
The role of leaders in fostering civic engagement and student voice activities: Tales from a 
democratic school 

The concept of ‘civic engagement’ includes the ways that people serve and interact with public 
spaces in their communities and society at large. An emphasis is placed on the “person in the 
public” as young people learn how to exercise individual responsibility for the common good 
(Youniss & Hart, 2005, p. 78).  Research has found that activities that foster student engagement 
can lead to young people increasing their sense of efficacy that they can make a difference in 
their own lives and those of their peers (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Kirshner, O’Donoghue, & 
McLaughlin, 2003). Such civic engagement activities can include student voice initiatives, 
service-learning, and opportunities for community building across the school.  

One of the greatest struggles in civic engagement initiatives is how to encourage and enable such 
activities to occur. Partnerships between teachers and students can be particularly challenging 
due to the power and status distinctions present in school settings. Often adults either perpetuate 
hierarchical relations or assume the other extreme and try to “get out of the way” to allow youth 
to take charge (Camino 2005; Mitra, 2005). This balance is especially tenuous when adults work 
with elementary aged children who are just building the skills to engage meaningfully in 
collaborative partnerships.  

This symposium examines the question: how can school leaders can foster civic engagement 
practice throughout the school? The papers examine aspects of this theme within one elementary 
school: the (perhaps inherent) dilemmas of being a democratic leader, the contexts and 
conditions that impact the promotion of civic-efficacy in children, the relationship between civic 
engagement and inquiry-based practices, and the way in which teachers “sense-make” of their 
leader’s civic-based initiatives. In a time when schools face constant pressure to narrow the focus 
on test scores, the papers provide important lessons on how leaders can maintain a vision of civic 
education despite these strong external pressures.  

The session will be chaired by Dana Mitra, one of the principal investigators of the Dewey 
Research Project. Lisa Kensler, Assistant Professor at Auburn University and an expert in school 
community and leadership, will serve as a discussant.  

Methodology: 

The papers in this symposium are based upon intensive qualitative research at “Dewey 
Elementary School” (all names are pseudonyms.). With 27% of students receiving free or 
reduced lunch, Dewey Elementary is not seen as an advantaged school and it recently did not 
make adequate yearly progress as a part of the mandated student testing. It is, however, situated 
in a high performing district.  

Our research project has developed a series of analyses based on a longitudinal case study design 
intended for the purpose of explanation building (Yin, 1994). We chose a strong example of 
civic engagement in an elementary school for the purpose of identifying the possible types of 
positive youth development outcomes for younger youth. The research sample is based on 
representativeness of the concept of civic engagement (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), rather than 
representativeness of school sites. 

Dewey Elementary School is an example of a “full civic school” (Berman, 2004). It regularly 
engages students in a variety of democratic pedagogies and forums, a rare example for 
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elementary schools in the NCLB era. At Dewey, service-learning is often embedded into 
curricular practice; in advising groups called “Small School Gatherings” (SSGs), students can 
develop connections with caring adults and peers in an alternative social, civic and academic 
network made up of K-5th grade students  and a teacher other than their gradel-level teacher. 
Weekly schoolwide assemblies run by the fifth graders called “All School Gatherings” (ASGs) 
compliment the SSG work and highlight weekly lessons on character development traits by 
giving student awards for exhibiting positive behaviors. The weekly ASG serves as a forum for 
celebrating and validating civic action projects in which students participate in schoolwide 
decision making processes to modify school rules and practices. For example, based on student-
initiated concerns, fifth grade girls worked with school and district lunch officials to add a no-
meat, no-dairy salad to the district wide lunch menu (Serriere, Mitra & Cody, 2010), and first 
graders engaged in a campaign to reduce paper towel wastage that resulted in a significant 
reduction of wastage in both financial and environmental terms.  

Led by a 20-year veteran principal with a strong vision, Ms. S—the principal—is generally at 
hub of relationships and negotiations that uphold the vision of a school that focuses on building a 
“caring community of learners connecting our classrooms to the world outside.” With her 
guidance, the school regularly engages students in a variety of democratic pedagogies and 
forums.  

Data sources. Over the past two and a half years, we have conducted weekly observations of 
school events, including the schools weekly All School Gathering assemblies and the monthly 
Small School Gatherings. The monthly SSG is meant to be a complement to the larger weekly 
ASGs. Of the 35 SSG groups at Dewey Elementary, six groups were each shadowed by two 
members of our research team. In addition to ASG and SSGs, we have observed faculty 
meetings, in-service trainings, and other critical events between students, teachers, 
administrators, and district staff and recorded field notes during our observations with laptop 
computers. We also analyzed the students’ own data including their comments collected during  
data gathering, their Power Points, and photos of students engaged in democratic practices 
through a range of activities.  

