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Abstract 

Project Citizen is an interdisciplinary curriculum for students, youth organizations, and adult groups 

that encourages citizens’ competent and responsible participation in local and state governments in 

about 35 countries worldwide. In this article, based on an example of Project Citizen activities done 

with university students, the application stages were examined, and the opinions of the students who 

applied were analyzed. The research was carried out with 38 students studying at the education 

faculty of a university in the United States during the 2018-2019 academic year. In the study, the 

projects prepared by the students in the activities were analyzed with the qualitative analysis program 

MAXQDA. As a result of the research, it was observed that the students needed comprehensive and 

detailed information at the beginning stage of Project Citizen, the projects they produced generally 

consisted of problems in their own lives, and they had the most difficulties in the public policy section 

while preparing projects. However, they found the project production process effective, efficient, and 

enjoyable. 
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Introduction  

The development of more vital civic education systems through successful pre-service teacher 

preparation, as schools provide concrete laboratories for teaching democracy, helps to provide the 

requisite building blocks to encourage civic effectiveness in society at large (Fine & Scheiner-Fisher, 

2013). Projects in civics education give learners significant and constructive learning opportunities to 

help them understand their potential as committed and involved citizens and practice the 

responsibilities (Kopish, 2017). One example of teaching democratic citizenship is Project Citizen, 

which teachers have used in the U.S. and other countries for years.  

The foundations of project-based education have been debated since the late 19
th
 and early 

20
th
 centuries. The development of project-based education became one of the most significant 

features in the progressive era of American education. As a result, objectives, rational concepts, and 

the pedagogies of Project Citizen were inspired by progressive education theorists such as Francis 

Parker, John Dewey, and William Heard Kilpatrick (Adha & Yanzi, 2014). First implemented in 

California in 1992 and expanded into a national program in 1995, Project Citizen is a subject-oriented 

teaching practice to develop the knowledge, skills, and inclinations of democratic citizenship to 

participate in government and civil society (Vontz, Metcalf, & Patrick, 2000). It is an interdisciplinary 

curriculum developed by the Center for Civic Education in Calabasas, California, to prepare students 

for democratic citizenship. Since its inception in 1992, the project has gradually expanded and is now 

used in all 50 states in the U.S. and many countries worldwide (Adha & Yanzi, 2014). The program 

encourages students to monitor and actively engage in public policy to address various school or 

community issues and acquire the necessary social and intellectual capital for responsible democratic 

citizenship.  

Project Citizen is a learning technique to inspire students in the classroom that can then be 

used as a model of civic behavior in everyday life (Adha & Yanzi, 2014). It aims to increase the 

authority of the individual to exercise the rights and responsibilities of democratic citizenship by 

examining the schools, the society, the environment in which students live, and an actual public 

problem (Balkute, 2006). This aim can be done by understanding the importance of active 

participation by the citizen and ensuring that democratic values and principles are internalized (Center 

for Civic Education, 2020a). 

Budimansyah (2009) argued that the theoretical justification of Project Citizen is based on 

five principles that connect the philosophy of education and politics: 

1. Democracy requires sovereignty, which means the active participation of responsible and 

informed citizens in the daily life of a community.  
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2. By participating in the life of a community, students learn how to become active and 

responsible citizens.  

3. By exploring the problems and issues in their communities, students acquire knowledge 

about functioning democracy.  

4. Although Project Citizen was initially designed for middle school students, some teachers 

use it for high school students. 

5. Project Citizen provides students with a real-life communal experience that helps them 

develop civic knowledge, civic skills, and civic values to observe, monitor actively, and 

directly participate in public policy.  

Project Citizen allows students to participate in government and civil society while engaging 

in critical thinking, dialogue, discussion, negotiation, cooperation, decision-making, and social action 

for public interests (Center for Civic Education, 1998). 

By participating in Project Citizen, students share their understanding of democratic 

citizenship. Not only does Project Citizen promote students’ involvement in and awareness of the 

issues in their communities, but it also teaches them how to solve those problems. It helps them better 

understand the government’s principle, by the people, and for the people (Adha & Yanzi, 2014). 

In the United States and many other countries around the world, teachers and students are 

encouraged to participate in competitive local, regional, state, or simulated national hearings, which is 

the final stage of Project Citizen. Although there is no obligation to participate in the program, 

competitions serve to motivate learning, reward success, and highlight the program to community 

members and potential financial backers. Some teachers who use Project Citizen prefer organizing in-

school sessions and not participating in competitions. While many of these teachers state that 

academic competitions are generally rejected, others are concerned about including competitions in a 

rigorous curriculum. They feel pressure to move quickly to other issues (Stimmann Branson, 1999). 

