin to 

articulate their developing civic skills and knowledge. However, through an analysis of 

MMM students’ reflections, it seems perhaps the structure and intention of the reflections 

CDEL incorporates has somewhat compromised the potential for depth and rigour in this 

reflective practice. Students in CDEL’s programs engage in Q&A and verbal 

opportunities for reflection. This could be enhanced by the use of other practices 

including reflective writing in the form of journals, narratives, reflective research papers 

and/or freeform writing.  

Obviously, one service activity and one reflection are insufficient to develop a 

complex understanding of civic engagement. However, the structured and intentional 

reflection in which students engage as part of CDEL’s programming helps them to 
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articulate their development as civic actors in their communities. Further engagement, 

and reflection that specifically probes students’ understandings of civic activity can help 

to strengthen students’ reflective praxis and civic development.  

The ASLER (1993) definition of service-learning encourages giving students time 

to think and process their experiences, which contributes to the rigour of the exercise. 

Unfortunately, this can be complicated due to the co-curricular nature of CDEL’s 

programs. The potential for long-term impact and practice is weakened by the fact that 

students volunteer to participate in the programs, and they are not linked with students’ 

academic courses of study. The co-curricular/curricular divide is discussed further later in 

this article, but it is important to note here that this divide also has an impact on whether 

or not CDEL’s reflective work can reach its full potential.  

Community Engagement 

A second theme that emerged from the data I collected is community engagement. 

The Memorial University mission statement documents the university’s commitment to 

the development and maintenance of community: “Memorial University is an inclusive 

community dedicated to innovation and excellence in teaching and learning, research, 

scholarship, creative activity, service and public engagement” (Memorial University, 

2017d). Memorial’s unique position as the province’s only university also means it has a 

responsibility and a commitment to the provincial community. These mission statements 

and values drive Memorial’s commitment to civic education, and contribute to the 

institutional support for and success of CDEL’s programs. 
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One of my participants shared that her journey through post-secondary education 

had been rocky – she has switched programs and universities several times and as a 

single mother with mental health issues, she felt that her post-secondary path has been 

disrupted. She now volunteers with Make Midterm Matter and the Student Volunteer 

Bureau at Memorial. She said, 

 I get involved in this kind of stuff because I’ve been in school for a long time and 

it’s been rocky at times and I’ve switched around a lot of programs and 

volunteering is one thing that’s always kind of been a constant […] I find that 

students that hear my story often feel a lot better, when they go “oh my gosh 

you’ve been through like four different faculties I don’t feel so bad about 

changing once” […] I find sharing that helps other people so that’s my 

motivation.  

Volunteering has been a way for her to find connection and help create community with 

others.  

In particular, students’ reflections during Make Midterm Matter speak to the 

development or enhancement of their empathy for those with whom they worked. The 

following reflections demonstrate the development of empathy and understanding of the 

realities of the people with whom they worked during their service experiences and how 

these understandings impact their understanding of themselves and their actions: 

“I have been very lucky in my lifetime to have everything I need including 

support from my family to do what I wanted to do in life, so it was kind of 

difficult to relate to the client base. I have however witnessed others in tough 
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financial or tough family situations which helped me relate to the [people I met]” 

(Earth Science, Thrive). 

“I think it would be ignorant to think I can ever fully identify with anyone using 

Choices’ services, having never been in any of these situations. I do know a lot of 

people who could or have benefitted from such service, and I draw from that and 

listen to their needs” (Communications, Choices for Youth). 

“It is difficult because I have never been homeless, however it is easy to think 

about how hard it would be if I were homeless, and about the struggles and 

problems I would have to tackle. My experience with helping close friends that 

were at risk and needed resources helps me relate” (Biochemistry, Choices for 

Youth). 

“It is difficult to view the services through the eyes of individuals who avail 

themselves of the services. I have never had to worry about a roof over my head 

or where my next meal will come from so having to put myself in that mindset is 

difficult […] Being open minded is the best experience you can have and the 

ability to show compassion to individuals [… Next time] I would go into [the 

project] with a more open mind” (Psychology, Choices for Youth). 

This ability to empathize with marginalized members of the community speaks to 

students’ understandings of themselves as engaged members of those communities. 

However, students’ reflections remain rooted in individualistic and liberal understandings 

of civic engagement. Students do not explore how social structures and systemic factors 

perpetuate many of the issues Make Midterm Matter purports to address.  
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In addition to exposing students to Others in the broader St. John’s community, many 

Make Midterm Matter participants also shared that the experiences helped them create a 

closer community within the program. In a conversation with student leaders (from a 

variety of academic programs including engineering, biology, psychology, English, 

political science, and business) at MUN, the theme of community was central to our 

discussion of their volunteerism and engagement. Students became engaged with 

CDEL’s programs (particularly Make Midterm Matter) because they sought to find and 

create community.  

Some international students in the group sought to make friends and connections 

with the greater St. John’s community, even though to them volunteering was a distinctly 

North American idea. One student said, “At first when I wanted to volunteer because I 

wanted to make more friends as a newcomer. As an international student we got kind of 

isolated because we don’t have much friends here.” Another said, “In China we don’t 

much volunteer work […] still they say in Canadian culture for the volunteering is as 

important as the work experience”.   

Another student, from a small rural community in Newfoundland, also claimed 

volunteering wasn’t a big thing “back home”, but as part of their introduction to St. 

John’s and to Memorial, they felt volunteering would help them make the connections 

and community they missed from their hometown. They said “Well, for me, growing up I 

didn’t really volunteer that much. It wasn’t like a common thing and then I moved here to 

St. John’s and I started volunteering to get to know my community and to also to get to 

know new people.” These findings are consistent with Chareka’s (2005) work, in which 
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she found that volunteering can be an important introduction to community for 

newcomers and immigrants. 

Another student commented on how their experiences with CDEL’s programs had 

helped them build a community they were lacking: they said, “you meet more people. I 

never really considered myself as having a best friend and now because I was 

volunteering I have a group of people that I consider my best friends.” 

In an individual interview with the director of the Student Volunteer Bureau, the idea 

of community was again a central theme. The director said,  

“I ask all of my volunteers [at the SVB] “what does volunteering mean to you?” and 

the word that came up most often I think, in almost everybody’s answer, was 

community. A lot of them said working for free, helping people different things like 

that, gaining skills, but community was the biggest word they all mentioned or that 

most people mentioned over and over again so I think making students realize that 

volunteering is not about doing something for free it’s about being connected in a 

community, that’s the way to intrinsically motivate people”. 

Through the Make Midterm Matter program and other programs at CDEL, students 

create, extend, and reflect on the communities of which they are a part. This engagement 

with community is central to civic education, and helps students to foster relationships 

and understandings of how their actions contribute to their communities.  

Co-curricular divide 

The work done at CDEL is consistent with the ASLER (1993) definition of service 

learning, which promotes “opportunities to use newly acquired academic skills and 
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knowledge in real life situations in their own communities, that enhance what is taught in 

the school by extending student learning beyond the classroom, and that help foster the 

development of a sense of caring for others” (p. 1) and Stanton’s (1990) discussion of 

reflection for civic learning, in which students reflect on and expand their “ problem-

solving skills, higher order reasoning, integrative thinking, goal clarification, openness to 

new ideas, ability to adopt new perspectives, and systemic thinking” (in Ash & Clayton, 

2009, p. 27). In many ways, this study expands the fields of experiential and civic 

education by including co-curricular programs in the discussion.  

However, the co-curricular nature of CDEL’s programs can sometimes be a barrier to 

deep engagement with civic education. As mentioned previously, the lack of long-term 

engagement can hinder students’ abilities to reflect in deep and meaningful ways. As 

well, the periodic and short-term nature of the programs can create a barrier to more 

political and justice-oriented approaches to civic engagement (see Article 5 in this 

dissertation). The combination of Career Development and Experiential Learning as two 

parts of CDEL’s mandate also complicate students’ experiences. One student said,  

Yeah, I can’t really think of how MUN really facilitated my time outside in the 

community. I did some research courses in my last year with rats and stuff and that 

was cool, but I haven’t done anything outside of that yet. I just still am waiting to 

graduate so I haven’t really gotten into the community. But they have really helped 

me out a lot with my resumes and cover letters and just learning about the job 

application process and volunteering too. 



 
 

219 

This statement may suggest that some students see CDEL’s mandate in a bifurcated way 

– career development and experiential learning as separate entities – and do not become 

involved with all facets of CDEL’s programming. This raises questions about co-

curricular programs’ role in civic education.  

In speaking with students and staff at Memorial University, it became clear a 

disconnect exists between students’ academic work and their engagement with CDEL’s 

programs. This is exacerbated by a variety of factors, but certainly impacts the potential 

for a rich civic education experience. When discussing the co-curricular nature of 

CDEL’s programming with staff in the program, they saw traditional disciplinary and 

faculty-specific programs as not providing the interdisciplinary and experiential 

opportunity for civic education they felt CDEL offered, framed within a career 

development and exploration approach. One staff member said:  

Even though faculties for example might have experiential learning, so the 

political science internship for example, the one where they volunteer 60 or 80 

hours, that is done through a very political science lens because it is done for a 

curricular outcome, right, so it is meeting political science outcomes, as is 

appropriate. However, not every student who does that is necessarily going to go 

to a political science oriented position when they graduate. So, our involvement in 

that, while we help them realize what they’ve learned from the experience our 

focus is not just on the political science outcome, our focus is on what have you 

learned, right, what have you learned about what skills that you have and how 

those skills fit into the world outside of university. 
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Another staff member expanded on this idea, saying:  

Related to that is this idea of taking students outside of their discipline, because 

we’re all educators within a discipline, and the real world, the world outside 

university, or even parts of the university itself, we don’t work in the silo of our 

discipline […] So you need to bring the different perspectives together, and that’s 

not something the students always see within the discipline that they study is just 

how complex the total administration or the problem-solving is in dealing with 

some of these large complex issues and how many different perspectives you need 

to bring together in order to actually make a difference.  

These statements prompted other staff members to share examples of how they see 

CDEL’s programming as supporting and expanding on the disciplinary education 

students receive in their faculties and programs in a lively and very vocal discussion. One 

said:  

Some of these [volunteer opportunities] are situations where they’ve never met a 

young person who didn’t have the same opportunities that they may have and 

they’re living on the streets in St. John’s or have addictions or whatever, so it’s a 

safe way for them… some of these students are going into social work or nursing 

or psychology or professions where this is who they want to help but yet they’ve 

never actually had the opportunity to engage in an environment that allows them 

to test even if it is an area that they want to continue in. So I think that while the 

academic, they may not get the opportunity to have these experiential 

opportunities through what they’re studying, doing that through the things that are 
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offered through CDEL I think add to that piece that they don’t always get in the 

classroom. 

Another example that supported this perspective was offered:  

We had a student once who volunteered with Pippy Park and was tree planting, 

and at the end of it, was talking to the Executive Director and she was talking 

about her concerns around the city of St. John’s building a dam […] well, this 

student happened to have a political science background and he was like “well, 

you don’t want to have the dam there”, and she was talking about her concerns 

[…] and he was like, “well I could help with that” […] so he became very 

involved in the Park outside of any of our programming […] So he connected to 

something he would not have connected to on his own as a result of the fact that 

we took him tree planting.  

Throughout this focus group, it became clear staff at CDEL were passionate and 

dedicated civic educators, eager to give students what they saw as exceptional learning 

experiences. They saw their role as providing an interdisciplinary and experiential 

approach, one which challenged the work done in disciplinary ‘silos’, and offering 

students the potential to use their disciplinary knowledge to contribute to their 

communities. The director of Student Life at Memorial was part of this focus group and 

she said: 

What I have always thought was important was that CDEL provides opportunities 

for EVERY student. I think EVERY student upon graduation should have had 

some opportunity to do something experiential. Whether that was volunteering, or 
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a Making Midterm Matter, or a MUCEP job, or it was an externship, or whatever 

it might be. I just think it’s important that we not just leave it to the faculties to do 

that because some are very open to that type of experience for the students and 

others are very traditional based in providing information and sharing knowledge 

and getting it back in the traditional way and not challenging students outside the 

normal way of challenging them. […] CDEL is the common ground that provides 

that. 

Her perspective was supported by a CDEL staff member who responded by saying:  

And we do that for everybody. So it doesn’t matter if you’re an engineering 

student, a pharmacy student, an education student, nursing student, you could’ve 

had all the kinds of experiential opportunities, curricularly, embedded in your 

program, but if you decide you want to do something different, right, we’re the 

place that can give you the different lens to look at those opportunities. 

The use of experiential and interdisciplinary pedagogies for civic engagement is well 

documented in literature on civic and citizenship education (Caulfield & Woods, 2013; 

Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003; Jacoby & Associates, 2009; Walker, 2002 

– see also article 3 in this dissertation). However, Wade and Saxe (1996) caution 

“service-learning must not be seen as an extracurricular volunteer activity; rather it is a 

pedagogical method in which service projects form the basis of learning”. While CDEL’s 

intentions for their work are undoubtedly aligned with best practices in civic education, 

students and staff often commented on the disconnect between CDEL’s programs and the 

university’s academic programs.  
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In the reflective process CDEL builds into its opportunities, students are asked to 

comment on how their academic skills prepare them to engage in their service 

experiences. For example, some students chose to engage with MMM placements 

because of a connection with their academic studies, and saw how their knowledge could 

help support the organizations’ efforts. One student, who volunteered in a long-term care 

facility for seniors wrote: “My training in peer education for young people on 

reproductive health (HIV prevention and control) gave me insight on various health 

challenges people are going through” (PhD, oil & gas, Eastern Health). Another chose 

their placement because: “Geography has a focus on people and their interactions with 

the world, including demographics. This service project was about people in a certain 

area and with a certain demographic and their interactions” (Earth Science, Thrive). 

