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Like Hindy Lauer Schachter (1998),
Stephen Leonard (1999) warns

that scholars who favor the APSA
Task Force on Civic Education's
goal of educating for an active citi-
zenry should study past failures to
achieve this aim. Both urge learning
from earlier disciplinary attempts at
civic education in order to avoid
repeating previous mistakes.

Schachter and Leonard draw dif-
ferent conclusions from the past.
Schacter believes earlier failures to
instill civic norms should "spur us on
to one more try" (635). Leonard,
however, contends the effort will be
"'pure futility and waste.'"1 For that
reason, I concentrate on his analysis.

We should study our discipline's
history. Knowledge of the past im-
proves understanding of the present.
Albert Somit and Joseph Tanen-
haus2 observed that American politi-
cal scientists were ignorant of the
discipline's history, and that they
"have paid a heavy price in time,
effort, and controversy for their fail-
ure to attend more closely to their
past" (1967, 3).3

That said, two caveats should be
noted. First, the past docs not auto-
matically reveal itself. Historical
facts have to be selected, sorted, and
explained, and careful selection of
some facets of the past—along with
even more careful passing over of
others in silence—can create a dis-
torted interpretation of yesterday.
Second, writers can draw very differ-
ent conclusions from the past's les-
sons. Leonard's pessimism regarding
previous disciplinary efforts to instill
civic norms is neither the only nor
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the best assessment of what the past
has to teach.

Leonard makes two major points.
First, even though many political
scientists sympathize with the ideal
of civic education, absent "compel-
ling reasons" for acting on these
good intentions, we will witness an-
other failure akin to those following
earlier calls for great civic education
efforts. Second, success in political
science departments, as is true
throughout academe, comes to re-
searchers and, in lesser measure,
trainers of graduate students.

The crux of Leonard's argument is
brutally simple: "How far will excel-
lence in civic education get you
when you are trying to get hired,
tenured, and promoted? . . . If you
want to get ahead in academic polit-
ical science, you don't spend your
time engaging in 'civic education.'
You spend it on research. The re-
wards for excellence in civic educa-
tion are few, far between, and little
coveted; the rewards for publication
are many, immediate, and so—for
many academics—highly significant."

As Leonard sees it, the Task
Force faces an impossible task in
these "publish or perish" times. Be-
cause research and publication are
so highly valued and well rewarded,
"any disciplinary rededication to
civic education will have to await a
monumental reconstruction of
American academic culture."

Perhaps. But consider this: Trends
in enrollments in political science
courses and majors in our depart-
ments are not favorable (Mann
1999). Moreover, young people are
manifesting less and less interest and
engagement in politics (Bennett
1996, 1998), possibly because declin-
ing civic education in schools has
left them less and less prepared to
be active citizens (see Janowitz
1983).

Fewer students mean fewer jobs
in higher education. Academic ad-
ministrators pay close attention to

data on enrollments/majors, and de-
partments experiencing declining
student FTEs are not likely to in-
crease, or even maintain, faculty
slots. Anyone who has been reading
the APSA's recent reports on aca-
demic job placements is aware of
the daunting prospects facing new
Ph.D.s (Mann 1997, 1998; Mann and
Yin 1999; Yin 1998).

Leonard should be careful what
he asks for. He may get a discipline
that turns its back on civic educa-
tion, and then finds its initiates fac-
ing crimped job prospects. If depart-
ments cannot place their Ph.D.s in
suitable jobs, a major reason for
keeping graduate programs disap-
pears. There arc already moves in
some states to curtail the number of
departments offering doctoral de-
grees, and one wonders why we
would adopt a tactic that might ex-
acerbate those pressures.

Happily, Leonard need not get
what he asks for. His assumption of
an incompatibility between research
and civic education is wrong. Con-
sider just two names: Charles E.
Merriam and M. Kent Jennings.
Both are past presidents of the
American Political Science Associa-
tion. Moreover, both are connected
with major research projects explor-
ing civic education cum political so-
cialization. Jennings' four-decade-
long analysis of the high school
senior class of 1965 and their par-
ents continues to this day (sec, e.g.,
Jennings 1987; Jennings and Markus
1984; Jennings and Niemi 1974,
1981; Jennings and Stoker 1999).

It is Merriam, however, to whom I
wish to turn, for his contributions to
civic education occurred during the
period that Leonard and Schachter
cover, as Leonard concedes in a
note. In spite of or because of his
commitment to scientism (Merriam
1970; Somit and Tanenhaus 1967,
110-30), Merriam probably did
more for civic education and schol-
arly research on the topic than any
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other scholar of the 1920s and 1930s
(Merriam 1931, 1934). Beyond his
own scholarship, Merriam organized
the multivolume Civic Training series
that would, along with New Aspects
of Politics, be the inspiration for
Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba's
seminal The Civic Culture (1963, vii).
When one adds his years as a Chi-
cago city alderman and his record of
training graduate students, Merriam
becomes a "triple threat" in the
academy's rotation of research,
teaching, and service.