Research demonstrates that Project Citizen has a positive impact on the development of civic 

literacy and efficacy (Atherton, 2000; Liou, 2002, 2004; Morgan, 2016; Root & Northup, 2007; 

Vontz, Metcalf, & Patrick, 2000). Nairne (2008) found that the program was well-received by 

educators in a survey of teachers who engaged in Project Citizen training. Trisiana (2015) concluded 

that the implementation of the Project Citizen model in high school civic education generated 

effective reinforcement and intellectual attitudes that affect social attitudes, social skills, spiritual 

attitudes based on the competence of civic education, civil awareness, civic skills, and civic 

disposition. 

Researchers noted that Project Citizen is an effective vehicle for addressing various civic 

goals in elementary and secondary education. There is, however, a gap in empirical research about 

efficient ways to introduce Project Citizen in teacher education curricula and programs. This gap 
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mainly concerns Social Studies/Social Sciences Education programs that prepare social studies 

teachers for elementary and secondary schools (Daly et al., 2010). Research among pre-service 

teachers can help develop specific pedagogies and curricular devices that will trigger further interest 

among social studies education professionals to include Project Citizen in their curricular and 

extracurricular practices.  

Purpose of the Research 

The purpose of this study was two-fold: a) to examine and describe the introduction of Project 

Citizen as one of the project-based techniques available to pre-service teachers in teacher education 

programs in the United States, and b) to investigate pre-service teachers’ opinions about Project 

Citizen at various stages of its introduction. The following research questions guided this study:  

1. How did the instructor introduce Project Citizen to pre-service teachers? 

2. How did pre-service teachers determine the theses of their projects and present the final 

projects in class? 

3. What were pre-service teachers’ opinions about the preparation of Project Citizen? 

Method  

Method, Data Collection, and Analysis 

Qualitative research data were collected through observations, document and artifact analyses, 

and interviews. The first and second researchers observed classroom instructions and pre-service 

teachers’ performance during two courses: “Social Studies Methods in Secondary School” and 

“Social Studies Methods in Elementary School.” The observation lasted for 15 weeks (one semester) 

and was conducted in classrooms on campus. Researchers kept field notes that they analyzed after 

every class. The limitations noted for participatory observation (Patton, 2002) were also present for 

this study. However, after the first week, the coherence between the class and the observer-researcher 

was achieved, and it was thought that it was not a problem to be a guest participant in the course in 

the following weeks. 

Document and artifact analyses included course syllabi, lesson plans, various written 

assignments, and visuals that the instructor and pre-service teachers prepared for Project Citizen.  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with five participants. Each interview lasted 

approximately 30-35 minutes and was audio recorded. Audio recordings were transcribed using 

“Dragon Professional Software,” and transcripts were sent to participants to review for accuracy. All 

interviews were scheduled in advance, and the place of the interview was selected based on 

participants’ requests.  
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To ensure the validity and reliability of the results, researchers consulted experts about the 

interview protocol and data collection. Data collected from various sources were triangulated to 

ensure internal validity. 

Participants 

Thirty-seven participants were recruited through purposeful convenience sampling. They 

included 12 pre-service teachers who were enrolled in a secondary social studies methods course and 

25 pre-service teachers who, at the time of the study, were enrolled in an elementary social studies 

education methods course. Participants were informed about the purpose of the study. All participants 

consented to participate by signing consent forms. Five participants volunteered to be interviewed 

about their opinions about the preparation of Project Citizen. 

Research Implementation 

After reviewing relevant literature, researchers contacted the Department of Curriculum and 

Instruction at Purdue University (West Lafayette, Indiana, U.S.), which administers several teacher 

education programs, and received permission to conduct the research. The research was conducted 

after approval by the Purdue University Institutional Review Board (IRB). 

All participants were pre-service teachers who took elementary and secondary social studies 

methods courses at the study time. The implementation of the research was completed in the second 

half of the spring semester. The students were given the assignment to prepare projects as required by 

the course syllabus. They submitted their progress reports to the instructor every week. The projects’ 

presentations completed by the students were presented within the scope of the course in the last five 

weeks. They were discussed and evaluated in the classroom environment. 

The purpose of assigning project tasks related to democratic participation to prospective 

teachers as an out-of-school activity is to raise teacher candidates as citizens involved in democratic 

participation processes and to enable them to do such activities as teachers while performing their 

profession. Project Citizen is a platform that tries to bring students together within the scope of social 

responsibility at every step from primary school to university. 

