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Abstract 

Higher education is a central part of youth life, and its job is to prepare young people to engage in civil society. It 
is also important in constructing competencies and helping young people to develop a civic identity. Thus, the 
aim of this study is to explore the meaning and characteristics of civic development among students in the higher 
education system. A qualitative study using a semi-structural interview is conducted to collect data from 12 
international postgraduates of Universiti Putra Malaysia, and the data establishes that three distinct but connected 
themes-that is, civic knowledge, tendency, and engagement-are key aspects of civic development. The findings 
relating to these three themes underline the requirements for a civically engaged youth. The findings suggest that 
policy makers should redesign civic programs based on suitable methods by which to educate students in formal 
and informal manners. 
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1. Introduction 

Civic development meaning in higher education is not clear but it is expected to be goal of any higher education 
institutions. In an educational sense, civic development refers to learning individual competences, knowledge, 
and beliefs as a result of educational practice. Students’ concepts of civic development expand from a focus on 
obedience and support of the status quo, to a more critical appraisal, which incorporates the fact that citizens 
would be irresponsible if they blindly obeyed. However, the ability to become a developed citizen is dependent 
on knowing one’s rights and responsibilities. This knowledge represents another relevant component of civic 
development (Galston, 2004; Zaff et al., 2011). To date, a number of studies have investigated civic capacities 
and motivations to develop civically (e.g., Hurtado, Engberg, & Ponjuan, 2003; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). As 
reported by Annette (2005), there is a lack of understanding about the values of civic development, and the 
concept of a “civically developed person” has not been well defined with reference to the higher education 
system. The purpose of the present study is thus to discover the meaning and features of civic development. Thus, 
this study tries to answer these two questions: How do students see civic development? What are the main 
components of civic development among higher education students? 

2. Civic Development 

Fudge (2014) describes citizenship as rings of circles that expand outwards. In its simplest form, citizenship 
refers to members of the public who are honest, unselfish, and behave responsibly towards others (Ho, 2007). In 
addition, being a good citizen requires social and civic competence. Social competence entails an understanding 
of how people can ensure social well-being, and it is equally important to understand social practices and 
recognize cultural issues related to society. The main skill within to this competence is to communicate 
constructively in different environments, with the aim of collaboration. Civic competence, on the other hand, is 
based on the concepts of democracy, justice, and civil rights. It includes knowledge of current issues, values, and 
policies (Essomba, Karatzia-Stavlioti, Maitles, & Zalieskiene, 2008). 

Matten and Crane (2005) identifies three definitions of citizenship: first, a legal definition that emphasizes rights; 
second, a philosophical definition that determines the relationship of an individual with the state (Deuchar, 2007; 
Maitles, 2005); and finally, a socio-political definition that stresses the set of practices undertaken by an 
individual in relation to society (Essomba et al., 2008). Heater (2004) defines a good citizen as an individual that 
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is equipped with knowledge of public affairs, instilled with attitudes of civic virtue, and furnished with skills by 
which to participate in the political arena (p. 343). Such good citizenship can protect young people from risky 
behaviors, and is connected to good attendance, higher grades, self-esteem, motivation to learn, and political 
involvement (Eccles, Barber, Stone, & Hunt, 2003; Perez, Espinoza, Ramos, Coronado, & Cortes, 2010). In 
recent years, youth have been marginalized from participation in public fields, especially due to rising poverty, 
inequality, and isolation, and decreasing support from communities (O’Donoghue & Kirshner, 2003). In 
response to these problems, youth are becoming more interested in the civic domain from a scholarly point of 
view (Putnam, 2007) and want to serve as agents of change (Sherrod, 2007). The first reason for the increased 
interest of youth in these issues is related to their higher citizenship activity rates compared to those of adults, as 
well as their engagement in current issues, and collaborative work with peers. The second reason relates to their 
sense of social inclusion, which is positively related to their assuming an increased level of social responsibility 
for others, compared to adults (as evidenced, for instance, in voting, volunteering, advertise for political 
campaigns, charity work, etc.) (Flanagan & Christens, 2011). Developing and nourishing the above traits will 
increase youth intention to conduct civic activities, and to become more involved in society overall (Bobek, Zaff, 
Li, & Lerner, 2009; Šerek, Lacinová, & Macek, 2012). 

