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Draft; all comments welcome.
Our panel today explores the interconnections among civic participation, engagement, and student outcomes, and I want to focus especially on the relationship between the two domains of practice foregrounded in our title: on the relationship between engaged pedagogy and civic learning.  I expect that together we will discuss the nature of the causal relationship implied in the order of the title itself.  Do pedagogies of engagement—pedagogies that nourish active learning, close and mutual interaction between teachers and students, peer learning groups, open-ended problem-solving through student research, knowledge-creation, and meaning-making, the mindful integration of skills, knowledge, and value in practice—do such engaged pedagogies in fact produce significant outcomes of civic knowledge, participation, and action?  Is engaged pedagogy a key means for the education of students to be citizens?  As a faculty member—a historian and American Studies scholar—who has led academic civic engagement programs at the University of Michigan and Bates College, I would venture that much research and experience points to a resounding ‘yes!’  On the one hand, student civic engagement (whether in community partnerships, issue advocacy, experiential learning in governmental practice, policy research, or whatever) cannot happen except through the sort of collaborative, problem-based, project-based, boundary-crossing reflective practice that is at the heart of what we mean by engaged pedagogy.  On the other hand, such pedagogy, with its stress on the integration of analysis, action, and reflection through the forging of communities of practice, itself models and promotes democratic citizenship, teaching the capacity to come together across differences to create common spaces where we can engage common problems and produce common meanings.  Active learning both teaches and enacts active citizenship.
As I said, I hope that we will more test more deeply this question of whether and how engaged pedagogies produce civic outcomes, and I will be happy to bring my own experiences as a teacher, scholar, and program leader to bear on it.  But, as you might have gathered from the breathlessness with which I just rehearsed the argument, it is not the issue that I want to talk about here.  Rather I want to reverse the directionality of our panel title and think about the effect of civic and community learning on student experience.  More specifically, I want to explore the salience of public work for one of the core issues under investigation in Bringing Theory To Practice: the issue of student emotional and behavioral well-being.  This was for me perhaps the most interesting question that Don Harward posed as we discussed this working meeting.  We are beginning to understand, Don told me, how engaged learning in general—attentive faculty, problem-based curricula—fosters self-care and emotional connectedness, diminishes dangerous and self-destructive behavior, but I am not sure that we know what effect specifically civic engagement has on student well-being.  I want to talk about that issue today, bringing to bear on it my work not only as a director of a center for community partnerships, but also as a U.S. historian and cultural studies scholar.  Not being a social scientist like Ron Flores or Sylvia Hurtado, I cannot offer you a rich set of empirical data—drawn from surveys, interviews, pre- and post-reports—measuring the effect of community engagement on student well-being.  I am going to do what a cultural historian does: interpret a relatively small body of discourse that, I suspect, illuminates how students themselves interpret the effect of their public work on their personal development.  My hope is that this sort of inquiry can help to frame and advance further extensive empirical investigations such as my colleagues on this panel are already undertaking.

So let me start by considering a key, recurrent usage that I have heard students on many different campuses use to describe their motives and experience in doing community work: they call it “getting out of the bubble.”  I cannot remember the first time I heard undergraduates describe the imperative toward community engagement this way.  I am confident that I began to encounter “the bubble” in classroom discussions or journaling exercises at the University of Michigan around 2002 or 2003, in a course I called “Community Projects In the Arts and Humanities.”  I was struck by the phrase and discussed it in a paper on civic learning in the humanities at the January, 2004 AACU meetings; that spring, on a field visit to Bates to research community-based learning programs, students responded to my presentation by noting that “the Bates bubble” was their well-established shorthand for describing what it was they sought to overcome in doing community work.  Two years later, on a consulting visit to Beloit, students spoke similarly of the “Beloit bubble.”  Last year, Colby students invited me to speak at a week-long conference on public engagement, entitled “Bursting the Bubble, Building a Bridge.”
