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Civic thinking and civic attitude require values and norms for social togetherness and

social engagement. Service learning and active-citizenship learning are high-impact

pedagogies, well-documented as supporting civic-mindedness and a culture of

democracy sustainably. Though our study is part of a broader research project,

this brief research report already documents the impact of the two pedagogies on

civic-mindedness and students’ democratic awareness. Through a mixed-method

design we implemented a quantitative survey (7 level Likert Scale) of undergraduate

student learning outcomes of service learning with 55 students from the University of

Hawai’i at Mānoa and 41 students practicing active-citizenship learning at Salzburg

University of Teacher Education. We found that the two pedagogies significantly support

students’ democratic awareness and civic attitudes. In addition to the survey, a qualitative

analysis is in progress based on 23 focus group discussions, conducted to detail how

the students experience themselves when they take on social responsibility, e.g., when

they actively participate in improving their society. Our mixed, but narrowly focused,

approach combined with well-established measuring tools and scales is a first study of

how to assess Attitudes, one of the four fundamental principles of the Council of Europe‘s

Competency Model for a Democratic Culture.

Keywords: education for the common good, civic-learning, civic-mindedness, active-citizenship learning,

service-learning, culture of democracy

INTRODUCTION

Growing populism and new challenges posed by an increasingly globalized world of refugee
movements, climate change, pandemics, and other overwhelmingly important issues, make it
necessary to focus on democratic action and make the value of democracy and social equity more
tangible. It is already a basic tenet of higher education that we not only teach discipline skills,
but also critical thinking and other civic skills. The degree to which the value of democracy is
recognized, accepted, and practiced is strongly linked to active participation in society, a sense
of responsibility, and recognition of a moral obligation. Across continents and diverse systems of
education, this insight has been a focus for education for a while.

Finding viable ways of dealing with the need to solve global and local issues have led to an
increased focus on this so-called “third mission” of higher education. Indeed, a United States
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National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic
Engagement in 2012 published a report entitled “A Crucible
Moment: College Learning and Democracy‘s Future—A Call for
Action,” in which the task force stresses the need for a strong
focus on the civic mission of higher education, beyond workforce
preparation. The report argues that,

It is time to bring two national priorities—career preparation
and increased access and completion rates—together in amore
comprehensive vision with a third national priority: fostering
informed, engaged, responsible citizens. Higher education
is a space where that triad of priorities can cohere and
flourish. . . [A] socially cohesive and economically vibrant...
democracy and a viable, just global community require
informed, engaged, open-minded, and socially responsible
people committed to the common good and practiced
in “doing” democracy. In a divided and unequal world,
education... can open up opportunities to develop each
person’s full talents, equip graduates to contribute to economic
recovery and innovation, and cultivate responsibility to a
larger common good. Achieving that goal will require that
civic learning and democratic engagement be not sidelined but
central. Civic learning needs to be an integral component of
every level of education (The National Task Force on Civic
Learning Democratic Engagement, 2012, p. 13–14).

These viewpoints are echoed globally among educators and, as we
will see below, also by the Council of Europe‘s large investment
in addressing education for a democratic culture (Barrett et al.,
2018; Barrett, 2020).

It has become common that universities and educational
institutions take on social responsibility as their third academic
mission (Berthold et al., 2010) in addition to traditional teaching
and research. How they regard this task for their institution, in
what way they tailor learning opportunities, and what answers
and solutions they provide for society is up to the individual
institutions and mirrored in corresponding development plans
of educational institutions (Görason et al., 2009; Carrión García
et al., 2012). Experiential learning programs that can promote
pedagogical skills (Jacoby, 2015) as well as personal development
of students are commonly offered as they can strengthen the work
and learning of students, instructors, and educational institutions
(Wang, 2013; Hwang et al., 2014).

With our current study, we aim to document specifically
how service learning (SL) and active-citizenship learning (ACL)
can promote democratic education and support strengthening
democratic and civic attitudes and associated values, such as
human cultural diversity, democracy, civic-mindedness, social
responsibility, knowledge, and critical understanding of the
self in society. Though there is well-documented evidence
in several meta-analyses and reviews that SL significantly
supports social outcomes (e.g., Giles and Eyler, 1994; Hatcher,
2008; Conway et al., 2009; Bringle and Steinberg, 2010; Celio
et al., 2011; Steinberg et al., 2011; Warren, 2012; Yorio
and Ye, 2012; Moely and Ilustre, 2013) our mixed-methods
design aims to give specific insight into students’ experiences
regarding democratic attitudes and their orientation toward the
common good.