2.1 Civic Development in Higher Education 

The changes in social and economic patterns of society have produced shifting politics among younger citizens, 
who are less inclined to feel a sense of duty to participate civically in conventional ways, while displaying a 
greater inclination to embrace issues connected to lifestyle values, ranging from moral concerns to 
environmental quality. These new lifestyles entail greater personally expressive or self-actualizing affiliations, 
which can be fluid and changing. Unfortunately, the sense of duty towards civic practices is still embraced by 
older citizens, who continue to identify with institutions (parties, churches, unions, service organizations, etc.) 
(Bennet, Wells, & Rank, 2009). On the other hand, ideas, beliefs, and behavior towards a good citizen like 
involvement and responsibility are reduced to uncivic values like consumerism (Giroux, 2003). 

Education is a tool by which to help students learn about civil society function (Bennion, 2006) and adapt them 
to newly emerging lifestyles. Education is key to equipping the new generation with the competencies necessary 
for participation in public life (Harkavy & Hartley, 2008; Nobbe, 2012), and is important for building critical 
thinking skills (Goldfarb, 2002; Reamey, 2011). Higher education plays a major part in encouraging forms of 
participation like voting, voluntarism, civic responsibility, and civic engagement (Note 1) (Campbell, 2006; Misa, 
Anderson, & Yamamura, 2005). Furthermore, length of formal education has a high correlation with civic 
knowledge (Dudley & Gitelson, 2003), and plays a vital role in a complex postmodern society (Elias, 2005), 
especially when democracy is viewed as a form of government and as a practice (Essomba et al., 2008). 

Many studies justify the connection between higher education and civic participation (e.g., Brand, 2010; Dee, 
2004; Gesthuizen, Van der Meer, & Scheepers, 2008; Huang, Maassen van den Brink, & Groot, 2009). The way 
in which citizenship education is designed determines the kind of citizens youth become (Westheimer & Kahne, 
2004). Such education aims to equip youth with knowledge, skills, and values for participation in society, and 
encourages youth to reconstruct their society and prevent problems like racism, addiction, and inequality. In 
order to be effective citizens, youth need to have their own understanding of their role in society, and acquire an 
ability to validate logic of the knowledge they obtain (Lee, 2000). 

Aim of each educational program is to develop civic characteristics among students (Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, 
& Stephens, 2003). Some researchers seek to identify issues determining these characteristics by calling 
education as a key role in bringing youth to action (Brand, 2010) via socialization (Dee, 2004; Gesthuizen, Van 
der Meer, & Scheepers, 2009). It seems that universities are far from their task (Giroux, 2009; Huang et al., 
2009), but on the other hand actively encourage students to participate in certain formal actions that support 
long-term civic commitments (Checkoway, Allison, & Montoya, 2005; Johnson, 2004) and facilitate civic 
involvement, which causes a cognitive outcome in relation to participation (Metzger & Ferris, 2013). These 
highly educated and developed youth are more likely to be invited to participate in civic activities (Gesthuizen et 
al., 2008; Musick & Wilson, 2008). Research also shows that study in universities is related to higher income, 
which is linked to a higher level of civic participation (Brand, 2010; Gibson, 2001). Even with such conclusive 
evidence of the benefits of higher education to civic development, university programs typically provide 
inadequate descriptions of, and pay inattention to, the concept of citizenship (Gimpel, Lay, & Schuknecht, 2003; 
O’Donoghue & Kirshner, 2003). The problems faced by higher education in this regard can be seen as consisting 
of five parts. First, universities lack financial resources, have a traditional view of teaching (e.g., follow a 
totalitarian approach), focus on very formal and unrelated practices of student participation, and are 
assessment-orientated (Essomba et al., 2008). Second, higher education faces a challenge of managing time for 
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civic subjects in classrooms (Smith, Ottewill, Jubb, Sperling, & Wyman, 2008). Third, education policy makers 
lack the expertise to design programs that are truly suited to civic-related practices. Fourth, civic education tends 
to focus more on textbooks than on teaching students about real engagement practices (Bennet et al., 2009). 
Finally, there is a lack of the teaching civic subjects’ feedback from students (Biesta, 2009). 