Now this is fascinating.  I have rarely heard a program administrator or faculty member use the metaphor of the bubble to describe campus life or the aims of community-based learning.  Yet there is no doubt that, over the past five years, the usage has circulated under the radar, through geographically broad student networks, perhaps in electronic media, perhaps in peer-group circuits of campus visits and hometown catching-up.  “Getting out of the bubble” is now part of a specifically undergraduate lingua franca of community engagement, at least on liberal-arts campuses where physical separateness and social privilege form the starting-point and the counterpoint for public work.  As a way of naming the experience of community engagement, it has interesting political and cognitive implications, some of which I will touch on later.  But here I want to unpack the affective resonance (I would even say the emotional poignancy) that this phrase carries, as an image of the felt need to escape from ordinary campus life and learning, into a larger civic and community world.  “The bubble,” I want to say, is a theoretical category in (liberal arts) students’ folk psychology of the experience of civic engagement.  It expresses, in a condensed, symptomatic way, the emotional work accomplished by their public work.

What does it mean to call campus experience a “bubble,” gotten out of through community learning or service?  It is, of course, an image of encirclement and isolation, and yet it carries different connotations from the more familiar imagery of the ivory tower or the cloister.  Ivory towers and cloisters are closed, strong, inwardly-turned; they represent a problem precisely because they constitute worlds unto themselves, ensconced and even seductive counter-realities.  The bubble, in contrast, connotes a campus that is inescapable and isolated, and yet exposed to the larger reality outside itself, offering a window onto that reality which yet remains inaccessible and distorted.  Far from being solid and heavy, it is weightless and disorienting.  A bubble is compounded of structure and fragility, strength and weakness, and there is a strange amalgam of dismissiveness and anxiety in the way students talk about it.  A bubble ought to be easily burst; and so being caught inside it underscores one’s own ineffectuality and entrapment.  Like the bell jar in Sylvia Plath’s novel, its very fragility and unreality make it seem all the more confining.
To unpack such connotations is simply to perform, for lack of a less grandiose term, a discourse analysis.  Yet what underlying attitudes and experiences are represented in the casual, pervasive use of this discourse?  On the one hand, it seems to me, the bubble represents undergraduate life and learning as isolating and insubstantial, exiled from a more “real” reality; it figures the campus as a space of distortion and diminution, small and deadening, without any of the countervailing serenity or rigor of an ivory tower—a place of ineffectuality, triviality, non-effort, and non-knowledge.  On the other hand, the imagery suggests that community engagement—whether curricular or co-curricular, for this talk can refer to either—carries with it a nexus of opposite effects, effects that are confirmed in the sense of gravitas and exhilaration with which students talk about participation in community partnerships and community organizations.  Student journals and classroom discussions describe public work as connective rather than isolating, offering liberal arts students the opportunity for collaboration with peers and encounters with significant others that stretch the self beyond the self, pose important issues, and enable new understanding.  Community engagement is portrayed as expansive rather than constrictive, offering orientation and pathways across a larger landscape of social relations and social action.  It offers experiences that seem intentional and consequential, activating liberal learning and skill-building in tasks whose purposes are clear and valuable and whose outcomes matter in the world.  It offers a paradoxical mixture of groundedness and dynamism that provides possibilities for reflective, collective action.  “It seems like on a college campus, the students should feel privileged,” one of my Michigan students, part of a team that worked on a historical theater project in Southwest Detroit, journaled in the spring of 2000:

probably angry about some problems, and it seems that…what a campus should be is that students feel that they are a community.  There is not, however, a prevailing sense of community once inside the university community; neighbors seldom interact and students find petty ways to isolate and identify themselves; by what they wear, where they study, what they study, etc….People don’t feel connected to most of the people that they see in a day.
My point here is not that this discourse of the bubble is accurate or even helpful in its invocation of the dichotomies of campus and “real world.”  As we all know, our campuses are part of the “real world,” reproducing social realities and serve as spaces where social problems can be reframed and worked through.  Indeed I would argue that we cannot do the best sort of civic engagement “out there” without also creating conditions of life and learning “in here” that internalize and transform those larger social realities.  That is why, for instance, creating demographically and intellectually diverse campuses is a key precondition for deeper, more educationally valuable civic engagement.  Nonetheless the self-understandings reflected in the discourse of the bubble are psychologically real, especially, I suspect, for middle-class students; and they are especially significant for the question of how public work affects these students’ personal well-being.  If the bubble’s imagery of isolation, unreality, ineffectuality, and smallness conveys a certain nightmare picture of campus space, it also surfaces key aspects of the nexus of emotional distress—felt social disconnection, inertia, the shrunken sense of hope and efficacy—with which we are concerned in this conference.  “The bubble” offers one account of the symptoms with which Bringing Theory To Practice is concerned; and conversely “getting out of the bubble” poses civic engagement as a response to those symptoms, a response that links escape into public life with personal efficacy, concern for diverse others, and satisfying, consequential action.