Another wrote, “It was difficult for me personally to relate to the client base as I don’t 

have the same experiences as them, but my background in sociology definitely allows me 

to empathise as I understand how society works to keep them oppressed” 

(Sociology/Psychology, Choices for Youth). These examples demonstrate that students 

are able to connect their experiences in CDEL’s programs with their academic work, and 

can articulate how their academic knowledge strengthens their civic work. However, the 

same is not the case for academic programs. None of the students I spoke with were able 

to articulate how their experiences with CDEL directly affected their academic work, and 

all said that they have never been asked about their co-curricular involvement in their 

academic coursework.  
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When I spoke with staff at CDEL about this disconnect, they discussed their 

desire to close this gap, and engage in collaborative work with academic units. One staff 

saw CDEL as a “broker in the middle” between students’ curricular and co-curricular 

experiences. They said: 

We will always provide those opportunities I think for students to have that day 

where they can go out and become civically engaged, but if we can also work 

with faculty, I mean we’re in a wonderful place at the university, so, I mean, we 

have access to lots of different opportunities, so if we can engage faculty and 

engage community partners always as, kind of, the broker in the middle, ensuring 

that, you know, we get what we think is important out of it, which is the students’ 

experience and the learning that comes from it, but then having these partnerships 

where we can really make the learning deeper and apply it to their learning and 

impact community groups and what their needs are in our community. 

Students also shared ideas for how to bridge this disconnect. One student said:  

I think maybe if there is some volunteer opportunities that […] let’s say if 

someone doing economics and maybe they can volunteer in a financial institution 

maybe that could make them say like “Oh! This has something to do with my 

degree maybe I can volunteer to build my skills and see if this is what I want to go 

into” so I think volunteer opportunities pertinent to the degrees could also enable 

people to want to volunteer. 

Another student commented on the potential for collaborative and experiential 

opportunities to bring more students to the university. Their own experience as a science 
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student had shown them the potential for rich and engaging learning through experiential 

approaches:  

probably the reason I came to MUN was the Bonne Bay Marine Institute, so up in 

Gros Morne, Memorial has a Marine Research Facility there and with a residence 

as well, and you can do a full summer of field courses out there. I ended up doing 

my honours research out there so I spent about 5.5 months doing a mix of courses, 

field courses, and my own research. So, that was pretty big, like I got boating 

experience, did all my own fieldwork, experimental design, I did a bit of 

collaboration so it was, you know, kind of the whole package. I think that’s one of 

MUN’s biggest assets but I don’t think it’s really advertised I didn’t know about it 

until I even started my degree.  

It became clear through our focus groups and conversations that there was a strong desire 

for collaborative and interdisciplinary approaches within the CDEL staff and program, 

and on behalf of students who had taken CDEL’s programs, but the academic disciplines 

and faculties did not share that enthusiasm. Though this study did not include discussions 

with faculty and administration outside of CDEL’s programming, this disconnect 

between academics and student services is well documented in literature (Kezar, 2006; 

Guarasci, 2001). 

 As previously discussed, it would seem many of CDEL’s programs most directly 

align with Wade and Saxe’s (1996) conception of citizenship that “emphasizes civic duty, 

volunteerism, and the value of altruism”, rather than a more justice oriented (Westheimer 

& Kahne, 2004) approach which engages more deeply with systemic issues. 
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Collaborative work with academic disciplines can perhaps bridge this divide and provide 

students with disciplinary (and interdisciplinary) frameworks through which to more 

deeply engage with and analyse the social issues they encounter through CDEL’s 

experiences. Other research in this study has discussed the need for justice oriented 

citizenship education in Atlantic Canada (see Article 5), and the potential for 

collaborative and interdisciplinary approaches to support students’ development as 

justice-oriented citizens (see Article 3). 

The potential for co-curricular work to contribute to students’ civic development 

is under researched but as the data in this study demonstrate, an important voice in the 

conversation on civic education at universities. As this discussion of CDEL’s programs 

has demonstrated, co-curricular programs that include interdisciplinary and experiential 

pedagogies, that incorporate reflexive praxis, and that engage students in the complicated 

work of community engagement can be an important part of students’ civic education.  

Conclusion 

 The potential for civic engagement and the democratic revitalization of 

communities is a worthwhile goal, and the impact of the community engaged university 

is vast. As Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, and Stephens (2003) explore:  

There is a lot that institutions can do to create an environment conducive to […] 

moral and civic development. They can set the stage for incoming students from 

the very beginning, calling attention to moral and civic goals as integral to 

students’ understanding of the undergraduate experience. They can create a 

community based in positive values and establish a cultural fabric rich in moral 
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and civic learning opportunities. They can connect with and build on the values 

and interests students bring to college, broadening, deepening, and sometimes 

transforming those values and interests. And in various ways they can support the 

persistence of moral and civic learning beyond the college years (p. 226).  

In many ways, the call for the engaged university can be a daunting one. It involves a 

restructuring and a rethinking of the very aims of university education, and universities 

who respond to the call face a number of barriers that make their work difficult.  

Focusing on civic engagement involves cross-disciplinary work that would mean 

the destruction of the disciplinary silos many universities have constructed and continue 

to defend. However, this work and these goals are important and worthwhile ways to 

disrupt narratives that suggest youth are disconnected from their communities, and to 

connect universities with the communities of which they are a part. Universities and 

communities that work collaboratively to educate students as civic actors can reap the 

benefits of this work.  

  As one participant in my research said, “it takes a whole university to educate a 

student”. However, as staff and students at MUN have demonstrated, the disciplinary 

nature of universities and the stark divide between curricular and co-curricular learning 

opportunities hinders students’ education. When that university’s goals and practices are 

collaborative across the university; aligned with the community’s needs; and supported 

by structured, intentional, and rigorous reflection, we broaden the university beyond the 

ivory tower, and allow students to develop academic, co-curricular, and civic skills 

simultaneously. 
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“They should really fix it”: Towards justice-oriented citizenship at 

Atlantic Canadian universities 

 

Abstract: This study explores citizenship education at three Atlantic Canadian 

universities. Using Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) framework of personally 

responsible, participatory, and justice-oriented citizenship, it draws on data collected 

using an appreciative approach and methods of conversational inquiry at three Atlantic 

Canadian universities to explore how students are prepared to engage with civic life in 

their communities. This research demonstrates that none of the universities studied had 

theorized a specific approach to teaching for/about citizenship, and argues that a justice-

oriented approach is the most appropriate method to engage students in the critical, 

thoughtful work that is resonant with Atlantic Canadian expressions of citizenship and 

civic behaviour.  

 

Keywords: Atlantic Canada, citizenship, higher education, community engagement 
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 The Atlantic region of Canada is often neglected or demeaned in narratives of 

civic and political life in Canada (Conrad, 2001, 2014; Corbett, 2007; McKay, 2000; 

Savoie, 1999, 2006; White & King, 2017; Wyile, 2011).  However, these narratives often 

obscure the rich political discourse that exists within the region, and the civic actions and 

potential of its citizens. Dialogue about the region often focuses on the ‘have nots’, the 

flaws and faults (White & King, 2017), or how the region must be made to be more like 

the rest of the country (Corbett, 2007). The struggle between modernity and tradition in 

the region (Corbett, 2007) often results in paternalistic approaches to development 

(House, 2001; Wilson-Forsberg, 2013) that seek to impose solutions without consultation 

or consideration of the region’s unique nature (see Be…In this Place, article 1 in this 

dissertation). These efforts often focus solely on economic factors and stakeholders and 

neglect to consider the lived experiences, histories, and lives of Atlantic Canadians.  

 As key stakeholders in the region’s economic and civic life, universities are often 

partners in these redevelopment efforts, whether their partnership is engaged, through 

specific programs, policies, and practices; or tacit, through the employment and education 

of citizens in the community. Nonetheless, as stakeholders in the community’s success, 

universities are important sites of civic education, development, and practice. A 

concerted effort in civic education at many Atlantic Canadian universities contributes to 

the region’s economic and civic development, though no research exists that documents 

this contribution.  

Throughout this dissertation, I have explored the unique nature of Atlantic 

Canada’s regionality, and how that impacts its citizens and their relationship with politics 
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and civic structures. I have also explored the importance of place-conscious pedagogy as 

a framework for civic education in the Atlantic Canadian region (see: Learning to stay: 

critical, place-conscious approaches to post-secondary citizenship education in Atlantic 

Canada, article 3 in this dissertation). What remains to be explored is what kind of 

philosophical or epistemological framework is best for civic education programs. This 

article explores the work of three university programs in Atlantic Canada and aligns their 

approaches with Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) framework of civic education. 

Connections are made between an Atlantic Canadian conception of citizenship and civic 

behaviour (See Be…In this Place, article 1 in this dissertation), and how civic education 

efforts can foster and strengthen communities in the region (See Learning to Stay, article 

2 in this dissertation) through a justice-oriented approach to citizenship education.  

What Kind of Citizen? 

Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) article “What Kind of Citizen?” is perhaps one 

of the most influential texts in the field of citizenship education. Their article documents 

the result of a two-year study of ten citizenship education programs in the United States 

and presents a framework for categorizing the types of citizens these programs intend to 

produce. Three types of citizens emerge from their analysis, personally responsible, 

participatory, and justice-oriented citizens (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004, p. 239).  The 

typology Westheimer & Kahne (2004) present explores the behaviours, assumptions, and 

expressions of citizenship each type of citizen employs.  

A personally responsible citizen is one who contributes to efforts of benevolence 

or helping (the example used in the article is donating food to a food bank). A 
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participatory citizen may help to fill met needs in the community (by organizing a food 

drive, for example). Justice-oriented citizens ask questions about the structural causes of 

inequality, and act to fix them (by coordinating an examination of hunger in the 

community, for example) (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) 

framework has been applied in numerous studies of civic behaviour and citizenship 

education, including research on pedagogy (Butin, 2006, 2010; Morrell, 2015), on 

educational philosophy (Biesta, 2015a, 2015b), on research methodology (Roulston, 

2010), and on community organization (Delgado & Staples, 2007). Its ubiquitous nature 

and impact is clear in research on social studies education, with twenty-nine articles in 

Theory and Research in Social Education citing the work, and over 1700 citations 

documented by Google Scholar. This work has also informed the authors’ subsequent 

work beyond the original research publication cited here (e.g. Westheimer & Kahne, 

2004; Kahne & Westheimer, 2003; Westheimer, 2015). 

Many authors have also used Westheimer & Kahne’s (2004) framework to 

examine specific geographical or cultural areas. Studies in jurisdictions as diverse as 

Zambia (Abdi, Shizha, & Bwalya, 2006), Colombia (Edwards, 2012), Ethiopia (Semela, 

Bohl, & Kleinknecht, 2013), Brazil (Shultz & Guimaraes-Iosif, 2010), Chile (Martínez, 

Silva, Carmona, & Cumsille, 2012), the Netherlands (de Groot, Goodson, & Veugelers, 

2013), New Zealand (Wood, 2012), Hong Kong (Leung, Yuen, & Ngai, 2014), Singapore 

(Ho, 2012), Mexico (Macgillivray, 2006), and Scotland (Biesta, 2008) all employ 

Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) framework in their analysis (along with many studies 

situated in Canada and the United States). Most of these studies focus on K-12 school 
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curricula and expressions of citizenship education, with only a few concentrating on 

postsecondary education. Others have examined specific groups of citizens, including 

marginalized youth (Claes, Hooghe, & Stolle, 2009), First Nations youth (Tupper, 2012), 

and immigrant students (Bajaj, Argenal, & Canlas, 2017; Knight & Watson, 2014), but 

no studies specifically highlight regional expressions of citizenship or citizenship 

education. This study helps to fill those gaps in the literature.  

Each of Westheimer & Kahnes’ (2004) types of civic behaviour reflects a 

particular understanding of a ‘good society’, what is needed to maintain that society, and 

how we can create the types of citizens we want through focused and particular 

expressions of citizenship education. Each type of citizenship the researchers identify 

also parallels curricular and pedagogical choices. Personally responsible citizenship is 

often fostered through character education, which focuses on individual characteristics 

(or virtues) and narratives of benign benevolence and volunteerism (p. 241). Education 

that seeks to foster participatory citizenship emphasize “collective, community-based 

efforts” (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004, p. 241) and “focus on teaching students how 

government and community-based organizations work and training them to plan and 

participate in organized efforts to care for people in need” (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004, 

p. 242). This focus on skills-based education bridges liberal and communitarian 

conceptions of citizenship by focusing on individuals’ efforts to help their communities 

within already established structures. For justice-oriented citizenship to flourish, 

educational practices draw on critical pedagogies to give students understanding of the 

political and structural issues that shape social problems, and offer students skills in 
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communication and dialogue across ideological difference (p. 243). Each of these types 

of citizenship and citizenship education reflects ideas, values, and assumptions about a 

desired type of society, about the actions needed to shape that society, and the education 

needed to help foster those citizens and types of civic behaviour. This study examines 

three university programs that each purport to foster civic engagement in their graduates.  