Both SL and ACL pedagogies aim to develop democratic
and intercultural competence. That means that through SL or
ACL students ideally should develop their ability to promote
important values, attitudes, skills, and knowledge to respond
efficiently and appropriately to the demands and opportunities
in democratic and intercultural situations. In SL this can happen
in a multitude of ways, often through participation in existing
programs or with placement at sites in communities as part
of their academic learning, as it does at University of Hawai’i
at Mānoa, whereas in ACL, it can happen in the creation of
the students’ own projects based on community needs, as it
does as practiced at Salzburg University of Teacher Education,
where ACL is implemented in the curriculum for all primary
school teachers. Based on self-regulated learning (Winne and
Perry, 2000) students create and design their own service projects
which represents a personal challenge. They formulate learning
objectives for themselves and the communities they work in, and
apply their projects in socially relevant contexts. ACL strengthens
students’ individual responsibility, when focusing on the public
good and enabling a change of perspective through getting to
know other living environments (Geier, 2018, p. 162).

The purpose of this joint study is not to compare the two
universities and their predominant practices of experiential
pedagogies. The two universities are set in different cultural
and social contexts and the students come from different
disciplines. The study is part of an international, cross-cultural
project to inspire and exchange ideas, and documentation of
how community engaged work plays a major role for learners
as strengthening not only academic, but also pedagogical and
personal skills.

The overall study pursues three scientific research questions
within our mixed-method design. Question 1 is the focus
of this research report. Questions 2 and 3 will be answered
through the ongoing qualitative data analysis from the focus
group discussions.

(1) What roles do teaching and learning pedagogies like SL
and ACL play for civic-mindedness and for strengthening
a culture of democracy in students’ attitudes toward social
responsibility and acting in the public interest?

(2) How do students practice and experience
social participation?

(3) Which key factors in the ACL and SL pedagogies can
support a deeper understanding of social participation?

Civic-Mindedness and the Role of Service
Learning and Active-Citizenship Learning
in Supporting Democratic Awareness
The study of being civic-minded goes back to the American
psychologist, philosopher, and pedagogue John Dewey, who
considered people civic-minded when they had an interest in
and awareness of civic or social responsibility and when they
did their part to promote social welfare (Dewey, 1927). True to
Dewey‘s spirit, Bringle and Steinberg (2010) as well as Hatcher
(2008) define civic-mindedness as a tendency or disposition,
reflected in an orientation toward the common good in the sense
of participating in the community and acting responsibly. In this
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line of thinking, the Council of Europe defines civic-mindedness
as an

attitude toward a community or social group to which one
belongs that is larger than one’s immediate circle of family and
friends. It involves a sense of belonging to that community,
an awareness of other people in the community, an awareness
of the effects of one’s actions on those people, solidarity with
other members of the community and a sense of civic duty
toward the community (Council of Europe, 2016, p. 12).

When students take on a responsibility for society, they can
experience themselves as autonomous social players. Through
participation in their society, they gain experience and develop
their skills as they contribute to the common good. But to
go beyond traditional engagement or volunteering, which is
critically important to do, the key question is how to link
students’ learning experiences with political knowledge, skills and
understanding (Kahne and Westheimer, 2003; Annette, 2005)
so they contribute to a culture of democracy. This would mean
not solely focusing on traditional engagement as implemented
in the common pedagogies of service learning or other forms
of civic engagement. Rather, it would require looking at the
development of democratic values and students’ democratic and
political learning.