The process was explained to the students by the instructor before the research as follows. 

1. Explanation of the project, its objectives, and outcomes: The instructor explained the 

advantage of group projects in general. He particularly emphasized the importance of group projects 

in the development of civic knowledge and skills. Then he explained what public policy was and the 

importance of engaging students in monitoring and developing public policies that would benefit 

communities and the public good. He also asked students to give examples of a public policy. He then 

explained that the purpose of Project Citizen is to teach students how to monitor and develop public 
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policy, and the outcome of the project would be an analysis of a specific public policy and an action 

plan for how this policy might be implemented.  

2. Identification of the problem: Students selected a problem in their community to study, 

analyze, and develop an appropriate public policy to solve. The instructor suggested brainstorming to 

identify the problem and recommended multiple ways of discovering problems that concern the 

community (T.V., printed media, chats with friends or neighbors, etc.). Students used “Problem ID 

and the Analysis form” to document their decisions (see Appendix 1). 

3. Researching the problem: Inquiry as a theoretical and practical basis of research. 

Throughout the project, the instructor demonstrated the importance of reflective inquiry as a 

theoretical and practical tool to research the problem, develop the solution, and implement the 

solution in practice. The inquiry process includes several steps, each of which is vital for developing 

students’ sense of democratic citizenship and responsibility. These steps are: 

Gathering information about the problem and searching for alternative solutions; 

Analysis of the collected data and testing the application of possible solutions in a given 

social, cultural, and political environment;  

Develop an action plan based on collected data regarding legal issues, democratic principles, 

and cultural environment. 

To implement the project, and students were split into four groups. Each group was 

responsible for an element of the project: 

Group 1: Explanation of the problem 

Group 2: Alternative solutions to the problem 

Group 3: New solution of the problem 

Group 4: Development of action plan 

Each group member was encouraged to actively participate in searching for information 

relevant to her/his group. Students were told to use critical thinking during data gathering by asking 

the following questions:  

Is this information accurate?  

How do you know?  

Could you show me the evidence? 

Is the evidence reliable?  
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The collected data were included in portfolios. The collection of group portfolios constituted a 

project portfolio. This portfolio was the critical document of the project. In making a portfolio, 

students collaborated to put ideas together (Iwan, Rusli, & Ruslan, 2018). 

4. Presentation of the projects: Students present their portfolios at mock hearings. These can 

be mock hearings of any legislative body, from a school board or city council to mock congressional 

hearings. In presenting the portfolio, each student has a responsibility. Students from other groups or 

classes can attend their peers’ presentations and serve as the committee, board, or council members. 

After presentations, students politely ask questions to clarify the information presented. Students are 

prepared to listen to the responses to questions posed by other groups (Iwan, Rusli, & Ruslan, 2018). 

A portfolio is usually presented in the form of a poster that consists of four parts related to each group 

(Center for Civic Education, 2020b): 

Panel 1: Explanation of the Problem 

Panel 2: Alternative Solutions 

Panel 3: Our Solution/Public Policy 

Panel 4: Plan of Action (see Appendix 2 for poster samples) 

The Roles of the Researchers 

The first researcher developed the project, reviewed literature, collected data through 

observations, text analysis, and interviews, developed an interview protocol. The second researcher 

obtained IRB approval and served as the course instructor. The third researcher analyzed the data by 

MAXQDA. 

Findings 

The instructor conducted lessons in two different groups in a similar way with different 

participants. The projects developed by teacher candidates were examined and evaluated. They were 

found appropriate both thematically and in terms of the number of participants. During the course, 

students developed ten projects. Each week, 2-3 projects were presented in class. The presentation 

time of each project was 12-15 minutes and depended on the number of questions raised after the 

presentation. 

The projects developed and presented by the participants are defined as P1-P10. Project topics 

were: 

 P1 transportation problem at the university with the title of “Ride, Walk or Run.” 

 P2 brought up a social problem with the title of “Support Veterans.” 
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 P3 projected the accommodation problem on campus with the title of “Housing at 

Purdue.” 

 P4 projected the transportation problem with the title of “We Need Tunnels.” 

 P5 projected the lecture time problem with the title “7:30 Classes: You Snooze You Lose.” 

 P6 was about state laws that ban alcohol on Sundays with the title “Blue Laws Make Me 

Blue.” 

 P7 projected the problem of quality nutrition on campus with the title of “Chick-Fil-A in 

the Union.” 