 This article draws on data collected at three Atlantic Canadian universities, 

focusing on three specific programs. Renaissance College (RC) at the University of New 

Brunswick, is a leadership studies faculty which uses an interdisciplinary, outcomes-

based curriculum to foster citizenship and leadership. The Bachelor of Arts Community 

Studies (BACS) program at Cape Breton University is one of the oldest examples of 

community-based education in Canadian higher education. The program’s historical roots 

in the Cape Breton community and its focus on community engagement help strengthen 

its approach to citizenship education. The Career Development & Experiential Learning 

(CDEL) unit of Memorial University’s Student Life department provides co-curricular 

opportunities for students to engage in volunteerism, service learning, and career 

development, all grounded in experiential learning practice, which helps to foster 

students’ civic identity and behaviour. This article explores the frameworks of citizenship 

education employed at each institution and considers how those frameworks align with 

Atlantic Canadian conceptions of citizenship.  
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Methodology 

 This study employed case study and appreciative inquiry as methodological 

frameworks, and conversational inquiry methods to collect data. These methods and 

methodologies support an inquiry into a “vision of the possible” (Colby, Ehrlich, 

Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003, p. ix) to frame the findings and discussion in a way that 

seeks to disrupt the discourses of deficit that permeate discussions of the Atlantic 

Canadian region, and specifically the disengagement of (young) Atlantic Canadians from 

politics and democratic participation. 

Appreciative Inquiry 

Appreciative inquiry (AI) has been used primarily in corporate settings as a 

method of guiding institutional change (Bushe, 2011), but has recently gained more 

acceptance and practice as a qualitative research methodology (Van der Haar & Hosking, 

2004). The overarching goal of appreciative inquiry is to examine the good that is already 

happening in a situation, and to use that positive knowledge as a departure point for 

change. This framework has shaped my approach to this research project, and parallels 

the approach taken by Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, and Stephens (2003) in Educating 

Citizens.  

 Appreciative inquiry also has roots in the field of community development, 

specifically the asset-based approach pioneered by Kretzmann and McKnight (1996). 

Those founders note that assets of specific communities—whether those are geographic, 

social, or affinity-based (Lee & Newby, 1983)—are crucial to creating responsible and 

responsive change.  
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Appreciative inquiry, with its potential to disrupt and dispel deficit discourses has 

become a guiding methodological and epistemological framework for this study. 

Appreciative inquiry focuses on ‘health, rather than disease’ (Cooperrider, Barrett, & 

Srivastva, 1995), and in this study, I aimed to examine the wealth of expertise and 

success that exists at Atlantic Canadian universities dedicated to civic development and 

citizenship education. The conversations and focus groups I conducted for this study 

generated a rich and exciting dialogue that engaged students, faculty, and researcher in a 

“vocabulary of hope” (Ludema, Cooperrider, & Barrett, 2000) on topics of mutual 

engagement and passion. I believe the dialogue generated through this research can help 

to inspire change in best practice in civic engagement education, and to encourage the 

development of a more civically-minded population. 

Case Study 

 Drawing on frameworks of qualitative research, the in-depth discovery and 

analysis that typifies case study methodology is central to this exploration of civic 

engagement and Atlantic Canadian universities. In case study, researchers seek to gain a 

detailed understanding of a phenomenon, community, individual or practice (Yin, 2003). 

To help foster this understanding, I spoke directly with the educators who shape these 

approaches, and the students who benefit from the programs, and consulted published 

documents (institutional websites, syllabi from courses, program descriptions, and any 

scholarly work on the program(s)). This engagement allowed me to delve deeply into the 

programs’ histories, pedagogies, and ideologies and to hear from those most directly 

connected with the program. 
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Since case study is not just a data collection strategy, nor is it merely a research 

methodology, Yin (2003) has termed it a “comprehensive research strategy” (p. 14).  

More than merely a prescribed set of methods, or a methodological framework, case 

study research is a research paradigm. Case study is an approach to gathering and 

reporting data that aligns directly with the aims of this study; the ways in which data were 

gathered, analysed, and reported; and the phenomena being examined.  

This research draws on Lather’s (1993) situated validity theory in the 

development of the overall research framework. My position as researcher is intrinsically 

linked to the questions I asked, my connection to my research topics, and the knowledge I 

create through this research – specifically the shared knowledge that was generated 

amongst participants, researcher, and institutions – is directly related to social action. 

Moustakas (1990) calls this heuristic research, indicating that the “heuristic researcher 

has undergone the experience in a vital, intense, and full way” (p. 14). 

Through rigorous, engaged, and lively focus groups and interviews, I have 

examined the citizenship education practices at each of the three participating programs 

thoroughly, and present their practices in a way I hope contributes to an understanding of 

citizenship education’s role in contributing to civic life in Atlantic Canada. 

Conversational Inquiry 

 In keeping with the rich dialogic practices that typify civic life in Atlantic Canada 

(Wyile, 2001), methods of conversational inquiry were chosen for this study. Using 

World Café discussions (Brown, 2001, 2005), focus groups, and interviews, I spoke with 

more than 100 students, faculty, and staff at the three study sites.  
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 At each institution, I conducted a World Café discussion on the theme of 

community. World Café strives to create and maintain an atmosphere for open and 

dynamic conversation on “questions that matter” (Brown, 2001). The question posed in 

each program was: “How does [this institution/program] engage with the idea of 

community?” Groups of students, faculty, and staff participated collaboratively in these 

World Café sessions. These sessions served a variety of purposes – first, they generated 

rich discussion that sparked participants’ thinking and dialogue around their program; 

second, they allowed participants to become comfortable with my presence as a 

researcher to foster further conversation; and third, the World Café discussions were 

offered as an incentive to programs in order to facilitate my research in the program. 

Each of the programs I worked with was interested in pursuing discussions on civic 

engagement and the World Café discussions helped to kickstart those discussions within 

the programs.  Following the World Café discussions, I conducted focus groups and 

interviews with students, faculty, and staff, many of whom also participated in the World 

Cafés.  

Focus groups. In focus groups, students were typically divided by year in the 

program (at RC and BACS) or by their disciplinary background or participation in a 

particular program (at CDEL). These groups ranged in size from two students to twenty 

students, and conversations lasted between 15 minutes and 1 hour, depending on the size 

of the group. Faculty and staff focus groups were conducted separately from the students 

to allow each group to speak freely.   
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Focus groups were guided by semi-structured prompts, chosen to provide a 

framework for our discussions but to also allow the conversation to flow freely and to be 

co-constructed with participants. The prompts for our conversation were drawn from 

literature in the field, particularly Educating Citizens (2003), a book written by 

researchers from the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching in the 

United States that documents civic and moral education at universities throughout the 

country. The Carnegie Foundation researchers’ work was used as a model for this study, 

both philosophically and methodologically.  

In each focus group, I provided a brief overview of Westheimer and Kahne’s 

(2004) typology using examples provided in their article and asked participants to define 

their ideas of their (or their students’ or their program’s) alignment with the framework. 

This was used as an exploratory prompt in the conversation, and answers to the query 

surfaced throughout our discussion, though not always in direct response to the question.  

On two occasions, I also conducted one-on-one interviews with specific 

participants who sought me out for further conversation after our World Café or focus 

group discussions. All conversations were audio recorded and transcribed. Following data 

collection, the data were analysed using inductive and deductive coding practices, 

following a thematic interpretive framework (Altheide & Johnson, 2011; Bowen, 2006; 

LeCompte & Schensul, 1999). Key themes that emerged from the transcribed data were 

documented, and instances of convergence and divergence with literature in the field 

were noted.  
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 Relevant themes and patterns, particularly statements that indicated a program’s 

approach to civic education were documented, and aligned with Westheimer and Kahne’s 

(2004) framework and other literature in the field. This data helps to generate a greater 

understanding of citizenship education at the postsecondary level, of regional 

understandings and expressions of citizenship and citizenship education, and of the 

potential for citizenship education to contribute to the richness of Atlantic Canadian 

communities.  

Findings and Discussion 

In talking to students, faculty, and staff at each of the three programs, 

overwhelmingly, participants claimed that justice-oriented citizenship was an ‘ideal’ 

framework for civic behaviour. However, none of the participants saw creating 

specifically justice-oriented citizens as the role of their program. Each program claimed 

to foster active or engaged citizenship, but none had a particular framework for that 

citizenship or civic behaviour in mind. None of the programs had a specific or articulated 

commitment to justice-oriented pedagogy, and none of the participants felt like they were 

successful in achieving justice-oriented citizenship, for a variety of reasons.  

“Anything is better than nothing”: Faculty understandings of justice-oriented 

citizenship  

Faculty and staff members’ acknowledgement of justice-oriented approaches as 

the ideal form of citizenship education sparked a great deal of discussion in our focus 

groups, and seemed to create a space for educators to reflect on their own practice and the 

institutional parameters that shape their approaches. As such, much of our conversation 
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revolved around discussion of the justice-oriented approach. In speaking with educators 

at each of the three programs, there was an almost universal acknowledgement of the 

importance of engaging in justice-oriented approaches to citizenship and civic education. 

However, this acknowledgement did not extend to a concrete statement about how the 

approach was used in their programs. Educators expressed reticence at including these 

approaches in their own teaching or programs, even though some could provide examples 

of justice-oriented approaches in their program. This confusing scenario seemed to form 

the basis for our conversations on justice oriented citizenship in these programs – 

educators almost universally acknowledged justice-oriented citizenship as the best 

approach for preparing students for citizenship, and there were examples of how 

programs were working within that framework, but none of the programs in this study 

had a concrete or specific theoretical or operational structure for teaching for and about 

citizenship. 

When I asked faculty about the Westheimer and Kahne (2004) framework, or any 

other that governed their activities, I got a range of answers, even from educators within 

the same program. One RC faculty member said, 

there are no theoretical underpinnings related to civic engagement that I feel that I 

teach but I would just say that [positive psychology and an ethic of care are] what 

informs how I teach, even though I don’t directly mention it most of the time.  

Other faculty spoke about a smorgasbord of scholars and theories that shaped their own 

understandings of civic education (including Freire, Leitch, liberation theology, 

community-based practice, Dewey, an ethic of care, feminist pedagogy, Boler and 
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Zembylas’ pedagogy of discomfort, anti-oppressive education, Moses Coady’s 

Antigonish Movement, experiential education, and more), but very few of the participants 

were explicitly including these theories and frameworks in their classes, which can 

weaken their approaches to civic education. 

 Faculty I spoke with at BACS immediately saw Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) 

framework as a continuum (though that was not communicated in the discussion prompt, 

and the authors themselves caution against such a reading). One faculty member said, 

“not everyone ‘gets to’ justice-oriented”, implying this was the goal of citizenship 

education, but not necessarily of their program. Another said, “if we could add the social 

justice component on top of the participatory component then that’s kind of ideal”. This 

reading of Westheimer and Kahnes’ (2004) work perhaps extends the authors’ 

framework, implying one can work in participatory and justice-oriented ways 

simultaneously.  

Another BACS faculty member seemed to leave a conceptualization of citizenship 

to the individual student, noting some students come to the program with particular 

frameworks, and those frameworks are fostered or strengthened through the BACS 

program. One faculty member said, “some of our projects and our students and our 

engagement definitely falls into the social justice but maybe not every single one, but 

we’re certainly all in the participatory sphere”. This may imply that students who do not 

come to the program with justice orientations will be participatory citizens and that some 

will reach the ideal of a justice-oriented citizen.  
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Similarly, staff at CDEL thought that “You at least want the former [personally 

responsible citizenship] and not everyone will be the latter [justice-oriented]”. 

Participants recognized a range of civic behaviours, and felt the CDEL program is not 

structured to lead to any specific orientation or expression of these behaviours. These 

comments perhaps point to an understanding of formal citizenship education as the 

beginning, rather than the terminus of civic engagement, and that educators see their goal 

as beginning to instill civic behaviour in their students, rather than working towards a 

particular end goal or framework of citizenship and civic behaviour.  

In our conversations, participants documented the work in their programs that 

sought to include their understandings of social justice and equity, including work that 

complicated students’ understanding of their communities and engaged them with 

marginalized groups. For example, staff at CDEL spoke about working with students at 

organizations like the Association for New Canadians, which is committed to helping 

newcomer Canadians (particularly Syrian refugees) acclimate to their new environment, 

or sites that worked with children with intellectual and physical disabilities, including 

Rainbow Riders, a therapeutic horse-riding facility for children with disabilities. BACS 

faculty spoke extensively about work their students have done in the past, particularly 

engaging with low-income and ageing members of their communities through 

connections with community police officers. They said,  

What makes a difference is all that highly intellectual time where they’re 

analyzing things and discussing it and researching it and finding all about it […] 

We’ve had several police officers throughout our program and one of the officers 
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had said, he’s been working and he said, “we kept getting called to this one part of 

the community over and over again, a senior’s complex.” There’s certain issues 

and he said, “you know I thought, that’s wasting my time just going there, I don’t 

wanna just go and arrest somebody, go and arrest somebody, you know every 

week it’s the same thing”, so he said, “instead I want to get at the grass roots 

problem”. So, he went into the community and he got a community group 

together from all the concerned citizens, they all had a town hall meeting, a 

discussion to air what’s causing this and so then he got people involved to help 

whatever it happened to be to help with alleviating to problem, he said.  

