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In summer 2006, students participating in the Indiana University –Bloomington seminar came from 9 states and represented diverse academic and socio-cultural backgrounds. We found the students eager to participate in the active intensive learning environment our seminar offered.  

In keeping with TASS guidelines, the goal of our seminar was to provide students with the occasion to read, analyze, discuss, and debate the relevance of civic engagement to the historical and contemporary experiences of African American youth. The course content and instruction were organized to optimize these learning experiences.  Throughout the seminar, students were encouraged to expand their speaking, writing, listening, and critical thinking skills. Students’ comments in the DVD attest to this accomplishment.
Our seminar allowed students to work at a challenging pace, explore topics in depth, and develop new skills while studying topics that students their age often do not have the opportunity to pursue. Students reported that the summer seminar experience gave them a better picture of their own academic abilities and potential, helped them to develop better work and study habits, and refined their educational goals. In this regard, we believe that the seminar enhanced the students’ overall educational experience and sharpened their academic skills. The program’s residential component heightened the seminar experience by providing the opportunity for seminarians to live and socialize with other bright, motivated young people. In this regard, we believe that students developed lasting friendships as they participated together in a true living and learning community. 

During the first two weeks of the seminar, students were introduced to primary source documents and early historical roots framing citizenship for African Americans. We posed three guiding questions to facilitate students’ understandings: What are the implications of historical documents and speeches for African American citizenship? Would it have been possible to put slavery on the road to extinction without also eliminating the nation itself?  How might answers to these questions change the definition of citizenship?  We were pleased to see that students were eager to discuss and debate the merits of a range of documents such as the Mayflower Compact, John Winthrop’s Arbella Sermon, the Declaration of Independence, and Fredrick Douglass’s Fourth of July Oration. This unit’s readings were selected with several objectives in mind. First, to demonstrate the remarkably diverse ways in which thoughtful people have responded to the basic question of what is citizenship. By balancing classic essays and orations, neglected historical documents, and alternative accounts, these readings presented students with new approaches to classic concerns about citizenship and civic engagement.

During the third week of the seminar we focused on the emergence of media in Black and White. Guiding questions for this unit included: What constitutes the political in media messages? What is the role of media, if any, in constructing notions of civic engagement? How have such notions been played out historically? How did African American newspapers change the public conversation about what it means to be a citizen?  One substantive activity involved students working in groups at the Wells Library archives to locate and read media published by the Black and White press. Some examples include the New England Courant (1720s), Freedom’s Journal (1827), Chicago Defender (1930s), The New York Age (1880s), and the Indianapolis Recorder (1880s).  Students found this activity very useful as they gained critical historical insights about the status of “public civic talk” in the African American community. This unit presented readings on which other units were built, defining themes and issues that reappeared in later texts. The context of media accounts of the value of civic engagement to political identity, for example, was introduced as the more particular and peculiar debate within the United States over citizenship rights and who counts as a citizens. This approach added historical flesh to the bones of abstract theory.

In week four, the unit, Media, Messages and Black Youth, focused on three guiding questions: What constitutes the political in media messages? How are media messages framed and received? What impact do they have on students’ perception and behavior? The focus of this unit provided valuable opportunities for students to engage with critical texts such as Danielle Allen’s Talking to Strangers, Anxieties of Citizenship since Brown v. Board of Education and Carlos Cortes’s, The Children are Watching: How the Media Teach about Diversity. The readings introduced here established a background for many of the ideas taken to be essential to a political society. This background provided an alternative frame for the concerns of our political life. It also facilitated the questioning of the basis of our own understandings of society by illustrating how media messages can limit and expand knowledge about citizenship.  

Week five was designed with the following basic question in mind: What is the relationship between talking about citizenship and doing citizenship? In this unit, our goal was to demonstrate the remarkably diverse ways in which thoughtful people have responded to the essential question of what is civic engagement?  Students had the opportunity to participate in a congressional hearing simulation on the issue of immigration. The instructional scenario placed students in the “world” of Congress where students were able to test out their understanding of the topic. Students experienced the reality of the scenario and gathered meaning from it.  This strategy fits well with the principles of constructivism. Simulations promote the use of critical and evaluative thinking. The ambiguous or open ended nature of a simulation encourages students to contemplate the implications of a scenario. 
Finally, we believe that students learned a great deal about civic engagement, African American youth and the media. We believe further that they are now in a stronger position to answer portions of the splendid question that Jeffrey Hart raises in his book Smiling Through the Cultural Catastrophe: Toward the Revival of Higher Education. Hart argues that a student educated in the liberal arts should be able to “recreate western civilization if need be.” Although, we are mindful that civic engagement is a life-long learning experience, we are convinced that the thirteen young women enrolled in our seminar this summer are better prepared for their future in America. The final week of the seminar offered the opportunity for students to design a capstone project to showcase the knowledge, skills, and dispositions gained from their experience. As part of this report, we have included a DVD recording of the Town Hall meeting that students organized and presented on the last day of the seminar. As the DVD illustrates, the students had a wonderful and powerful intellectual experience.
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