As democratic and intercultural competence is regarded as
a key competence of the twenty-first century, it is also crucial
for a sustainable future. Democratic competence includes the
ability to promote important values, attitudes, skills, knowledge
and thinking (Barrett et al., 2018; Barrett, 2020). To be
able to respond efficiently and appropriately to the demands
and opportunities arising from exchanges in democratic and
intercultural situations, attitudes and values are decisive. They
can guide action when applying knowledge and can be viewed
as an element of professional competence (Opalinski and
Scharenberg, 2018). The Council of Europe‘s competence model
for democratic culture is intended to strengthen the democratic
commitment of citizens and enable individuals to participate
in a culture of democracy. It bundles competencies in the
four principles of Values, Attitudes, Skills, and Knowledge and
critical thinking. In our research and analyses, we focus on
the principle of Attitudes, which the model divides into six
groups: (a) Openness to cultural otherness and to other beliefs,
world views and practices, (b) respect, (c) civic-mindedness, (d)
responsibility, (e) self-efficacy and (f) tolerance for ambiguity
(Council of Europe, 2016, p. 11; Barrett et al., 2018).

METHODS

Design
Our overall study is designed as a focused mixed-methods
research project, combining quantitative, and qualitative research
and methods to strengthen conclusions (Creswell, 2008, 2015;
Steinberg et al., 2013; Holzman et al., 2017), give students a
voice, and understand their perspectives of the impact that the
pedagogies of SL and ACL have on a culture of democracy,
especially regarding civic-mindedness and orientation to the
common good.

Sample and Procedure
Before we began our surveys and focus group data collection,
we secured Institutional Review Board approval for human
subject research. To answer our first research question about
what role SL/ACLmight have in strengthening students’ attitudes
toward social responsibility and thereby civic-mindedness and
a culture of democracy, we did a quantitative survey with 55
Hawai’i and 41 Austrian students. It was administered as an
online survey. All students were able to decide voluntarily to
take part in the study. We required students to already work
on a SL or ACL project or have finished it. Individual privacy
was protected. Thus, participants were anonymous and able to
choose to quit the questionnaire at any point. Ninety six students
completed the online survey, all of them undergraduates and
coming from a variety of disciplines, choosing their own projects
within social, cultural, or environmental areas of the societies
and communities.

The Hawai’i sample (n1 = 55) includes 35 female/20 male
with an average age of 24.50 years. The Austrian sample (n2 =

41) includes 37 female/4 male with an average age of 24.97 years.
All students in the Hawai’i sample and 29 of the Austrian sample
reported that they had already finished their projects, whereas 12
Austrian students were still working on them.

Measures
The survey is based on two theoretically grounded and
empirically validated tested scales: the Civic-Minded Professional
Scale, CMP (Hatcher, 2008) and the Civic-Minded Graduate
Scale, CMGS (Steinberg et al., 2011). Both scales are well-suited
to measure civic-mindedness, which is supported by recent
additional evidence regarding the continued relevance of the
CMGS (Bringle et al., 2019). In our study we focus on a subset
of these scales, and we adapt some of the items to be able to apply
the scales for both universities. Additionally, we created a scale
of nine items to study the learning outcomes around “common
good” perceptions and address civic duty, such as attitudes.
This subscale is based on the Framework of Competences for
Democratic Culture defined by the Council of Europe (2016, p.
11). We adapted subsets of the descriptors of this validated model
and added a suitable Likert scale to them. The subscale sheds light
on students’ interest in the public good—whether they are aware
of the needs of the community around them and worry about the
rights or well-being of others in the community. It also focuses on
their own role in the community and the responsibilities, duties
and obligations associated with it, to what extent they feel a sense
of civic duty to the community, and to what extent action is
essential for them for the common good.

Our survey consists of 38 closed questions with a response
format of 7 level Likert Scale (strongly disagree to strongly
agree), some items with negative polarity. Introduction is asking
for some demographic information, including the participants’
status in and level of involvement with SL/ACL projects, and their
gender, age, and majors.

Voluntary Action, based on 3 items from CMP (Hatcher,
2008) and 1 item from CMGS (Steinberg et al., 2011), shows
a coefficient alpha of 0.700 (see Table 1) and comprises items
on being informed of volunteer opportunities and how to
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get involved in the community through volunteering just as
items on bringing people together to address community needs.
Furthermore, there are items on the connection to people who
actively contribute to the community and on the extent to
which SL/ACL can help support knowledge about volunteering.
A sample item of this subscale would be “I feel confident in my
ability to bring people together to address a community need.”

Participatory Civic Skills, based on 4 items from CMP
(Hatcher, 2008), shows a coefficient alpha of 0.760 (see Table 1)
and includes questions on political engagement and citizenship,
social justice, public policy, and being informed about current
events. A sample item of this scale is “I would describe myself
as a politically active and engaged citizen.”