One Renaissance College instructor said:  

at least in our course, […] we try to link this thing we’re calling civic engagement 

to their own experiences; so they’re not just saying I want to go help the homeless 

shelter but they’re understanding where poverty begins and those sorts of systems, 

that there’s maybe a different way that they can be engaged civically other than 

just maybe donating volunteer hours. 

These examples help to demonstrate how educators conceptualize justice-oriented 

approaches to civic education, and how this approach permeates their pedagogy and 

programs, even though, by educators’ own admissions, they do not use a particular 

framework to guide their teaching. This is perhaps confusing, as it seems educators do 

not want to commit to a justice-oriented framework, but hope students will ‘at least’ 

become more engaged, and ‘at best’ become justice-oriented citizens. However, justice-

oriented approaches to citizenship and civic education require concrete theoretical 
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underpinnings and engagement with examples of structural inequality, something none of 

the programs could articulate in our conversations. Instead, the examples above largely 

reflect a participatory approach – engaging students in a variety of community projects 

and situations that encourage them to use their skills to make life for individuals within 

those communities and organizations better. This does not necessarily encompass the 

critical and theoretical understanding of inequity that is embedded in the pedagogy and 

philosophy of justice-oriented citizenship.  

The categories Westheimer and Kahne (2004) suggest are not mutually exclusive, 

and perhaps a combination of types of civic participation may yield the best results. 

Westheimer (2015) comments on this, saying “We want students who participate and 

think about the root causes of problems and ideals of justice” (p. 50). However, in order 

to do so, students must be involved in the difficult thinking work that justice-oriented 

citizenship demands. Relying on participatory citizenship education conceivably provides 

tacit acceptance for the status quo, since participatory citizens primarily work within 

existing structures to support individuals or groups of people who are affected by unequal 

structures. A more nuanced reading of the justice-oriented approach might respond to 

structural inequality by working to change those structures. In order to do so, programs 

should include the theoretical framing instructors neglect, as explored in previous 

examples. 

The responses of faculty at each of the three programs point towards a key 

misstep in each programs’ development of citizenship education curricula. As I have 

demonstrated in previous articles in this dissertation, the programs in this study engage in 
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innovative pedagogy, provide a critical space for civic revitalization in the Atlantic 

Canadian region, and help to broaden our understanding of civic education in co-

curricular spaces. However, through our conversations, it became clear none of the 

programs in this study have engaged in careful and concerted theorizing about citizenship 

and its expression in their program. In some ways, this places these programs on 

precarious footing – by creating a solid foundation on which to build the program’s 

pedagogy, each of these programs could be an important voice in the conversation on 

Atlantic Canada’s civic future. The barriers and challenges participants identified to 

implementing justice-oriented approaches perhaps explain this misstep. 

Barriers to justice-oriented citizenship. At each program, faculty and staff 

discussed the barriers they saw and felt to implementing justice-oriented frameworks. 

These barriers include challenges with pedagogy, with students’ understandings of civic 

action, with institutional policies and practices, and with the communities and region in 

which Atlantic Canadian universities practice civic work.  

Some faculty members at Renaissance College acknowledged the importance of 

teaching specific theoretical frameworks and knowledge to teaching a justice-oriented 

approach to citizenship. However, they also felt the participatory pedagogies the program 

employs (for further discussion of these pedagogies see Pedagogies of engagement: 

Using Appreciative Inquiry to study post-secondary citizenship education, article 3 in this 

dissertation) in some ways hindered their ability to include this theoretical knowledge in 

their classes. As such, some instructors felt they were unable to fully adopt what they saw 

as a justice-oriented framework, despite their acknowledgement that justice-oriented 



 
 

256 

citizenship was the optimal framework for civic engagement. One faculty member 

articulated: 

Sometimes it’s difficult to include the theories that you want to include here at 

RC. Sort of speaks to what you’re saying because we’re focused on experiential 

experience of learning and so if you want experiential... if you put in something, 

something else has to give, right? There’s only so much time. If you put in 

experiential in with civic engagement then something has to give and that’s 

theory. So they’re not getting, necessarily, the theoretical foundation in a 

formalized manner. They’re living it as opposed to reading about it, so they may 

not be able to speak coherently about it but they can act very effectively “about 

it”. So it’s a cerebral choice, which is more valuable. I choose the action over the 

formalized knowledge. 

Without theoretical and conceptual models to shape the action this instructor references, 

students do not have frameworks through which to understand their actions. This 

atheoretical approach seems to promote action for action’s sake, an empty understanding 

of civic education. 

Westheimer and Kahne (2004) discuss the importance of including theoretical and 

practical approaches to understanding inequity in a justice-oriented approach. They write, 

“those working to prepare justice-oriented citizens for a democracy do not aim to impart 

a fixed set of truths or critiques regarding the structure of society. Rather they work to 

engage students in informed analysis and discussion regarding social, political, and 

economic structures” (p. 243, emphasis added). The inclusion of many viewpoints and 
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theoretical perspectives is essential to encouraging students to wrestle with the 

complexity of social issues and social change. However, balancing theoretical and 

practical knowledge is a challenge facing civic educators that perhaps can be mediated 

through the conscious and concerted use of a particular framework for civic pedagogy.  

At Renaissance College, one faculty member, with experience in other faculties as 

well, discussed the individualized attitudes of students as barriers to justice-oriented 

citizenship. They commented that, 

the students in all three years of RC are very involved in individually. So, they 

really seldom do anything I’ve noticed as a collective […] And I’ve noticed, 

which is different, unique, whatever, from campus because a lot of the other 

faculties do things collectively, so they have one or two causes that they support 

and they work together on it. Then maybe it is because our students have been 

involved as individuals before they came [to Renaissance College … But] that 

sense of giving and doing as a community of students at RC doesn’t catch fire at 

all. 

Westheimer and Kahne (2004) discuss the importance of “collective responsibility for 

action” (p. 259) as a key component of work towards a justice-oriented approach. 

However, when students come to university with engrained understandings of themselves 

as civic actors, and when those understandings include individualized understandings of 

their importance as ‘saviours’ and benevolent helpers (Spivak, 1988), it can be difficult 

for programs to disrupt these ideas in order to instil these more collective approaches to 

community work. Using pedagogical practices like discussion, debate, and community-
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engaged practice may help to interrupt some of these perspectives, particularly for 

Atlantic Canadians. A deliberative approach to democratic practice may more directly 

reflect Atlantic Canadians’ perception and practice of civic engagement.  

In engaging students in work with marginalized groups and communities, 

participants often felt stymied by risk management policies and practices at the 

institutions. Though these policies ostensibly protect students and faculty, the participants 

I spoke with felt that policies prioritized institutional protections, and reflected an 

unwillingness to engage in the messy and necessary work of social justice. Renaissance 

College faculty spoke of the difficulties they face in having their teaching work validated 

by other members of the university community, even despite the extensive research on 

the pedagogies and perspectives they employ. CDEL staff discussed institutional 

priorities that have shifted since new administrators have taken on senior roles, and the 

impact this lack of prioritization has had on their programs.  

As one BACS faculty member reflected, “stirring the pot is one of the jobs of the 

university”; but the practitioners in this study did not feel institutional policies and 

practices supported their engagement with that work. Participants expressed that they 

“need to have the structural and financial supports” from their institutions, programs, and 

communities to be able to work towards any type of citizenship education, regardless of 

the framework used. One participant noted that occasionally, the “perfect storm” would 

occur, and they could engage in the type of meaningful, complex, and engaging social 

justice work they wanted to, noting that instructors, students, administration, projects, 

timing, and finances all needed to align to facilitate this work.  
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A faculty member at BACS highlighted university fiscal policies that encourage 

reliance on part-time instruction as a barrier to a justice-oriented approach for civic 

education. They said,  

We want to provide this engaging experience for our students with community 

engagement and engagement with us as full-time faculty members but purely on 

the small size of classes that were trying to keep and the small number of faculty 

that we have, we’ve got a lot of sessional instructors. And another piece in our 

head was, functionally, where’s the best place to put sessional instructors? That’s 

in that middle [years of the program] because you want to make sure you 

recruit/retain with the great experience with the full-time faculty member at the 

front and you want them to leave with the “I had a wonderful time at CBU, it was 

fantastic and I had this full-time faculty member engagement” at the end. […] 

Some of [the sessional instructors] are fantastic teachers without question but they 

just don’t have as much buy-in to the engagement process with these students 

when the university only pays them on day one of their contract and after the last 

day it's, you know, “go find some other work”. Those are structural problems that 

limit our engagement. If we could hire another 10 full-time, tenure track faculty 

members to fill all those holes. 

This perspective is supported by work by Kezar (2006) and Guarasci (2001), who 

both document the importance of collaborative engagement across campus disciplines 

and departments to support a holistic approach to civic education. This engagement 

should begin with the highest levels of academic leadership, and be fostered through 
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deliberate policy and practice that supports experiential learning and other civic 

pedagogies (Kezar, 2006; Guarasci, 2001).  

Participants at BACS also felt that the unique location of CBU as the only 

university in Cape Breton also complicated this perspective,  

Academics have that freedom to speak up about critical things. And that’s 

appreciated and/or easy in big centers where universities are just part of the milieu 

of the community. Most people probably tune out whatever UofT [University of 

Toronto] academics say because it’s so huge but here it’s difficult. 

The responsibility practitioners of civic education feel to their communities is an 

important component of engaging in this type of work. Disrupting community norms can 

cause difficulties for students, faculty, and institutions. As I have explored in previous 

articles, in Atlantic Canada in particular, citizens have demonstrated a resistance against 

‘top down’ leadership or political interference. Dedicated justice-oriented approaches 

may help to mediate this discomfort, when institutional frameworks support the work, 

when community consultation and involvement is central to the practice, and when the 

work and its results are communicated clearly to community members. The disruptive 

nature of justice-oriented citizenship may always cause friction within institutions, but its 

transformational nature can help to make those institutions and communities more 

equitable spaces. 

Institutional, program-level, and faculty members’ individual approaches to 

citizenship education are important factors in the ways programs can help to foster active 

and engaged citizenship in their students and graduates. In Atlantic Canada in particular, 
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these approaches are both shaped by and can help to shape citizens’ relationships with 

their neighbours, their communities, and formal structures of democracy. An 

understanding of power, marginalization, and oppression are central to reshaping Atlantic 

Canada’s civic capacity, and the Atlantic Canadian region’s complicated relationship 

with political and civic engagement necessitates a concerted and transformational 

approach to citizenship education, reflecting a justice orientation. Despite the important 

work being done at BACS, RC, and CDEL, the programs remain largely atheoretical 

about their approaches to citizenship education. Through careful and thoughtful effort, a 

reshaping of these programs’ foundational and theoretical understandings of citizenship 

can help to further the work already being done by the universities in this study.  

“I’m hungry, too”: Students’ understandings of justice-oriented citizenship 

Thus far, this article has concerned itself with faculty understandings of civic 

engagement, but it is also crucial to explore those understandings (or misunderstandings) 

affect how students think about and see themselves as civic actors in their universities 

and in their communities. In many ways, the ways students see themselves and their civic 

potential parallels the discussion from faculty and staff members. Many students noted 

that a justice-oriented approach was necessary and important as a way to make change in 

their communities, and most students I spoke with thought of themselves as having the 

skills to be justice-oriented citizens. However, their understanding of a justice-oriented 

approach to civic life reflected the fuzzy nature of their programs’ theorizing on the topic. 

Students in all three programs expressed a desire to work towards justice-oriented 
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solutions to civic problems and saw themselves as capable of understanding the structural 

causes of inequality and tackling complex issues in their community.  

One fourth-year BACS student said explicitly “I want to be more justice[-

oriented]”, and felt that the work they were doing in the BACS program had shown them 

the lived inequalities within their community, and given them skills to tackle those 

problems at a structural level. For their senior capstone project in the BACS program, 

they were working with university administration to improve CBU’s LGBT resources.  

They said, 

I’m working and doing a positive space training program, it’s mostly information 

and awareness on LGBT issues and so on. I’ve been working with the university 

with that to kind of change the community to be more inclusive and accepting for 

LGBT students. 

This student’s lived experience as a member of a marginalized group had fostered their 

interest in justice-oriented approaches to action and citizenship, and they sought to 

include those frameworks in their academic and civic actions. By working on a project 

that disrupted the structural foundations of the university community – by advocating for 

gender neutral washrooms, dedicated space for LGBT students, and curricular and policy 

changes that reflected the diverse nature of the university’s student body, this student’s 

work approaches a justice-oriented framework for civic engagement.  

When students felt they were acting in more participatory or personally 

responsible ways, those orientations were primarily shaped by external factors rather than 

internal understandings of themselves as citizens. For example, one student at BACS 
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said, “I think I fall between the first two [participatory and personally responsible…] so I 

will donate food and if I feel like I have the time while going to school I will make it an 

action, I guess, or create something”. Despite their self-description as a participatory or 

personally responsible citizen, as the conversation progressed, the same student revealed 

that their volunteer experience at a homeless shelter had led them to identify a need for 

cooking instruction in the shelter and to offer that as a program. Another student in the 

focus group encouraged them to see their work as justice-oriented, and said,  

I think that’s more of the justice too if you’re like “Oh, I’ve recognized there’s an 

issue” and it’s not the fact that I need to go and get more food it’s that these 

people need be able to know how to make their own food and stuff like that. 