2.1.1 Students’ Civic Identity Development 

Civic identity involves a sense of membership to a community (Owen, 2004), and is viewed as a vital part of 
each citizen’s self (Beaumont, Colby, Ehrlich, & Torney-Purta, 2006; Pratt, Hunsberger, Pancer, & Alisat, 2003). 
It is a useful construct in predicting young people’s future beliefs, ideas, aims and civic development in general. 
Previous research has noted the relationship between identity and youth civic development (Colby, Beaumont, 
Ehrlich, & Corngold, 2007; Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003; Crocetti, Jahromi, & Meeus, 2012; 
Flanagan, Martinez, & Cumsille, 2010; Hardy, Pratt, Pancer, Olsen, & Lawford, 2010; Porter, 2013). Pancer, 
Pratt, Hunsberger, and Alisat (2007) identified a relationship between development of civic identity, and civic 
involvement. They found that participation in civic activities aids development of civic identity during the 
transition to adulthood. Thus, youth with advanced civic identities show more responsibility for their societies, 
political activities, and pro-social behaviors (e.g., community service, altruism, etc.) (Crocetti et al., 2012; Hardy 
& Kisling, 2006). 

2.2 Existing Literature on Youth Civic Development 

There are extensive studies about student civic development in the higher-education literature. Civic 
development is defined as the way in which students cultivate competencies through their enrolment and 
involvement in education programs (Amnå, 2012). There are three main civic development approaches. The first 
is based on personal development. It refers to the problem of declining civic engagement and the lack of skills, 
values, and motivation therein, and tries to solve this obstacle by proposing to educate students on civic action. It 
suggests that citizenship education is a key agent for change (Colby et al., 2007; McDevitt & Kiousis, 2004; 
Morrison, Rha, & Helfman, 2010; Tuomi, Jacott, & Lundgren, 2008). The second perspective is rooted in 
democratic theories. It emphasizes the problem of an unstable democracy in terms of an absence of places in 
society in which individuals can engage civically. The suggested solution to this is engaging students in the 
process of shared learning in certain places (e.g., classroom, campus, etc.) (e.g., Annette, 2010). The final 
perspective on civic development is based on social change theories. Here, a problem is identified in terms of the 
need to solve serious social issues. To this end, related institutions (e.g., universities, colleges) must improve 
their teaching programs towards leaner-centered programs (e.g., Ostrander, 2004). 

There are also two main theories about students’ civic development. First, socialization theory sees education as 
influencing communities by socializing people. This theory was introduced in relation to high-school-aged 
students (Flanagan & Christens, 2011); in contrast to universities, schools provide few opportunities for students 
in terms of civic engagement (O’Donoghue & Kirshner, 2003). Gimpel, Lay, and Schuknecht (2003) provided a 
new concept of political socialization, as the process by which students are inducted into political culture, 
knowledge, values, and attitudes that contribute to supporting the political system. The second theory about civic 
development in higher education is mobilization theory. This emphasizes that educated youth have will have a 
stronger desire to participate with respect to civic activities, compared to those with lower education levels 
(Bennion, 2006; Brand, 2010). 

2.2.1 Civic Development Stages 

According to sociopolitical development theory, students’ civic development occurs in five steps: gaining 
knowledge, logical skills, emotional abilities, political capabilities, and social competences (Watts, Williams, & 
Jagers, 2003). “Gaining knowledge” is a cognitive stage, which can be translated as social and emotional 
development (Miller, 2002). Yusuf (2005) perceived citizenship education as a vital tool by which to transform 
value orientation at this stage. It is a crucial stage for revealing unfamiliarity with social problems. During the 
“logical skills” stage, social problems (e.g., inequality, prejudice) are recognized without the youth having any 
ability to contribute to change. In the “emotional abilities” stage young people start to civically address these 
problems. In the “political capabilities” stage, youth have a desire to learn and participate about civic issues. 
Finally, in the “social competences” stage, youth start to engage in activities for addressing social problems 
(Watkins, 2009). In this final stage, youth start to recognize their relationship with the civil society which means 
civic identity development (Knefelkamp, 2008). 

3. Data Collection Methods 

While previous studies have used quantitative techniques, such approaches are not suitable for intention of this 
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study (because of limitations of software programs to interpret true meaning of a sociological construct in youth 
mind), which is to conceptualize the meaning of civic development. Thus, the constructivism research paradigm 
was used in this study because of its ability to produce reconstructed understandings of social phenomena 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 184) through personal experiences outlined by interviewees, since interviewees’ 
interpretations are not constructed in isolation (Schwandt, 2007). Hence, using this paradigm creates meaning 
through interpretation of participants’ understanding (Boren, 2011). According to Zaremohzzabieh, Bahaman, 
Omar, Bolong, and Kamarudin (2014) addressing participant’s thoughts needs detailed examination of his or her 
undergoes because of complexity of human mind. According to Kozinets (2002), qualitative methods are most 
reliable for revealing the deep detail. Therefore, the research is most suited for a qualitative method because the 
approach offers more chance to get into the respondents’ thoughts.  