Social Trustee shows a coefficient alpha of 0.789 (see Table 1)
and is based on 1 item from CMP (Hatcher, 2008) and 3 items
from CMGS (Steinberg et al., 2011). It addresses the knowledge
of and sense of responsibility to serve others to improve society
and to achieve purposes beyond self-interest. A sample item is
“I believe that I have a responsibility to use the knowledge that I
have gained to serve others.”

Diversity as a subscale was included with a coefficient alpha of
0.891 (see Table 1) and relates to 3 items from CMGS that are
based on an understanding of the appreciation and sensitivity
of a pluralistic society (Steinberg et al., 2011). It focusses on
the experiences of SL/ACL, for instance interacting with people
who are different (from oneself), and on cultural and ethnic
diversity. A sample item would be “SL/ACL helps me develop
my ability to respond to others with empathy, regardless of
their backgrounds.”

The subscale Behavioral Intentions is based on 3 items from
CMGS (Steinberg et al., 2011) and shows a coefficient alpha of
0.868 (see Table 1). It includes items about students’ intended
behavior in the future, e.g., to stay current with news, to
participate in political activities, or being involved in voluntary
work. A sample item is “Because of SL/ACL I plan to stay current
with the local and national news in the future.”

The subscale Common Good was newly developed by
the authors. This subscale is based on the Framework of
Competences for Democratic Culture (2016, p. 11) adapting
subsets of the descriptors. It addresses the identification and
feeling of belonging to the community. It also takes into account
whether someone is concerned and caring about the rights of
others, committed to helping disadvantaged people, and willing
to take on social responsibility. Additionally, there are items
related to the importance of contributing to a solution to
community needs, having a sense of civic duty, and acting for
the common good. A sample item is “It is important to me
to be able to contribute to a solution in order to respond to
community needs.”

Initially, 10 items were developed based on theoretical
assumptions. To test the factor structure of this scale empirically,
an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted. The sample
size of the present study does not allow testing the factor
structure of all subscales of the questionnaire simultaneously.
This will be a task that has to be completed in future studies.
The results revealed a one-factor structure of the scale. However,
one item (“35/It is not important to me to inform myself

TABLE 1 | Subscales and sample items.

Scale Cronbach’s Alpha Sample item Items

1 - Voluntary

action

0.700 My experiences with

SL/ACL have helped me a

lot about opportunities to

become involved in the

community.

4

2 - Participatory

civic Skills

0.760 I keep very well-informed

about current issues of

social justice.

3

3 - Social trustee 0.789 I feel that my level of

education places an

additional responsibility

upon me to serve others.

4

4 - Diversity 0.891 My experiences in SL/ACL

have helped me realize that I

prefer to work in settings in

which I interact with people

who are different from me.

3

5 - Behavioral

intentions

0.868 Because of SL/ACL I intend

to be involved in volunteer

service in the future.

3

6 - Common good 0.894 Through SL/ACL I feel

concerned and care about

the rights and well-being of

others in society.

9

about the needs of society; reverse coded.”) did not show a
satisfactory communality and factor loading. Therefore, this item
was excluded. A subsequent EFA with nine items exhibited
good values for all items. Again, a clear one-factor structure
for the scale “common good” resulted from the EFA. The
explained variance is 58%. All factor loadings are > 0.72. The
communalities are > 0.52. A consecutive reliability analysis
shows a satisfactory Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.894 (see Table 1).

RESULTS

Results from the survey are reported as summarized, group
data only. For statistical tests, the alpha level of 0.05 was
used. Bivariate correlations were computed to determine existing
relationships between two different variables. The table of
intercorrelations (Table 2) for the Austrian sample shows that
if civic attitude is strongly pronounced and students are civic-
minded, then the subcomponents correlate very strongly. The
intercorrelations for the Hawai’i sample are positive too, showing
a slightly stronger level with higher correlation coefficient than
the Austrian sample.

Since research shows that SL and ACL are high-impact
practices and can play a crucial role supporting students in
living a culture of democracy (Council of Europe, 2016), both
pedagogies have potential to support an inclusive and equitable
quality education (Wang, 2013; Hwang et al., 2014) and can
promote lifelong learning (E3 Project, 2012) as SL/ACL projects
help to engage with problem-solving not only for, but also with,
the community.
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TABLE 2 | Intercorrelations—Pearson‘s correlation.