This prompted the first student to re-examine their conception of a justice oriented citizen 

and later in our conversation, the first student said,  

I was taught to get involved in the community and be aware of the different needs 

and the services and I might have started volunteering for the homeless shelter on 

my own, not influenced from Community Studies, but I think, looking for needs 

in the community, the homeless shelter, and trying to improve on the homeless 

shelter stems from what I learned from the Community Studies program and them 

always encouraging us to get involved in the community and make a difference. 

In this way, students conceptualize their civic engagement as justice-oriented, but their 

examples reflect a more participatory approach. In the example above, the student works 

within currently defined structures and systems (in this instance, a homeless shelter) to 

improve the lives of those confined by those structures and systems. A more nuanced 
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justice-oriented approach would question the root causes of homelessness in the 

community and challenge the structures that keep them necessary and marginal within 

society. This ambiguous understanding of justice-oriented citizenship can be attributed in 

part to the BACS program’s lack of concrete teaching on citizenship frameworks, and the 

largely participatory approach taken within the program. Perhaps with more formal and 

dedicated approaches to justice-oriented civic education, students could formulate a 

better understanding of justice, and their own actions and ideas could find better 

alignment. 

  Several students, across each of the programs in this study, also identified that a 

justice-oriented approach to citizenship was reflective of and appropriate to their location 

and position within society and within their development as engaged citizens. As 

students, with limited financial or time resources to spare, at times they felt unable to 

engage in personally responsible or participatory expressions of citizenship. As one 

student at Memorial University said,  

I’m hungry too… so it’s like, I’m not exactly in the best position to do that 

[donate to a food bank] but if I can spread awareness or if I can try to use my 

brain […] to try and solve the problem, I think I would be more useful that way. 

This example, again, reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of the justice orientation, 

and also reflects the faculty’s comments from earlier that place individuality at the centre 

of students’ understandings of civic engagement. While this student may be ‘hungry’, 

their hunger is an individual experience, rather than systemic or structural symptom. 

Justice-oriented approaches to citizenship should engage with theoretical concepts of 
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privilege and marginalization, which explore and expose the systemic nature of hunger 

and poverty, and encourage critical reflection on students’ positioning within society. 

These justice-oriented approaches would help mediate students’ misunderstandings of 

privilege and marginalization. Without a more thorough understanding of the systemic 

nature of inequality, students cannot fully recognize their own complicity in perpetuating 

cycles of inequality which prevent them from becoming the justice-oriented citizens 

Atlantic Canada needs.  

The examples also demonstrate, however, that students are keen to use the 

intellectual resources they have gained through their university studies, and see justice-

oriented approaches as harnessing their unique resources and knowledges for the civic 

lives they want to explore, an interesting and important argument for the inclusion of 

these frameworks in post-secondary citizenship education. 

Academics and Community Experience.  The academic knowledge and 

disciplines students study appear to influence their alignment with Westheimer and 

Kahne’s framework. Students in STEM disciplines and liberal arts disciplines felt their 

academic knowledge helped shape their understandings of civic behaviour.  

At CDEL, a focus group of students from science and engineering disciplines 

stressed their training in STEM fields prepared them for justice-oriented citizenship. 

These students saw their training as problem solvers as directly linked to a justice-

oriented framework. One student clarified their position, “as engineers [we] decide to 

look at the root problem”, which was resoundingly agreed with by the other participants 

in the focus group. This is a particularly interesting finding, as discussions of citizenship 
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education focus almost exclusively on liberal arts disciplines. Further research on STEM 

disciplines should examine students’ understanding of the idea of a ‘root problem’ and 

whether they conceptualize this in terms of relations of power or technical understandings 

of problem solving. This and other further exploration of STEM disciplines and 

citizenship education can add to our understanding of, and help facilitate a more complete 

approach to citizenship education at universities. Using students’ academic disciplinary 

knowledge as a starting for citizenship education can offer students a firm foundation for 

their civic behaviour by giving them the theoretical and disciplinary frameworks through 

which to reflect on and theorize about their civic actions. 

At Renaissance College, students felt the interdisciplinary nature of the program 

gave them access to a variety of theoretical and disciplinary lenses through which they 

could examine their communities, helping them to identify and work towards solutions to 

problems. These lenses also allowed students to acknowledge a multiplicity of voices that 

complicate and contribute to community issues. One student said: “we understand that if 

we are looking to be working towards a more just society we need to understand there’s 

different perspectives, there are different factors that are affecting each other”. Students 

in the BACS program also shared this perspective, noting that the opportunity to study a 

variety of disciplines helped engage them in a more critical perspective. One student said,  

I’m doing my Honours in Psychology as well and I definitely feel like the BACS 

program has given me more experience and I guess kind of to look at psychology 

in a different way than I guess the BSc students would and be able to implement 

those skills in a different way. 
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Disciplinary and interdisciplinary frameworks can help to shape students’ understandings 

of themselves as citizens, the way they examine communities and community issues, and 

the way they enact civic behaviour in their communities. In these examples, students’ 

academic knowledge has helped to inform their perspectives of themselves as justice-

oriented citizens. 

However, academic and disciplinary teachings and frameworks do not always work to 

foster justice-oriented citizenship when those teachings and frameworks are divorced 

from community engagement. One CDEL student, a psychology major, felt CDEL’s 

extracurricular programs and community projects had exposed them to a variety of topics 

and issues they hadn’t engaged with through their academic work. However, their 

discussion of their own conception of themselves as a civic actor reflected a less direct 

approach to civic behaviour. They said, “I’m also more of a justice-oriented person, like 

‘why is this the way it is, they should really fix it […] and make it so it doesn’t happen in 

the first place’”. By implying that ‘they’ rather than ‘I’ should be responsible for fixing 

societal problems, this student’s understanding of justice-oriented citizenship did not 

include their own individual action on the matter, but rather understands justice-oriented 

citizenship as having a deeper understanding of an issue, reflecting a more liberal 

participatory approach to citizenship rather than the students’ self-professed justice 

orientation. Because the student does not reflect on the systemic or structural inequalities 

in society, their understanding of citizenship does not reflect a justice-oriented approach. 

Reflecting an understanding of justice-oriented citizenship more consistent with 

Westheimer’s (2015) description, one RC student clarified that, to them, as well as 
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gaining an academic approach to understanding problems justice-oriented citizenship had 

to also include action. They said,  

there’s a tendency to identify issues or to talk about problems that we see but to then 

just kind of leave it there, like “ok, now that we’ve identified it, that’s all we really 

needed to do, have a good day”. With the classes here [at Renaissance College] I 

think there’s more of an atmosphere of “yes, it’s great that we’ve identified the issue 

and yes it’s great that we’re talking about it and that’s not the whole story and that 

doesn’t actually get anything done and to just know about things and to think about 

them isn’t enough. 

The experiential approach taken by Renaissance College (see Pedagogies of engagement, 

article 3 in this dissertation for a more in-depth exploration of the approach) offers 

students the opportunity to practice the academic knowledge gained in their coursework, 

and requires students to engage in structured and thoughtful reflection on their actions. 

Connecting theoretical and disciplinary frameworks of citizenship to action through 

critical reflection is key to fostering justice-oriented approaches to citizenship and civic 

behaviour.  

Students in the BACS program specifically referenced the consciousness raising 

work undertaken by the program, and the experiential component of applying that 

knowledge as central to developing their understanding of themselves as citizens. The 

BACS program draws on liberatory and consciousness raising pedagogy, influenced by 

the work of Paolo Freire and Moses Coady, whose Antigonish Movement pioneered 

liberatory adult education, encouraging Cape Breton’s fishers and miners to become 
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politically active through the creation of cooperative education movements and study 

groups (Connell, 2008; White & King, 2017). While the faculty in the program with 

whom I spoke shared they did not incorporate these theoretical frameworks in explicit 

ways, the students indicated that those models permeated their experience in the program 

and prepared them to engage with their communities in substantive ways. One fourth-

year BACS student said, “justice is you have more of that critical thinking, where is it 

coming from, things like that; and I think that’s where also the program wants to get you 

to”. Another student, in the second year of the program said,  

[BACS] gets us conscious. So, for example, in first year it was the Introduction to 

Experiential Learning and how to work as a team, so instead of coming into a 

classroom where you sit down and are just thrown information, you are given 

guidelines and kind of realize how to work with them. And then each year you’re 

shown how to do that within a community as well, so you’re not only learning the 

theory of it but how to apply it and see your results later on, so that’s pretty cool. 

The integration of theoretical knowledge and practical application helped to shape 

students’ understandings of themselves as civic actors and gave them the preparation they 

felt they needed to engage in complex ways with their communities to seek equity and 

justice for marginalized populations. Through experiential approaches, students saw their 

academic knowledge being extended into the community, and their abilities strengthened 

and supported. The use of experiential practice is consistent with traditional ways of 

learning and knowing in many Atlantic Canadian communities and resonated with many 

of students as key to developing their ability to work in their communities. The students 
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who participated in this research saw themselves as pursuing justice-oriented approaches 

to civic life in their communities, and felt those pursuits were supported and strengthened 

by what they learned in their programs.  

As discussed previously in this article, Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) framework 

stresses the importance of theoretical and practical understandings of justice and equity to 

a justice-oriented pedagogy and conception of citizenship. As such, a combination of 

curricular and co-curricular approaches (each of which is relevant to and helps to 

strengthen the other) may help to foster justice-oriented citizenship that incorporates the 

ability to ask critical questions, and to act on those questions for a more equitable society, 

when those approaches are embedded in the philosophical and operational framework of 

the program.   

Towards Justice-oriented Citizenship at Atlantic Canadian Universities 

This study has demonstrated that though students, staff, and faculty express a desire 

to move towards more justice-oriented approaches to citizenship and civic education, 

none of the programs in this study grounded their work in frameworks of justice. Even 

without a specific guiding framework, the three programs in this study have generated 

pedagogies and practices that have helped students develop a justice-oriented approach to 

civic behaviour, and some students in these programs are working in justice-oriented 

ways. These findings raise a question, then, about whether or not it is necessary to 

incorporate a specific orientation for civic behaviour, or if, truly “anything is better than 

nothing”.  
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Though each program works to improve the civic lives of their students, more 

thoughtful work is necessary to improve the civic state of Atlantic Canadian 

communities. As the examples in this article have demonstrated, though students and 

faculty profess a desire for and understanding of justice-oriented approaches to 

citizenship, those understandings are often flawed, and a more concerted effort in 

theorizing about what citizenship is and could help to mediate misunderstanding and 

ground students’ experiences in justice-oriented frameworks. Developing theoretical and 

pedagogical approaches that specifically address inequality would give programs the 

framework they need to foster justice-oriented citizenship. This is particularly important 

in Atlantic Canada, which is often constructed as impoverished and deficient – both in 

terms of financial and civic resources. 

As previous articles in this dissertation have demonstrated, the development of civic 

education curricula is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, further complicated by 

regional understandings of citizenship and civic behaviour in the Atlantic Canadian 

region. In the Atlantic Canadian context, with its distrust of formal politics and 

politicians, civic behaviours grounded in a justice-oriented framework can help to 

mediate this cynicism by exploring the potential for politics to contribute to a more 

equitable society. Atlantic Canadian universities are uniquely and ideally placed to 

negotiate these complexities, and the use of justice-oriented citizenship at Atlantic 

Canadian universities is one step in creating a region that foregrounds citizens’ work in 

understandings of citizenship and civic behaviour.   
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The gendered experience of life in Atlantic Canada also strengthens the need for 

justice-oriented approaches to citizenship education. Inequality between genders and a 

lack of structures and systems that support those who do not identify as male creates an 

uncomfortable and inequitable civic space. Corbett (2007) writes about this reality in 

Learning to Leave, commenting, “traditional notions of masculinity and femininity are 

built around the toughness, native intelligence (work and survival skills known as 

“common sense”) and the resourcefulness needed to cope and prosper in the local 

environment” (p. 78). Conrad (2003) also notes that the “Atlantic Canada’s political 

marginalization within the federal framework serves as the context for women’s political 

marginalization within the region” (p. 82).  The marginalization of women from positions 

of power is also evident in our own universities. Only two universities in Atlantic Canada 

(out of fourteen institutions) have women as presidents. This is consistent with 

universities across the country, so not a uniquely Atlantic Canadian phenomenon, but 

nonetheless can reinforce patriarchal structures and ideologies that can then permeate 

institutional priorities and programs.  

In this complicated and inequitable setting, then, the need for justice-oriented 

frameworks for civic participation becomes clear. In communities that face harsh 

criticism and pessimism from broader national narratives, citizenship education has a key 

role to play to both respond to these critiques and reconceptualize how Atlantic 

Canadians see themselves and their communities. Schafft (2016) comments:  

by re-embedding education in community and locality, while at the same time 

embracing the innovation and flexibility required to successfully navigate a complex, 
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uncertain, and globally interconnected world (Corbett, 2010), we can enhance the 

“subjectifying” roles of education, reframing education’s purpose in more democratic 

terms (p. 15). 