Jennings' and Merriam's careers
do not invalidate the observation
that calls for greater emphasis on
civic education by APSA committees
between 1908 and 1922 failed to halt
the discipline's increasing emphasis
on research and graduate training.
As do other social science disci-
plines (see Bell 1982; Ross 1990),
political science resonates with de-
velopments in higher education and
society. It was, for example, the pub-
lic's declining political engagement
during the first third of the twenti-
eth century that motivated APSA's
members to worry about civic educa-
tion (Kleppner 1982; McGerr 1986).
One can also read the report of the
Association's Committee for the Ad-
vancement of Teaching (1951),
which Leonard rightly believes but-
tressed the status quo, as reflecting
broader tendencies in American so-
ciety.4

Jennings and, especially, Merriam
illustrate an important point. One
can combine interest in civic educa-
tion with a rich career in political
science, including recognition by
one's peers as a preeminent scholar.
Moreover, as pressures build for
more involvement in teaching and
community service, what better way
for a political scientist to meet these

demands than by taking part in civic
education.

Permit me, in closing, to make
several disparate points. First, do
not assume that if political scientists
eschew civic education nothing of
the sort will be done. A number of
projects fostering civic education are
already under way, some of them by
educators with agendas that many
political scientists will find odd (e.g.,
Cogan and Derricott 1998). Others,
while marginally controlled by politi-
cal scientists, focus on what is called
"service learning," which is very lit-
tle different from the experiential
learning programs endorsed by early
APSA committees that are now
viewed as failures (e.g., Battistoni
and Hudson 1997). Efforts at civic
education will proceed with or with-
out our involvement. I leave it to my
disciplinary colleagues to decide
which option is preferable.

Second, sooner rather than later
someone will point to past studies
showing little or no payoff from civic
education as a reason for eschewing
the Task Force's project. One can
readily point to several studies show-
ing little or no benefits derived from
taking social studies/political science
courses in high school or college
(e.g., Langton and Jennings 1968;
Somit, Wilke, and Cooley 1958).

Before we decide, however, that
there is no evidence that social stud-
ies/political science courses contrib-
ute to civic education, we would do
well to read Richard Niemi and
Jane Junn's recent book (1998). In a
sophisticated analysis of the topic,
Niemi and Junn conclude that civic
education courses palpably contrib-
ute to young people's understanding
of public affairs. We need more re-
search on how young people learn
and we need to apply improved un-

derstanding of the psychology of
learning to designing more effective
civic education experiences. Niemi
and Junn show that such efforts will
pay dividends.

There are some important things
that political scientists committed to
civic education should do. We must
include educators from prccollegiate
levels in our efforts. The Task Force
includes Mary Hepburn, an expert
on precollegiate education. I urge
the Task Force to bring more of
these folks onboard. If we do not
involve precollegiate educators in
planning civic education projects, we
ought not be surprised if they do not
"buy in" to proposals we make.

If we really want to improve civic
education in primary and secondary
schools, political scientists will have
to get involved in education at these
levels. The Task Force is establish-
ing a network of institutes of gov-
ernment and political science de-
partments that have current and
emerging programs in civic educa-
tion, and will also work to alter the
academy's reward structure to make
civic education an attractive profes-
sional pursuit. Like its critics, the
Task Force is reading history and
trying to avoid earlier mistakes.

Finally, political scientists should
lobby state legislators to tighten
standards for certifying teachers of
government/political science. Cur-
rently, many who teach what pass
for government/political science
courses in primary and secondary
schools have almost no collegiate
training in political science. Is it ask-
ing too much of our colleagues to
urge that they take some time to
influence a governmental process if
the result enhances the discipline?
After all, lobbying is worth a line on
a vitae.

Notes

I. As Leonard acknowledges, the phrase is
from William Bennett Munro's 1427 APSA
Presidential Address. Leonard's rendering of
Munro's assertion is troublesome. Leonard
has Munro assert that previous disciplinary
efforts at civic education were "pure futility
and waste." That, however, is not what
Munro meant. Munro wrote that money
spent on "campaigns for the promotion of
better citizenship" in the absence of scientific

methods to improve understanding of politics
was wasted (1928, 7). Munro cautioned that
naivete should be avoided, not scientifically
grounded training for citizenship.

2. According to Leonard, Somit and Tanen-
haus' account of the discipline's formative
years is "still without rivals" (Leonard 1999,
note 1).

3. I wish that Somit and Tanenhaus' en-
deavor had changed things, but it did not.

The recent publication of essays on the disci-
pline's past suggests that all may not be lost
(Farr and Seidelman 1993; Farr, Dryzek,
and Leonard 1995; Lindblom 1997; Smith
1997).

4. As Paul Lazarsfeld and Wagner Thielens
Jr. (1958) showed, the typical social scientist
of the early 1950s was not inclined toward
radical reforms.
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