Voluntary

action

Participatory

civic skills

Social

trustee

Diversity Behavioral

intentions

Common

good

Voluntary action - 0.481** 0.551*** 0.632*** 0.445** 0.617***

Participatory civic

skills

0.657*** - 0.421** 0.343* 0.255 0.434**

Social trustee 0.587*** 0.568*** - 0.645*** 0.698*** 0.545**

Diversity 0.546*** 0.401** 0.764*** - 0.609*** 0.625**

Behavioral

intentions

0.634*** 0.557*** 0.630*** 0.713*** - 0.596***

Common good 0.632*** 0.537*** 0.720*** 0.726*** 0.732*** -

Values above the diagonal: correlations for the PH Salzburg sample.

Values below the diagonal: correlations for the UHM Hawai’i sample.

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

The diagram (Figure 1) shows to what extent SL at the
University of Hawai’i at Mānoa and ACL at University of Teacher
Education in Salzburg support civic-mindedness. It shows that
both pedagogies promote civic-mindedness in various aspects.
The Hawai’i sample even at a slightly stronger level. Regarding
Voluntary Action (Austria: M = 4.70; SD = 0.92; Hawai’i:
M = 5.54; SD = 0.92), the diagram shows that students at
both universities consider themselves being well-informed about
opportunities for volunteers e.g., how they can get involved. They
feel confident, bringing people together to address community
needs or see themselves connected to other active citizens.
Regarding their Participatory Civic Skills (Austria: M = 4.84;
SD = 1.03; Hawai’i: M = 4.89; SD = 1.28), students describe
themselves as politically active and engaged citizens who are
well-informed about current public policy and current events.
In terms of the subscale Social Trustee (Austria: M = 5.01; SD
= 1.13; Hawai’i: M = 5.95; SD = 0.96), students feel that their
education gives them additional responsibility to serve others.
They firmly believe that it matters to achieve goals beyond their
own interest, and they report that they have a responsibility
to use their knowledge to serve others. Considering Diversity
(Austria: M = 4.92; SD = 1.32; Hawai’i: M = 6.11; SD =

0.76), they appreciate their opportunities through SL/ACL to
experience interaction with people different from themselves.
Thus SL/ACL helps value the enrichment of cultural and ethnic
diversity (Bringle et al., 2019) in the community. The connection
to Behavioral Intentions (Austria: M = 3.89; SD = 1.48; Hawai’i:
M = 5.68; SD = 0.92) is positive, though not significant for
the University of Teacher Education in Salzburg (r = 0.309; p
= 0.185—see Table 2). Most Austrian students answered that
they neither agree nor disagree that ACL helps them to keep up
to date with local and national news or they feel motivated to
become a volunteer in the future. But acting for the Common
Good (Austria: M = 5.19; SD = 0.97; Hawai’i: M = 5.99; SD =

0.69) seems to be very important for students at both universities.
It is a worthy goal and desirable for them. Furthermore, students
self-report that SL/ACL helps them to get a deeper feeling
of belonging to and identifying with the community. They
feel concerned about the rights and well-being of others e.g,.
disadvantaged people in the community. They furthermore feel
committed to fulfill responsibilities associated with their role in

the society and agree on having a sense of civic duty to contribute
to solutions.

The left diagram in Figure 2 shows that more than 58% of
the Hawai’i sample and 63% of the Austrian sample agree that
social problems are not too complex for them to solve. Though
the diagram relates to a single item of the survey, it shows
that students are self-efficient and predominantly positive, and
at both programs involve a positive belief in their own ability
to undertake actions which are required to achieve particular
goals, such as solving problems. Because of their SL and ACL
experiences, students self-report that they can have an impact
on community problems, though 18% of the Hawai’i and 17%
of the Austrian sample are neutral in this matter. The diagram
on the right in Figure 2 is even more positive. Based on students’
experiences with these pedagogies, 94% of the Hawai’i and 83%
of the Austrian sample believe they can make a difference in
society. Only 4% of the Hawai’i students and 12% of the Austrian
students are neutral in this question and the rest slightly disagree.
Associated with feelings of self-confidence, this demonstrates that
students believe in their abilities and are positive they can have an
impact on community problems and can contribute to society.