Corbett (2007) encourages schools to “adopt a more place-sensitive focus in the sense 

that schooling must be connected to the specific struggles and problems encountered in 

particular rural locales”, and notes that it is “necessary for rural schools and communities 

to confront racism, sexism and constructions of masculinity and femininity that lead to 

oppressive and systematic inequality” and indicates  “popular contemporary discourse of 

sustainable rural communities must be critiqued and problematized with further and 

deeper questions” (p. 269). Each of these can be accomplished with dedicated, concerted, 

and coordinated citizenship education, using a justice-oriented framework.  

 The work of the programs in this study offers many lessons for those seeking to 

incorporate this model in Atlantic Canadian universities. By including theoretical 

framework(s) and lens(es) for students to work with and learn from; by creating curricula 

and programs that are grounded in a specific place, with pedagogies that are relevant to 

students’ contexts and lived experiences; and by including experiential, interdisciplinary, 

community-based praxis as key components of the curriculum and pedagogy, justice-

oriented frameworks can play an important role in the development of more equitable 

communities in Atlantic Canada. This work is not simple, and its complexity will require 

stakeholders at every level of the university to commit to the inclusion of justice-oriented 

approaches within the university. Though the programs in this study have arguably begun 

this work, a more concerted effort and more specific inclusion of justice-oriented 
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frameworks can only serve to increase the impact of these programs on their students, 

their faculty, their communities, and their region. 
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Epilogue 

Stereotypes continue to perpetuate myths about the Atlantic Canadian region and 

its citizens, particularly on the political stage. This dissertation demonstrates the 

existence of a robust and boisterous political culture in the Atlantic Canadian region and 

the necessary educational practices our universities can employ to maintain and continue 

to develop it. Through a place-conscious, justice-oriented, experiential, and coordinated 

approach to citizenship education, universities in Atlantic Canada can be sites for civic 

leadership, and for the development of a citizenry that can lead the Atlantic region’s 

political discourse and development in the years to come. 

In conclusion, then, we return to the narrative that helps to frame this study – 

Newfoundland and Labrador’s civic histories and civic futures. It is perhaps accurate to 

address political eras in Newfoundland as BCM and PCM (Before Cod Moratorium and 

Post Cod Moratorium), as the landscape of the province, its citizens, and its politics have 

shifted dramatically since 1992. Since the 1949 Confederation vote, perhaps no single 

event has had such an impact on the province and its people. While the moratorium has 

been an undeniable debacle for the people (and politicians) of the province, it is hard to 

continue to argue that Newfoundlanders are politically disengaged. Public debate and 

discourse is unapologetically political, and with the advent of social media that discourse 

is arguably even more accessible than ever. The #nlpoli hashtag is rife with 

conversations, photos, and memes about Muskrat Falls (a hydroelectric site in Labrador) 

developments, an apology for residential school survivors in Labrador, and the 
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representation of women, First Nations, and other minorities in St. John’s’ municipal 

elections.  

Newfoundland and Labrador’s civic story is not unique. Broadening the setting of 

our story to encompass the Atlantic provinces, a similar political (re)engagement can be 

seen following the closure of coal mining and fishing industries in Nova Scotia, the 

debates around Crown land and forestry, shale gas hydraulic fracking, and pipeline access 

in New Brunswick, and in efforts to improve abortion access throughout Atlantic Canada. 

In each of these situations, citizens rally, protest, and vocalize their perspectives on how 

the decisions of politicians and policy makers reflect their values, support their idea(l)s 

for their region, and impact their daily lives as Atlantic Canadians. However, the 

narratives of deficit that continue to dominate discussion of the Atlantic Canadian region 

obscures this real and important civic discourse. 

Where do we go from here? 

 We face a challenging landscape as civic educators – the Atlantic Canadian region 

is certainly not immune to the rise of white nationalism and bifurcated politics that 

dominate discussions of civic life and behaviour on the broader stage. When we look at 

the regions from which the ‘alt-right’ garners its support base in the United States, some 

disturbing parallels can be drawn to the Atlantic Canadian situation. Many of the same 

issues that plague the ‘rust belt’ of America (and Trump’s staunchest strongholds of 

support) are also being faced by Atlantic Canadians. The idea that ‘elites’ – those 

typically from urban centres with formal education credentials – hold the knowledge that 

can and should change rural communities understandably discomforts community 
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security. Economic anxiety, complex social challenges like opioid abuse, and the 

continuing spectre of colonial and white supremacist ideology plague the Atlantic region 

and its neighbours to the West and South. It is in this uncertainty that politicians like 

Donald Trump, Marine LePen, or Nigel Farage thrive. I pessimistically wonder how long 

it will be before Atlantic Canada’s own version of ultra-right-wing politics become more 

prevalent. In this complex and foreboding setting, Atlantic Canada’s civic educators are 

important characters, and the justice-oriented approaches explored in this dissertation are 

perhaps more timely, relevant, and necessary than ever. 

Issues of ‘economic anxiety’ and the foundering of resource-based economies and 

long-held stanchions of the economy like coal mines, steel plants, and manufacturing 

opportunities are common in Atlantic Canada. As students enter an economic and civic 

space that has been fundamentally altered from that of their parents’ generations, it 

becomes difficult for them to see a place for themselves in these communities. Corbett 

(2007) discusses the dichotomy of ‘stayers’ and ‘leavers’ in Learning to Leave, and posits 

that schools focus too heavily on those who will leave the communities for economic 

opportunities elsewhere. Where does this leave the students who do want to stay in their 

communities? How can universities work to help create and foster communities that 

students value and use their skills to continue to improve? As I have explored in Learning 

to Stay: Critical, place-conscious approaches to post-secondary citizenship education in 

Atlantic Canada, article 2 in this dissertation, the use of place-conscious pedagogies that 

are reflective of local knowledges and traditions has the potential to help mediate this 
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disconnect and help students to see a future in Atlantic Canada, using the civic and 

professional skills they have developed in their university career.  

The epidemic of opioid use and abuse has become a substantial issue in Atlantic 

Canada, paralleling a crisis much debated in political circles south of the border, and 

elsewhere in Canada. Data from the New Brunswick Department of Health (2016) shows 

a substantial increase in opioid prescriptions in the past ten years, and an increase in those 

reporting lifestyle limitations caused by unmanaged pain, setting the stage for an influx of 

opioid use and potential abuse. These issues change the communities in which students 

live, and also create an urgent need for the reflective and thoughtful problem-solving and 

social justice approaches citizenship education can help to foster. Through the use of 

community-engaged and experiential pedagogies (as discussed in article 3 Pedagogies of 

Engagement: Using Appreciative Inquiry to Study Post-Secondary Citizenship 

Education), as well as cross-curricular and coordinated efforts (as explored in article 4, 

“It takes a whole university to educate a student”: Towards justice-oriented citizenship 

at Atlantic Canadian universities) students, faculty, staff, and administration can begin to 

work together to engage in understanding and responding to issues in their communities 

while developing critical reflexive skills. The research, teaching, and service universities 

can provide can play a key role in creating solutions to these challenging civic problems. 

We have also seen an increase in challenges against Canada’s colonial past from 

Black Canadians, First Nations peoples, and others in the region, and a backlash against 

those challenges from white Settlers who feel these challenges threaten their deeply held 

Colonial identities. A July 2017 altercation between ‘Proud Boys’, a white nationalist 
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group who protested the removal of a statue of Edward Cornwallis, in Halifax, Nova 

Scotia, portents a dangerous undercurrent of white supremacy that exists in the region. 

The rich cultural history of the region and its importance to Atlantic Canadians can be a 

double-edged sword if citizens are not prepared to wrestle with the complex nature of that 

history. By celebrating an Colonial, Settler past, the Atlantic Canadian region runs the 

risk of continuing the erasure of First Nations, Black Canadians and other marginalized 

groups, and becoming an unwelcoming place for newcomers to Canada and the region.  

Osborne (1996, 2006, 2012) explores the connection between history education 

and citizenship. He asks, “does the study of history actually influence the way students 

see the world and act upon it as adults, and are people who know history and think 

historically in some way better citizens than those who do not?” (Osborne, 2012, p. 111-

112). Those who engage in research and scholarship on historical thinking and historical 

consciousness (for example: Barton & Levstik, 2004; Bryant & Clark, 2006; Ireland, 

2013; Peck & Seixas, 2008; Sears, 2011; Seixas, 1993; Wineburg, 2001) seem to answer 

Osborne in the affirmative. Through the use of critical and justice-oriented pedagogies 

(as explored in “They should really fix it”: Towards justice-oriented citizenship at 

Atlantic Canadian universities, article 5 in this dissertation) citizenship education can 

help move students towards creative and critical questioning that can perhaps help 

mediate the antagonism we see as Canadians, and particularly Atlantic Canadians, 

wrestle with the legacy of the past and its impact on our present and futures. 

These situations make the work of universities in the Atlantic Canadian region 

even more pressing and urgent. As this dissertation has demonstrated, programs that 
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operate in concert with civic spaces and communities can contribute to the development 

of an engaged citizenry who are prepared to tackle these complex and concerning issues. 

Through an appreciative approach, by examining the good that already exists in Atlantic 

Canadian communities, perhaps our graduates can help to rewrite narratives of deficit and 

decay, and reconceptualize Atlantic Canada as a site for civic growth and development.  

Stories Yet to be Written 

 Like any study, the results of this inquiry are by no means comprehensive, and 

cannot hope to speak to every facet of citizenship education in Atlantic Canada. The three 

programs selected here are certainly not the only programs in Atlantic Canada that foster 

civic engagement – indeed, an argument can be made that citizenship is one of the key 

goals of university education in general (Boyer, 1990; Ehrlich, 2000; Levine, 2007).  

Interdisciplinarity and University Futures 

It should be noted that the programs in this study are not reflective of broad trends 

and institutional priorities at Atlantic Canadian universities. In fact, in each of the 

conversations I had with students and educators, it was noted that these programs are 

anomalous at their respective universities, and that those in the programs often struggle to 

have their work legitimized by their peers and others within their institution. Comments 

at both RC and BACS indicated that students and faculty face adversity from the rest of 

campus, and must prove their degree has academic merit and rigour. Others commented 

that their students’ critical perspectives and interdisciplinary approaches are not always 

accepted in other disciplines or classrooms at their university. Students, particularly at 

RC and BACS, also worried their programs’ interdisciplinarity and critical nature would 
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not be an easy stepping-stone to graduate work, employment, or future studies. Students’ 

critical questioning is not necessarily popular in all situations, but this research points to 

its necessity for the development of an active and engaged citizenry. Future work that 

examines how interdisciplinary approaches can either fit with or reshape our current 

models of university organization can help programs like those in this study find and 

create space for their approaches at universities.  

The view that participatory and community-based practices are somehow less 

rigorous or less academic is certainly shifting, at least in literature on these pedagogies, 

but this research points to the need for further study and work to show institutional 

leaders the importance of citizenship education and the potential for these pedagogies and 

approaches to drive institutional policy and practices. The potential for collaborative and 

coordinated civic education has been discussed in article 4,“It takes a whole university to 

educate a student”: Collaborative approaches for experiential education, but the 

undervaluing of programs like those discussed in this dissertation point to the need for 

further work that supports these pedagogical and philosophical approaches to citizenship 

education, and work that shows institutional and policy leaders the importance of justice-

oriented approaches to teaching and civic behaviour 

The Harvard Effect 

Often programs that seek to foster civic engagement are criticized for elitism or for 

‘preaching to the choir’, reaching only those who already have considerable experience in 

citizenship and community action. One faculty member at Renaissance College raised 

this point in our focus group discussion, saying:  
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[students] come with [an understanding of civic engagement], that’s the other 

piece that we have to recognize. Because it’s one of the features that we look for 

when they get accepted. They already come with a mindset, wherever that came 

from, of doing it. 

A faculty member at BACS indicated a similar phenomenon among their students, 

commenting “they’re already passionate about something and they see the flexibility 

within community studies to be able to drive that passion forward and then they’re gonna 

keep doing that”. Another replied, saying, “I can think of a bunch of the students, I won’t 

throw names out, but there’s a bunch you can tell would do it [participate in the 

community] anyway”. So, the question becomes, do these programs actually make a 

difference or do they merely make ‘elite’ students more ‘elite’ and ignore those without 

these skills already? Are students more able to engage in their communities than when 

they began these programs?  

Though this study does not include longitudinal data (which would be an 

excellent avenue for future research), I posed this direct question to faculty, staff, and 

students at all three programs. The answer from each focus group was unequivocally 

‘yes’. Though students may have some self-selection bias as they choose to participate in 

each of the program studies, using the appreciative framework that drives this study, 

perhaps instead of focusing on potential limitations, these can be reconstructed as a 

strength of this study, and as avenues for further research. Perhaps the better question to 

ask is ‘how can we equip those who want to lead change with the tools and practices they 

need to lead change?’  
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Careful, thoughtful citizenship education that engages students in the messiness of 

the past, present, and future; that draws on the region’s unique attributes and 

understandings of citizenship; that engages students in relevant, reflective, community-

based action; that permeates their entire university experience; and that pushes students to 

see the world through critical lenses of equity and justice may be a key factor in creating 

a political climate for reasoned, rational, responsible political discourse, and help to 

reshape the way Atlantic Canada is seen in the broader Canadian story.  
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Appendix A – Research Protocols 

The following documents were provided to programs and/or to individual 
participants to help explain their participation in the project. 
 