Polit and Beck (2006) described interviews as a technique for gathering data in which one individual asks 
questions of another; it is one of the most popular technique for collecting data (DiCicco-Bioom & Crahtree, 
2006). The researcher thereby uncovers limited overall issues to help discover the participants’ opinions; they 
explore a few general issues to help uncover the participants’ viewpoints, but otherwise respect how the 
participants frame their responses (Marshall & Rossman, 2010). Qualitative interviews include a variety of 
methods, with many studies loosely distinguishing qualitative interviews as unstructured, semi-structured and 
structured (Fontana & Frey, 2005; Johnson, 2002). We selected semi-structured interviews for our study, which 
were conducted with 12 international postgraduate students. According to Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006) 12 
interviews should be sufficient for an interviewer to distinguish different themes about shared experiences 
among similar respondents. 

An interview protocol was provided to notify the interviewees of their right to terminate the interview session at 
any time, or skip over sensitive questions; it also explained that each interview must not exceed one hour (Yin, 
2009). The qualitative researchers need to attend to the particular location under study. Thus, Universiti Putra 
Malaysia (UPM) was selected as the data-collection location. UPM is a public university that is among the top 
five in Malaysia, and is an attractive place for diverse students from different backgrounds. The criterion for 
choosing the target sample was based on their cultural representativity as international students in higher 
education, and not on demographic factors. Random sampling was employed to select the participant group to 
prevent bias (Shenton, 2004); this is based on the notion that the researcher selects a sample from which the most 
can be learned (Merriam, 2009). 

The interviewees were chosen from all fields of study, including human sciences, engineering, and agriculture. 
The interviews took place in the lobby of the university library. Before starting, a semi-structured interview 
checklist containing five parts designed to inform the interviewee about the reason for the study, record 
interviewees’ answers, develop report from their answers, ask guided questions for detailed and decide the end of 
interview session. The questions used in this research were purposefully designed based on the literature review, 
in order to address the students’ beliefs and experience about civic development. Although each of the 
semi-structured interviews began with specific opening questions, new questions arose during the session, as is 
often the case with qualitative methodology. The iterative questioning method (Shenton, 2004) was used to 
prevent any false replies from being given. Employing a semi-structured procedure made it possible to follow up 
on unpredicted themes or individual changes that arose from the set of answers to the main questions asked. 

4. Data Analysis 

There is no fully recognized distinction between the data-collection and-analysis stages of research (Gorgol, 
2012) when using semi-structured interviews. Based on the significance of comprehending the situation and 
setting (Ginwright, 2005), focused attention was given to the characteristics of civic development and the 
university context. During the interview process, dialogues were conducted on the civic experience the 
interviewees faced within the university. After completing the interviews, the findings were analyzed, and three 
themes were identified. Each of these is reviewed in detail in below. 

5. Results 

Three main themes were identified regarding civic development from the interviewees’ responses (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Summary of key themes 

Theme Evidence from Interviewees

Civic Knowledge 

Learning common values & norms

Formal and informal learning activities

Learning through interaction

Civic Tendency 

Responsibility towards community

Caring about current issues

Desire to help community

Civic Engagement 

Engagement in current issues

Volunteering

Collective action

 

5.1 Theme One: Knowledge about Civic Information and Rules 

Many participants highlighted the aspect of values and norms of society. Both male and female interviewees 
agreed that universities are ideal places in which to learn values and norms. However, interestingly, the male 
participants noted the importance of informal learning activities, stating that they prefer to learn norms via 
interaction with their peers and discuss community issues with faculty members, especially their lecturers. In 
contrast, the female participants prefer to learn about these values from inside of classrooms, especially when 
classes are more diverse (consisting of different races, opinions, minorities, etc.). Both groups considered 
studying social subjects, attending seminar classes, and having group discussions as their main sources of 
information. In addition, they mentioned new ways of learning about civic and political issues in terms of using 
social networking sites. One of the male students stated: “Because I am now far from my country, I use the 
Internet and this helps me to be aware about recent political issues faster than my family and friends.” 