More specifically, I would propose that “getting out of the bubble” is undergraduate talk for five linked parameters of experience that represent important antidotes to the self- and socially-abusive behavior with which we are concerned here.  First, community engagement is de-isolating: it offers experiences of community with significant others, which recursively deepens peer and academic communities on campus.  Second, it offers a kind of cognitive shock therapy, presenting complex worlds of social reality, suffering, and struggle that counter the numbing, uneasy ease of a certain of campus life.  Third, because it mobilizes academic skill-building to understand and act in that reality, it offers an experience of academic reflection as work, as purposive, transformative labor in the world (just as, in a different way, undergraduate research and art-making do).  Fourth, it offers experiences of personal and public efficacy, of consequential action where skill, discipline, and follow-through make a difference in changing a situation.  Fifth and finally, it connects learning and action to narratives of personal development, by which students create trajectories of meaning and aspiration in their own academic and social choices.  In offering this account of the potential effects of community work, I do not mean to imply that it is the only way for students to mobilize their curricular and co-curricular activities on behalf of their personal well-being.  I am just saying that civic engagement represents a domain in which this happens with particular force and economy; if a student is drawn to public work, he or she cannot avoid experiencing its connectedness to these developmental tasks.  And I would argue that the discourse of the bubble suggests that, at least intuitively, students understand this about civic engagement.
I am a historian, not a social psychologist, and I am sure that my impressionistic way of moving from student discourse to seat-of-the-pants psychological modeling needs more rigor and clarity for it to be usefully tested.  Nonetheless, as a scholar of 19th- and 20th-century American culture, I also know that there are significant precursors to this argument for the emotional efficacy of public work; there is a history to the claim that emergent forms of civic action may work to resolve socially pervasive forms of personal crisis.  Jane Addams—in an 1892 essay that she thought important enough to include as a chapter of her 1910 memoir, Twenty Years at Hull-House—famously argued for “the subjective necessity for social settlements.” The reform-minded, young college graduates who chose to spend their lives in urban settlement houses like Hull-House, Addams wrote, were motivated not only by a political and ethical commitment to the public work done there—the “objective necessity” for social settlements—but also by personal, passionately felt needs: for social connection across class and ethnic boundaries, for political efficacy in an industrial world that seemed to be spinning out of control, for the escape from inherited, bourgeois notions of the life-course into new vocations and life-experiments.  Addams understood that her own turn to Hull-House embodied an emotional solution to the breakdown she suffered in her twenties, haunted by a sense of entrapment in the bubble of a young lady’s civilized destiny.  Historians similarly know that many Progressive Era social innovators—radical intellectuals like Randolph Bourne, academics like William James—forged new professional, political, and intellectual careers in response their own psychic crises and breakdowns.  Addams’ describes “the subjective necessity for social settlements,” the emotional and developmental stakes of civic innovation, in ways that seamlessly link democratic practice, cultural experimentation, and psychological integration—and in language that hauntingly anticipates our students’ language of the bubble.
…young people…have been shut off from the common labor by which they live, which is a great source of moral and physical health.  They feel a fatal want of harmony between their theory and their lives, a lack of coordination between thought and action.  I think it is hard for us to realize…how eagerly they long to give tangible expression to the democratic ideal.  These young men and women… [know] that the blessings we associate with a life of refinement and cultivation… must be made universal if they are to be made permanent; that the good we secure for ourselves is precarious and uncertain, is floating in mid-air, until it is… incorporated into our common life…
This way of understanding the link between civic engagement and personal well-being—of modeling undergraduate emotional distress as a kind of bubble—may only be part of the story of how the themes of Bringing Theory To Practice are connected.  It may, in particular, only model the experiences of middle-class students, the inheritors of Jane Addams’ elite “subjective necessities.”  It may be that for other students, holding down multiple jobs, perhaps the first in their families to be in college, the emotional labor of public work has very different contours.  For students in the bubble, however, civic engagement and community-based learning offer relationships, actions, and learning that may braid together democratic commitment, active learning, and emotional growth.
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