Research protocols 
 
Project Title:  Have Not No More: Educating for Civic Engagement at 

Atlantic Canadian Universities. 
 
Principal Investigator: Sarah King, PhD Candidate, Faculty of Education, 

University of New Brunswick, 506-292-8793, 
sking@unb.ca.  

 
Supervisors: Dr. Alan Sears, Professor, Faculty of Education, University 

of New Brunswick, 506-453-5178, asears@unb.ca 
 Dr. Melissa White, Professor, Faculty of Education, 

University of New Brunswick, 506-453-3545, 
Melissa.white@unb.ca  

 Dr. Judy Roy, Associate Dean, Faculty of Business, 
University of New Brunswick, 506-458-7307, jroy@unb.ca 

 
 

 
 The following are tentative guidelines, which will help structure the research 
project as outlined in this proposal. Here, I must acknowledge the generosity of the 
Carnegie Foundation, specifically Dr. Anne Colby, who was lead researcher on a project 
culminating in Educating Citizens (2003). Dr. Colby most generously shared some of the 
research protocols she and her team used in their study of college campuses in the United 
States and their commitment to moral and civic development of undergraduate students. I 
have based my focus group and interview protocols on their work. The World Café 
guidelines below are drawn heavily from Juanita Brown’s (2001) PhD dissertation, The 
World Café: Living Knowledge Through Conversations that Matter.  With thanks to these 
scholars, the protocols below are designed to generate conversational data that will allow 
me to respond to the research questions outlined above, and contribute to a discussion on 
post-secondary education and civic engagement in Atlantic Canada. 

 
World Café 

 
World Café allows participants to engage in conversation around questions that 

matter. I will conduct a World Café dialogue at each institution I visit in the course of 
this research project, asking the same question in each: How does this university respond 
to the needs of the community?  
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The World Café dialogues used in this proposed study will be an opportunity for 
open, non-hierarchical discussion, where administrators, faculty, staff, and students at 
each institution and program are invited to share their thoughts on the question together 
in an open, semi-structured way. While the focus of this research study is a specific 
program at each of four institutions, it may be necessary to move beyond the program’s 
participants in order to get a fuller picture of the program’s impact. In particular, I hope 
to speak with administrators of the institution of which each program is a part in order to 
understand the role each program occupies within its respective institution. 

When participants enter the World Café the room is set with café style tables, 
each covered in Kraft or butcher paper, with room for 4-6 participants at each table. In 
some cases, hosts of World Café dialogues create an atmosphere that more closely 
resembles a café, including treats, tea, coffee, etc. Participants are invited to choose a 
table, and the host of the event (in this case, me as the researcher) will explain the process 
of the dialogue, and invite participants to begin to ponder the question for the session. 
Participants are invited to use the paper on the tables to take notes, doodle, and capture 
the discussion that happens in their groups. 

After participants are given some time to discuss in their small groups, one 
member of the group is asked to remain at the table to maintain continuity between 
groups. The other members of the groups are asked to split up and form new 
conversations groups at other tables. Once seated, the host at the table provides a brief 
overview of the previous group’s discussion, and I will invite the participants to build 
upon previous discussions and notes and continue with a new conversation, again, using 
the paper on the tables to document their conversation. 

After a set number of “rounds” (dependent on time and number of participants, 
but usually 3-4), I will ask the hosts at each table to present the notes, drawings, etc. from 
their tables to the group and to summarize the overall discussion.  

The data I collect from the World Café discussions – the completed notes from 
each table, and audio recordings of conversations – will be used to provide a benchmark 
of what each program/institution is doing in their communities, and to solicit participants 
for future conversations. At the end of each World Café dialogue, I will ask for interested 
individuals who wish to participate in focus groups and/or individual interviews to 
continue conversation on the subject. As well, through my observations during the 
dialogue, I may identify and approach individual participants and request their 
participation in these subsequent conversations. 

 
Focus Groups 

 
Kamberlis and Dimitriadis (2011) define focus groups as “collective 

conversations” (in Denzin & Lincoln, p. 545). While the World Café dialogues will be 
composed of a heterogeneous group of participants from across the institution/program, 
the focus groups I conduct as part of this research project will be homogeneous groupings 
of representatives from each of the groups (administrators, faculty members, staff, and 
students). Drawing extensively from the Carnegie Foundation researchers’ protocols, the 
following is a draft introduction for the focus groups I will conduct: 
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Hello and welcome. Thank you for taking the time to talk with me about your 
experiences as a student/faculty member/administrator here at [Insert 
Program Name]. My name is Sarah King and I am a PhD candidate from the 
University of New Brunswick. This focus group is a component of the 
research project I am completing for my PhD program and dissertation. I will 
be taking notes on what is discussed in this focus group today, and recording 
our conversation for me to review later. I will not be sharing this tape with 
anyone outside my dissertation committee and I will keep what you say 
confidential. I would urge you, also, to keep the conversations had within this 
group confidential. I will be reporting on the discussion in my research, so I 
will write about themes and conclusions of the discussion and I will use 
specific comments as examples to illustrate my descriptions of the themes that 
come out of the discussion. But I won’t link anyone’s name with a particular 
comment or position on an issue, either to anyone here at [insert program 
name] or in the more public reports of my research. 
 
I want to hear about what students/faculty members/administrators here think 
about the things that [insert program name] does in its efforts to promote 
student learning and development, specifically in the field of civic 
engagement, what you see as the strengths and weaknesses of those efforts, 
and what your experience with them has been. 
 
I would like to ask you to keep confidential any comments you hear in our 
discussion. It is ok to tell other people about a general topic that came up and 
what people thought about it in general. It is very important, though, that you 
not mention anyone’s name or attribute any particular remark to any person 
in the group. I hope that keeping the conversation confidential will make 
everyone feel comfortable being completely candid in their answers to my 
questions. 
 
My role here is to ask questions and listen, but don’t talk only to me. I want to 
encourage you to talk to each other about the issues that I raise. I will be 
moving us along from one question to the next so we can get to everything, 
but I hope to act as a facilitator to conversation rather than an interrogator. 
 
Let’s start by going around the room with very short answers to the first 
question just so we can be sure to hear from everybody, and then we can be 
more interactive after that. 
 
So, let’s go around and each give a short answer to this question: How does 
this program promote civic engagement? 
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Following this short introduction and introductory question, I will facilitate conversation 
amongst focus group members around the following questions: 

• What opportunities for experiential learning does the program offer? 
• How does the program employ service learning or allow opportunities for 

community service? 
•  What types of interdisciplinary learning does the program promote? 

 
To conclude the focus group, I will again ask participants to each respond to one final 
prompt, asking them to share their experiences in the program, and to provide any other 
comments they wish to make regarding their program’s commitment to civic 
engagement.  
 

Interviews 
 

 In order to reach as many participants as possible, and remain sensitive to the 
needs and comfort levels of those who might wish to participate in my research, I also 
plan to conduct individual interviews. In particular, I would like to speak individually 
with administrators in each program and at each institution.  In addition to the types of 
questions asked during focus groups, the following are questions I would like to 
specifically ask these individual interview participants. 

• To what extent are efforts to promote civic engagement part of the coursework or 
curriculum and to what extent are they extracurricular? 

• How does this program pursue the academic goals of civic engagement? What do 
you mean by this and how does it translate into coursework and other educational 
approaches? 

• Do you believe that these activities really change students in ways that wouldn’t 
otherwise happen? How do you know? Can you give any examples? 

• Have any of the programs designed to promote civic engagement been assessed? 
• Do you maintain contact with alumni around these issues? 
• Have you encountered any criticism of the approach you and others at [insert 

program name] have taken, and if so, what is your own opinion regarding those 
criticisms? 

• Does your approach to civic engagement rest on explicit theoretical assumptions 
about what responsible civic engagement is and how it develops? Have you 
written about this or do you draw on particular writings by others that lay out 
these assumptions? 

• Do faculty members talk to each other about their teaching? Is there interest in the 
scholarship of teaching at [insert program name]? 

• What else do you think we need to know in order to have a full picture of what 
[insert program name] is doing to promote civic engagement? 

 
While these questions seem prescriptive, it is my goal to maintain the practice of 

conversational inquiry during these interviews and allow the questions to be a guide 
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towards more natural, organic conversations with participants. Interviews may also be 
conducted to follow up with individuals identified during the World Café dialogues 
and/or focus groups.  

 
  



 
 

298 

Letter to Program Director 
 
Project Title:  Have Not No More: Educating for Civic Engagement at 

Atlantic Canadian Universities. 
 
Principal Investigator: Sarah King, PhD Candidate, Faculty of Education, 

University of New Brunswick, 506-292-8793, 
sking@unb.ca.  

 
Supervisors: Dr. Alan Sears, Professor, Faculty of Education, University 

of New Brunswick, 506-453-5178, asears@unb.ca 
 Dr. Melissa White, Professor, Faculty of Education, 

University of New Brunswick, 506-453-3545, 
Melissa.white@unb.ca  

 Dr. Judy Roy, Associate Dean, Faculty of Business, 
University of New Brunswick, 506-458-7307, jroy@unb.ca 

 
 
 Dear Program Director: The purpose of this letter is to request your permission to 
conduct a research study with students, faculty, and administrators in the [insert 
program name] This research aims to discuss pedagogical practices and program 
characteristics which prepare students in this program to participate as active, engaged 
citizens of their communities. 
 
Research Procedures: Drawing on the tradition of conversational inquiry, I would like 
to engage participants in various forms of conversation to discuss their experiences with 
your program. In particular, I would like to conduct a World Café-style discussion with a 
range of participants where we will discuss the question: “How is this university 
responsive to the needs of the community?” From these discussions, I would like to 
identify interested individuals to participate in focus groups and/or individual interviews. 
These conversations can be scheduled during a mutually agreeable time. Individual 
commitment time for participants will vary depending on which conversations they 
participate in, however, the maximum time necessary to participate in all three 
conversations (World Café, focus group, and individual interview) would be less than 
three hours. Each individual conversation should last approximately one hour. 
 
Confidentiality: Because an appreciative inquiry framework informs this research, the 
focus will be on the contribution this program makes to the field of civic and community 
engagement. As such, studies based on the research data collected will refer to the 
program and institution, but not to specific individuals associated with them. All 
participants will be given a code number and no names will appear in any research 
documents, including transcription of conversations. All documents will be kept in a 
locked filing cabinet. This research will comply with the Tri-Council Policy Statement on 
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Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans, and all those working with the research 
documents (including transcriptionists) will sign a confidentiality agreement. The 
research gathered during this project will be used for my doctoral dissertation and 
presented at conferences, and in scholarly articles. In all of these publication avenues, 
confidentiality of individual participants will be maintained. 
 
Contact for concerns about the rights of research participants: The plan for this 
study has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board at the University of New 
Brunswick and is on file as REB 2015-005. The supervisory committee for the 
researcher’s doctoral program, and the Graduate Academic Unit of Education at the 
University of New Brunswick have also approved this research. A copy of the Certificate 
of Ethics Approval from the University of New Brunswick is attached to this letter. If you 
wish to contact someone not associated with this study to ask questions or raise concerns 
please contact Dr. David Wagner, Associate Dean, Faculty of Education, UNB, 
dwagner@unb.ca, 506-447-3294.  
 
With your approval, I would like to begin working with you to secure the participation of 
students, faculty, and administration in your program. I would, of course, be pleased to 
provide further information or answer any questions you might have about the study. I 
can be contacted at the phone number or email listed above. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
 
Sarah King 
PhD Candidate, UNB 
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Letter to Participants 
Dear Participant, 
 
 The purpose of this letter is to invite you to provide your consent for your 
participation in an important research study. The focus of this work is to look at how 
Cape Breton University’s Bachelor of Arts in Community Studies (BACS) program 
engages with practices known to contribute to civic and community engagement. BACS 
has a stated commitment to citizenship and civic education, and this study aims to 
highlight some of the work being done in the program. 
 
 The research will be done through a series of conversations. First, a Global Café 
style discussion will bring together teachers, students, and administrators in the program 
to discuss how BACS is responsive to the needs of the community. Following that 
discussion, smaller focus groups will be held, with homogenous groupings of students 
and faculty to discuss your experiences in the program in the context of civic 
engagement. Finally, interested individuals could be invited to participate in one-on-one 
interviews to further explore particular themes. You are welcome to participate in any or 
all of these opportunities.  
 
 I have attached an information sheet that answers some of the questions you may 
have. If you have any further questions about this work, you may call me, Sarah King, at 
506-292-8793, or you can contact me by email at sking@unb.ca. The plan for this study 
has been reviewed for its adherence to ethical guidelines, has been reviewed by the 
Research Ethics Board of the University of New Brunswick and is on file as REB 2015-
005. The supervisory committee for the researcher’s doctoral program, the Graduate 
Academic Unit of Education at the University of New Brunswick, and the Research 
Ethics Board at this institution have also reviewed and accepted this research. If you wish 
to contact someone not associated with this study to ask questions or raise concerns 
please contact Dr. David Wagner, Associate Dean, Faculty of Education, UNB, 
dwagner@unb.ca, 506-447-3294.  
 