Differences between the samples from the two universities,
give us a deeper understanding of the students’ perspectives.
These perspectives will be further analyzed by integrating
qualitative data and results from the focus group discussions.
Analyses are still in process and therefore not reported in
this article. However, based on the students’ statements in the
discussions and initial results, we expect to find additional
indication that Austrian students are more cautious in evaluating
their contribution to society. One reason for this might be that
ACL is mandatory for all students at the Salzburg University
of Education, where students are explicitly required to create
their own projects. We expect that the qualitative analysis
and our focused mixed-method design will help to explain
these differences.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Within our mixed-method design, we used a survey based
on empirically validated and tested Hatcher’s Civic-Minded
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FIGURE 1 | Service learning and active-citizenship learning to support civic-mindedness in HE.

FIGURE 2 | Students’ perspectives on their problem solving potential and self-efficacy.

Professional Scale (2008) and Steinberg et al. (2011), which
we extended. We subsequently implemented the new subscale
by adapting subsets of validated descriptors of the Reference
Framework of Competences for Democratic Culture (Council
of Europe, 2016; Barrett et al., 2018; Barrett, 2020), linking
these originally validated civic-minded scales with the required
attitudes for the competence for a democratic culture. Our
work connects existing theoretical bodies of research, and for us
constitutes a valuable innovative tool.

Implementing our concept in a learning-outcomes survey
with diverse groups of undergraduate students gave us results
that verify the conclusion that service learning at the University
of Hawai’i at Mānoa and active-citizenship learning at Salzburg
University of Teacher Education significantly support a culture
of democracy at both universities, independent from particular
national and cultural contexts. The Hawai’i sample, even

at a slightly stronger level than the Austrian one. Students
with experiences in these pedagogies have knowledge about
volunteering and are interested in social equity politics and issues
(Kolb and Kolb, 2005). Furthermore, it is important for students
to contribute to their society with their own competencies. They
report they interact and collaborate with people from different
backgrounds and have an awareness of other people and their
impact regarding their own actions. Of course, the validity of self-
reported survey data and small samples must be considered in the
results. Therefore, to provide additional evidence, the survey will
be continued in order to monitor the programs also in the future,
and there will be further analysis of our focus group discussions.

Through taking two well-researched and documented scales
and adding an additional subscale to address a sense of civic
duty and a need to act for the common good, we now
have clear evidence that the pedagogies of service learning
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and active-citizenship learning can contribute to the current
understanding of how higher education can cultivate students’
democratic and civic attitude. Learning through engagement and
social responsibility, as it happens through service learning and
active-citizenship learning, with the words of Steinberg et al.
supports “civic growth of students” (2011, p. 15) and has an
impact on students’ democratic awareness and civic attitude. As
expressed by one of the students in the Hawai’i sample: “To be
actively involved in society means to identify what your strengths
are and how you can use them to help other people, other
than yourself.”

CONTRIBUTION TO THE FIELD

Service learning (SL) and active-citizenship learning (ACL)
address equity issues and help students strengthen their civic-
mindedness and democratic commitment to society. Excellent
research has demonstrated the importance of SL in supporting
civic-mindedness through education, and several quantitative
studies (e.g. Giles and Eyler, 1994; Hatcher, 2008; Bringle and
Steinberg, 2010; Steinberg et al., 2011; Moely and Ilustre, 2013)
confirm the importance of SL in terms of civic outcomes.
Recent studies (e.g., Holzman et al., 2017; Díaz et al., 2019;
Manning-Ouellette and Hemer, 2019) apply mixed-method
design to gain a deeper understanding of learning outcomes.
Building on this work, our research takes the outset in the
theoretically grounded and empirically validated Civic-Minded
Professional Scale (Hatcher, 2008) and Civic-Minded Graduate
Scale (Steinberg et al., 2011), but we employ a subscale to study
specifically the resulting sense of civic duty and inclination to

act for the common good through focusing our research on
attitudes and civic virtues of students. Our more focused study
then, creates a deeper insight into students’ way of seeing their
service experiences in relation to their attitudes and at the same
time reveals how SL/ACL supports students in improving skills
needed for living a democratic culture.
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