5.2 Theme Two: Tendency towards Civic Value 

The interviewees made many statements related to their opinions about citizenship characteristics, and about 
their understanding of these. All of the interviewees also stated that the most important aspect of being a good 
citizen is to help society and address its issues. For instance, one female participant stated: “I usually care about 
everything happen in my society and my surrounding[s].” However, all of the female participants noted that they 
wish to address the increasing problems of society, such as prejudice and injustice. Interestingly, one of the 
female students complained about corruption (e.g., bribery) among the government, and suggested that a real 
good citizen is a person that follows the rules of their country. When asked how universities could help to solve 
this problem, she stated: “University is a late stage for socialization but through interaction with similar nationals 
and friends, you gain a sense of patriotism and responsibility to act and change the situation cooperatively.” 

5.3 Theme Three: Engagement in Citizenship Activities 

Some of participants stated that the most important issue in citizenship is engagement in social and political 
activities. As noted above, civic identity development will occur through engagement in such activities. The 
interviewees pointed to their membership in non-governmental organizations, volunteering in public activities, 
and charity work. The participants also highlighted participation in community service. The most frequent point 
highlighted by both the male and female students was charity work as a symbol of civic engagement. One of the 
male participants said: “I will help [for] poor people by donating money as a main practice in my religion and 
this can change their lives and makes them happy.” The majority of female participants proclaimed a belief in 
collective, rather than individual, action. One female student stated: “I will serve myself for my community and I 
consider all of my community problems as my problem.” By way of example, she said: “During the last week, I 
attended [a] tree planting campaign held by my university. I think it is my duty to the community and next 
generation.” In addition, filling out online petitions was highlighted by one of the male participants: “I signed an 
online petition with other neighbors for [the] municipal office to solve problem[s] of rubbish near my [home].” 
Interestingly, all students noted that civic engagement involves a process of learning, and is a kind of practice for 
their future role in society. 

6. Discussion and Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to conceptualize the meaning of youth civic development. Three main themes have 
been discovered. The first and the most important component of civic development is gaining civic knowledge as 
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first stage of civic development (Dudley & Gitelson, 2003), which is needed for students’ civic engagement 
(Watkins, 2010). The second theme is civic tendency, which entails students personalizing civic knowledge, and 
involves a contextualization of learning, as well as critical thinking. Finally, employing this knowledge and these 
tendencies will lead to engagement in civic activities (Jennings, Parra-Medina, Hilfinger-Messias, & 
McLoughlin, 2006; Watts & Flanagan, 2007). The outcomes reveal the thoughts associated with the civic 
development process. The study indicates common civic outcomes in relationship with educational programs 
(e.g., social studies classes, co-curricular activities, etc.). The findings also indicate that through youth 
participation in programs, they acquire a number of general skills and knowledge. This study confirms three 
main citizenship outcome in other studies (Eccles et al., 2003; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006) like civic 
knowledge, disposition, and engagement associated with educational programs. Prior research has shown that 
higher education transforms communities by providing students with information and competences from which 
they can play significant roles within their societies (e.g., Bardaglio & Putman, 2009; Boren, 2011; Colby et al., 
2003). In addition, education and civic outcomes are closely intertwined (Ferreira, Azevedo, & Menezes, 2012; 
Munene, 2006). Finally, this study highlights new ways for civic learning and engagement civic, such as using 
the Internet. This study enhances this idea proposed by Youniss, Bales, Christmas-Best, Diversi, McLaughlin, 
and Silbereisen (2002) and Boyd, Zaff, Phelps, Weiner, and Lerner (2011), which underline the role of social 
media in shaping and reinforcing social competences among youth. 

7. Implications 

The paper extends past studies on youth civic development by suggesting the follow implications: 

7.1 Implication for Policy 

1) The findings of this study suggest that higher education institutions should consider information and 
communication technologies as providing new ways for their students to engage in social and civic activities. 

2) In particular, the study reveals the ways in which student develop civic awareness through formal and 
informal activities, and it is recommended that universities pay more attention to campus-wide learning about 
civic outcomes. 

3) In order to foster youth civic development, policy makers must increase their focus on promoting more 
learner-centered approaches by involving students in discussions, decisions, and problem solving, both in and 
outside of classes. 

7.2 Implications for Practice 

1) Higher-education intuitions need to redesign their programs which are suitable for youth. 

2) Reflecting on the meaning of civic development provided here, students should be able to apply different 
strategies for civic learning throughout the education period. 

7.3 Implications for Research 

Since youth civic development is based on their learning and experience, more research is needed to investigate 
the interrelation between university learning and community-based learning. 
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Note 

Note 1. Actions to solve problems in a society in both civic and political realm stated by Meikle-Yaw (2006). 
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