Twice a year, we have conducted extensive interviews with groups of students, groups of and 
individual teachers and administrators during the past two and a half years (and we continue to 
collect ongoing data at this school). The recorded and transcribed qualitative data were analyzed 
with a line-by-line analysis and open coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to identify major 
inductive and deductive themes by using NVivo software. Semi-structured protocols during these 
interviews focused on the types of activities occurring and the types of outcomes for youth and 
the school that were emerging. We also survey the teachers annually on their goals and activities 
for their SSG groups. 

Papers:  

Dilemmas of Democratic Leadership 

Michelle Salopek, Jennifer Lane, Roi Kawai, and Dr. Ulrika Bergmark 

Democratic leadership (Woods 2005, 2010) is often spoken of as method of leadership that 
reinforces civic engagement concepts. In practice, the true implementation of such a vision 
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brings tradeoffs between maintaining a strong school vision and allowing for a collaborative 
decision making process. This paper shows how having a strong vision, even and especially a 
democratic one, can cause inevitable tensions. In this paper, we examine ethical dilemmas of 
democratic leadership. Our analysis resulted in the emergent of three themes: dilemma of 
philosophy, dilemma of voice, and dilemma of timeframe. The dilemmas are analyzed through 
the ethical framework of “The best interest of the students” (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2011). 

 
Students asking questions, getting answers:  How inquiry-based reform can foster civic 
engagement 
 
Marcy Milhomme and Stephanie Serriere 
While the ideals of inquiry-based reform and civic engagement lead parallel purposes, their 
relationship is hardly understood. Dewey Elementary maintains deep ties with a local university; 
the elementary school serves as one host site for the university’s Professional Development 
School—an award winning teacher training program that fosters the development of inquiry-
based practice (Copeland, 2003; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999).  This paper examines the 
relationship between inquiry and civic engagement practice. We find that the following concepts 
were important for efforts to enable and foster civic engagement:  (1) Embracing inquiry as it 
arises from teacher and student questions.  (2) Developing layers of inquiry processes that 
incorporate the work of students, teachers and administrators. (3) Scaffolding learners new to the 
process (4) Encouraging parallel leadership concepts of a clear administrative vision and strong 
teacher leadership of pedagogy help to structure inquiry development. We conclude that better 
understanding the principles of democratic and civic engagement relate to inquiry because they 
involve people in finding and answering their own questions and fostering public arenas to work 
collaboratively.  

 

You want me to do what?  Teachers' Translation of Democratic Initiatives 

Kristina Brezicha, Ulrika Bergmark and Dana Mitra 

In this article, we will scrutinize teacher understanding and implementation of new democratic 
initiatives in a school that aims to be a democratic school. In Dewey Small School Gatherings 
(multi-aged advising student groups) were introduced and maintained as a way to forming a 
democratic school. We have chosen to present experiences from three teachers Small School 
Gatherings, due to their extensive teaching experience. The analysis of two years of observation 
in Small School Gatherings resulted in two emerged themes: teacher philosophy and teacher 
engagement. These two themes, we see directly relate to how these three teachers construct their 
Small School Gatherings. Implications for researchers and school leaders regarding creation and 
implementation of new initiatives will be discussed.  

 

Measuring Civic Engagement in Elementary Schools 

Angel Zheng and Jon Niles  
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As a part of our project, we sought to maximize our understanding of student experiences at 
Dewey, including a focus on whether students believed they could make a difference in the 
world—a concept that we call civic efficacy. As a part of this process, we developed a student 
survey that was appropriate for third to fifth graders. This presentation describes the process of 
developing and pilot testing the survey and the significance for future research on civic 
engagement. In particular, we discuss the various lessons we learned as the survey matured into 
an appropriate tool for young students, as well as recent implementation efforts of the survey 
within Park Forest. 

 

Contested Spaces for a ‘Failing’ Elementary School  

Stephanie Serriere and Roi Kawai 

Using a sociocultural framework of “contested spaces,” the authors show how a ‘failing’ 
elementary school reclaimed local discourse by taking political action against top-town 
measures. Contested spaces have broadly defined as a geographically or socioculturally bounded 
space where contestation occurs for political, social, or cultural influence (Aitken, 2001; Hune, 
Li, & Beckett, 2006; Melville, 2010; Purbick, Aulich, & Dawson, 2007).  In our study we frame 
contested spaces with a sociocultural lens similar to the work of Smith and Barker (2000) in an 
educational context and define it as socioculturally constructed spaces where political action is 
taken to influence policy. The data is organized in three descriptive scenarios: 1. The principal 
led parents in brainstorming how they want their school to be, and spurring them to take further 
action. 2. Teachers create a Facebook group called “Democracy in Action” with a corresponding 
call and write-in campaign to protest current political measures. 3. Parents pulled their students 
from taking standardized tests to an extent that merited national news coverage. The analysis 
shows the social and intellectual supports that created a context of confidence in which all 
participants were capable, if not privileged, to act and implications for the civic empowerment 
gap (Levinson, 2010).  
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