 I look forward to your cooperation and hope you will find your participation in 
this study interesting and engaging. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Sarah King 
PhD Candidate 
Faculty of Education 
University of New Brunswick 
Fredericton, NB E3B 5A3 
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SOME QUESTIONS THAT YOU MIGHT HAVE ABOUT THE STUDY 
 

Q: Do I have to participate? 
A: No, and you may withdraw from the study at any time if you do decide to participate. 
 
Q: What exactly is involved? 
A: You will be asked to participate in any or all of a number of conversations about 
BACS’s commitment to civic education.  Through large and small group conversations, 
and individual interviews, this research will explore how BACS contributes to the civic 
life of its community through the pedagogical and co-curricular practices it fosters. 
 
Q: How long will it take? 
A: Individual commitment time will vary depending on which conversations you 
participate in, however, the maximum time necessary to participate in all three 
conversations (World Café, focus group, and individual interview) would be less than 
three hours. 
  
Q: What are the benefits to participating in your study? 
A: This study is an opportunity for you to participate in an investigation that could raise 
the profile of BACS in the academic community. Research on Atlantic Canadian 
universities and their connection to community has not yet been undertaken, and this 
project will promote BACS work to the broader academic community. By discovering 
what successful programs are already doing, it is hoped that other programs will follow 
the example set by programs like BACS to improve the relationship between Atlantic 
Canadian universities and communities. 
 
Q: What are the risks? 
A: There are no real risks.  
 
Q: Will my information be kept confidential? 
A: Yes. The information collected will be used for research purposes only. The program 
being researched will be identified in publications stemming from this research, but you 
will not be identified individually by name when information is analyzed or in any 
findings that come from the study.  
 
If you have any further questions about this work, you may call me, Sarah King, at 506-
292-8793, or you can contact me by email at sking@unb.ca. The plan for this study has 
been reviewed by the University Research Ethics Board of the University of New 
Brunswick and is on file as REB 2015-005. The supervisory committee for the 
researcher’s doctoral program, and the Graduate Academic Unit of Education at the 
University of New Brunswick have also approved this research. If you wish to contact 
someone not associated with this study to ask questions or raise concerns please contact 
Dr. David Wagner, Associate Dean, Faculty of Education, UNB, dwagner@unb.ca, 506-
447-3294. 
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Consent Form 
 
Title of project:  Have Not No More: Educating for Civic Engagement at 

Atlantic Canadian Universities 
 
Researcher: Sarah King, PhD Candidate, Faculty of Education, 

University of New Brunswick 
 
 
CONSENT: 
 
I, ________________________________________________________,  
 (please print your name) 
 
consent to participate in this study, as it is described in the information that has been 
provided to me and subject to the conditions of confidentiality laid out there. 
                    
 
 
Your signature: Date: 

 
 
 

 
Thank you very much. 

 

 

 

  

If you would like a summary of the results of this research, please provide your mailing 

address below: 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_________________________ 
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Appendix B – Educating Citizens Research Protocols 

These protocols were generously shared with me by Dr. Anne Colby, lead 
researcher for the Carnegie Foundation’s Educating Citizens research team. They 

have shaped the approaches and methods for this study. 
 

Intro for focus groups: 

Good morning and welcome.  Thank you for taking the time to talk with us about your 
experiences as a student/faculty member here at #####.  My name is Anne Colby/Tom 
Ehrlich and I am co-directing the Carnegie Foundation study of undergraduate moral and 
civic development (?).  Jason Stephens/Liz Beaumont is a graduate student at Stanford 
who is working on this project and he/she will also be taking part in our meeting today.  
S/he will be taking notes on what people are saying, so that we can review the themes and 
issues without transcribing the whole tape of the discussion. 
 
We want to hear about what students/faculty here think about the things that ##### does 
in its efforts to promote student learning and development in various areas, what you see 
as the strengths and weakness of those efforts, and what your experience with them has 
been.  
 
We are tape recording the session because we don’t want to miss any of your comments, 
so we will need to speak clearly in order for the tape to be audible.  Please speak up and 
talk one at a time.     
 
We will not be sharing this tape with anyone outside our immediate research team, and 
we will keep what you say confidential.  We will be reporting on the discussion in our 
research, so we will write about themes and conclusions of the discussion and we will use 
specific comments as examples to illustrate our descriptions of the themes that come out 
of the discussion.  But we won’t link anyone’s name with a particular comment or 
position on an issue, either to anyone here at ##### or in the more public reports of our 
research. 
 
We would also like to ask each one of you to keep confidential any comments you hear in 
our discussion.  It is ok to tell other people about a general topic or issue that came up 
and what people thought about it in general.  It is very important, though, that you not 
mention anyone’s name or attribute any particular remark to any person in the group.  We 
hope that keeping the conversation confidential will make everyone feel comfortable 
being completely candid in their answers to our questions. 
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My role here is to ask questions and listen, but don’t talk only to me.  I want to encourage 
you to talk to each other about the issues that I raise.  I want to cover a lot of questions, 
so I will be moving us along from one question to the next so that we can get to 
everything.  
 
Let’s start by going around the room with very short answers to the first question just so 
we can be sure to hear from everybody, and then we can be more interactive after that. 
 
So, let’s go around and each give a short answer to this question: What is one way that 
you think you have changed since you came to #####? 
 
 
 ##### Faculty Focus Group 
 
 
Special qualities of ##### as they are experienced in practice 
 
I assume that many of you wanted to come to ##### to teach because you saw it as 
having special qualities not present on most other campuses.  I would like to hear from 
you about what you think now that you have been here a while.  Thinking about your 
actual experience rather than about official statements about mission, goals, and so on, 
how different from other campuses do you think ##### is and in what ways is it 
different?   
 
Which of #####’s special features do you feel are most important to the educational 
experience for the students, which best implemented and most effective in reaching 
their goals? 
 
Which aspirations do you feel it has been most difficult for ##### to realize?  Where 
are the difficulties?   
 
Has the outcomes-based approach of ##### made a real difference in the way you 
teach? 
 
URL’s, MLO’s, Core Values, etc. 
 
As an outsider reviewing the written documents that describe what ##### is attempting to 
accomplish, we are impressed with the thoughtfulness of the ULR’s, Academic Core 
Values, Academic Goals, and Major Learning Outcomes but can also find them a little 
overwhelming and hard to keep straight.  There are many statements that refer to 
different levels of the educational enterprise.  What do you take from these and how, if 
at all, do they guide what you do? Are these concepts (or some of them) salient to you 
as you develop your courses and work with students? (Explain.) 
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I noticed that the ULR’s include community participation, ethics, and democratic 
participation.  Could you talk about these 3 ULR’s, what they mean to you, how or 
whether they play a role in your teaching, and what impact you think they have on 
students? 
 
I understand that the community participation ULR is generally fulfilled through 
participation in one or more service-learning courses.  What percentage of faculty teach 
service learning courses?  Have you used service learning in your courses?  If so, how 
do you feel it worked out? What were the things you found most useful about it and what 
things were disappointing or not so good?  Was the Service Learning Institute helpful?  
Were there other supports provided by the university that made it easier for you to 
integrate service learning into your teaching? 
 
Academic Goals 
 
The main academic goals at ##### include “cross culturally competent citizenship” 
and “ethics, social justice, and care for one another.”  Are these academic goals an 
important part of your experience of being a faculty member here?  
 
 Let’s talk about these one at a time.   
 
What does “cross culturally competent citizenship” mean to you?  Is it something that 
really affects your teaching and how you think about your work more generally? If so, 
how?  
 
Do you consider yourself a politically involved person?  What does that mean to you?  
Is it something you are interested in; something you care about?  Why or why not? 
 
Do you feel that there is pressure here to conform to a particular political stance or 
ideology, either for faculty or for students?  (Describe/explain.) 
 
Ethics, social justice, and care for one another seem to me like 3 related but distinct ideas, 
so let’s take them apart. 
 
What does ethics mean to you?  In what ways do you feel that you can influence the 
moral or ethical development of your students?  Do you feel that you have changed 
morally as a result of your experiences at #####? 
 
Do you agree or disagree with this statement: “Some people are more moral than 
others.”  (Discuss, explain reasons for positions.) 
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What do you mean by social justice?  Is it something that is particularly salient in the way 
that you approach your work?  If so, in what ways?  Is increasing you students’ 
concern for social justice a conscious goal for you as you pursue your work here? 
 
What about “care for one another?”  Do you think that people here do care for one 
another?  More so than at other places?  How does that get played out?  Give examples.  
Have you ever been disappointed to find that people don’t always seem to care for one 
another here?  Give examples.  
 
Campus climate 
 
Thinking just about the students for the moment, can you make any broad generalizations 
about what they care about or value, what they are like, what the “peer culture” is like? 
What do you think are the positive and negative features of the peer culture?  Are 
there several different subgroups here?  If so, how would you describe them?  
 
Do you think that students often change in important ways while they are here?  In 
ways that wouldn’t happen on a more traditional campus?  (How; why?) 
 
I would like to talk about the kinds of relationships that students have with faculty 
members here.  Do you think that the faculty here approach their work and their students 
in a way that is different from faculty at other places? 
 
I know that diversity is said to be especially valued here. Are issues of race, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, and other aspects of diversity dealt with directly?  If so, how?  If 
not, do they come up indirectly?  If so, how? 
 
Culture/scholarship of teaching 
 
Do faculty members talk to each other about their teaching?  If so, how does that 
typically happen, in what kinds of settings, etc.?  Do they share course outlines and 
syllabi; do they visit each other’s classes?  
 
Do some faculty members document and share their approaches to teaching, either 
within ##### or across institutions?  Is there interest in this kind of thing (what Lee 
Shulman calls “the scholarship of teaching”) at #####?  

 
Interview questions 

 
Moral and civic development 
What do you think are the most important elements of #####’s efforts to affect 
students’ moral and civic development?   
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Do you think these efforts are understood by and engaging to students? faculty? 
 
Core Values and Academic Goals 
What are the mechanisms ##### uses to ensure that the core values and academic 
goals are salient for faculty? For students?  
 
Hiring and promotion 
Are these concerns taken into account when you are hiring or promoting faculty?  If so, 
how is that done?  What do you see as the pitfalls of trying to take these concerns into 
account? 
 
Impact on students 
Do you believe that these activities really change students in ways that wouldn’t 
otherwise happen?  How do you know?  Can you give any examples?  Is there anything 
that makes you think that these will be lasting changes? 
 
Have any of the programs designed to promote moral and civic development been 
assessed?  If so, how?  Is there any research evidence that suggests that the programs 
have a significant impact on students?  Have there been ways to separate the effect of the 
educational experiences from the selection effect that a distinctive campus like ##### 
must have? 
 
(Do you maintain any contact with alumnae around these issues, have any way of 
knowing whether they see the programs as having had a lasting impact on their lives?) 
 
Theoretical assumptions 
Does #####’s approach to student development rest on explicit theoretical assumptions 
about what responsible citizenship or morally mature character are and how they 
develop?  Has anyone written about these theoretical assumptions, either here or 
elsewhere?  If so, do you think that these conceptual frameworks affect what actually 
happens programmatically? 
 
Difficulties, trade-offs, criticisms 
What have the big challenges and difficulties been in pursuing particularly the moral 
and civic aspects of your agenda?  What have seemed like the biggest successes?   
 
What have the costs of this emphasis been; have there been trade-offs such that some 
other things had to be made a lower priority? 
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Have you encountered any criticism of your approach and what is your own opinion 
regarding those criticisms? 
 
Campus climate 
How would you describe the key features of the moral culture or climate on campus? 
(Talk about both positive and negative features.) Do you think the campus is a 
community?  If yes, in what sense and what makes you think so?  What are the areas in 
which further growth is needed? Are there subgroups or subcultures that are distinct?  
How would you describe them and how do they relate to each other? 
 
Are there some inconsistencies between espoused values and actual practices that an 
astute observer might notice? (Describe particular examples.) 
 
Do you feel that there are negative influences of the general culture beyond the campus 
that are in evidence here (e.g. consumerism, political alienation)?  If so, do you have 
ways of addressing/dealing with them?  Do these ways of dealing with them seem to be 
effective? 
 
Cross-program communication  
Do people running different programs with related aims communicate with each other 
about what they are doing?  Are there formal mechanisms for this or is it more informal?  
Describe. 
 
Are there ways that people running the different programs communicate with people 
doing similar things at other institutions? 
 
Are there ways that the experience you have been having with your programs and 
students in regard to the promotion of moral and civic development can be adopted by 
or translated for use in more traditional campuses?  To what extent do the efforts in 
these areas require the kind of overarching outcomes-based approach to education that 
characterizes #####? 
 
Culture/scholarship of teaching 
Do faculty members talk to each other about their teaching?  If so, how does that 
typically happen, in what kinds of settings, etc.?  Do they share course outlines and 
syllabi; do they visit each other’s classes?  
 
Do some faculty members document and share their approaches to teaching, either 
within ##### or across institutions?  Is there interest in this kind of thing (what Lee 
Shulman calls “the scholarship of teaching”) at #####?  
 
Other 
What else do you think we need to know in order to have a full picture of what ##### is 
doing to promote student moral and civic development? 
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