 P8 was about the transportation problem in winter with the title of “Too Much TCE This 

Won’t Suffice.” 

 P9 discussed the problem of not having course standards for the College of Education 

under the title of “Universal Lesson Plan.” 

 P10 was about nutrition problems in university dining halls under the title of “Purdue 

Dining.” 

Content information of these projects was analyzed and visualized in the MAXQDA 

qualitative analysis program, supported by observation and interview data, and presented below as 

five themes:  

 Title of the Projects  

 Explanation of the Problems  

 Alternative Solutions  

 Our Solution/Public Policy 

 Action Plan, Possible Solution  
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Figure 1: Title of the Projects 

As seen in Figure 1, most of the projects developed (except P2) are related to the problems 

faced by students in their own lives. Since the participants are students, they have developed projects 

for nutrition, transportation, accommodation, lesson hours, and the content of lessons due to their 

social roles. As stated in the observation notes, the project topics were determined by brainstorming 

as a result of the joint decisions of students. While Student 1 (S1) expressed his opinion as “I think the 

hardest part of a project is choosing the topic sometimes,” Student 3 (S3) emphasized that 

determining a topic is more difficult when working with a group. 
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Figure 2: Explanation of the Problem 

Figure 2 shows how problems are stated in the portfolios. One of the most critical topics in 

the projects is identifying the problem and justifying or explaining it. While P1 and P2 do not explain 

the problem sufficiently, P5 (early course hours) revealed the issue with data regarding health and 

mental clarity. Similarly, in other projects, the definition of the problem and its justification is given 

in detail, supported by visuals supported by data. The researcher’s observation data on P10 supports 

this: “The project is about the unhealthy dining options on campus, and they said they are 

uncomfortable about this situation. First-year students cannot live in dorms if they do not have a meal 

plan. They also gathered information from a national health source. Women need 2000 calories, men 

need 2500 calories, and they gathered information that people on campus have 3,121 calories on 

average. They also stated that if a student does not have a meal plan, it is 10 dollars per person per 

meal. It shows that detailed problem definition has been made.” S2’s view saying that “gathering 

data and information to define the problem, sometimes it gets tedious” is vital in terms of 

emphasizing that defining the problem requires intensive research. 
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Figure 3: Alternative Solutions 

Alternative solutions are usually solutions to the problem that are suggested and implemented 

elsewhere. They help students see alternatives to current public policy and provide examples of how 

elements or whole alternative policies can be applied to the discussed problem. Figure 3 helps us 

better compare various alternative solutions suggested by various groups. Not all examples are similar 

in content. P5, for example, only includes the subject as a title. P9 does not demonstrate any 

information except a form. P6, on the other hand, turned to solutions. According to field notes, the 

most confusing part that was difficult to understand was the concept of public policy. The instructor 

had to explain what public policy was at the beginning of each lesson.  

As P3 is the researcher’s observation, notes states, “The project is about on-campus housing. 

The student started to explain how expensive the housing of students is. The other student started to 

explain Indiana state university prices. After the presentations, one of the students has questions. 

Presenters have some answers to them to make it clearer. On-campus housing is expensive here at 

Purdue. The presenter said that with a meal plan, he is saving about 10,000 USD per year. The 

instructor said he paid over half of its price when he was a graduate student at Purdue. Presenters also 

explained about the student loans. The instructor offered to the presenters that their students be more 

specific in their presentations; in that way, the projects would be better to understand.” Instructor 

mediation and examples play an important role in clarifying the purpose of various elements of the 

project. They also provide an opportunity for students to negotiate and interpret their own 

experiences.  
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Figure 4: Action Plan 

As it follows from Figure 4, action plans are usually prepared by writing official letters to the 

authorities regarding the problems, collecting signatures from students, and taking videos about the 

problems and sharing them. From field notes: “Instructor said that the most important part of the 

projects was the action plan. It presents a combination of collective decisions made based on all 

collected information. It also requires a clear understanding of the structure of a given community.” 

Students were serious about this part of the project. For example, Student 5 (S5) said: “It is a bit 

difficult to prepare this section individually because it requires discussing and producing different 

ideas.” Student 3 (S3): “It was very instructive to prepare this section as a group.” 
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Figure 5: Action Plan/Possible Solution 

The most important aspects of the action plan, as we can see in Figure 5, are clarity, ability to 

be implemented, and adherence to laws and constitutional principles. Implementing an action plan is 

evidence of students’ understanding of their role as citizens in a democratic society. Student 10 (S10) 

stated in P10, “Democracy is important because it allows people to have a voice in their community. 

It means that as citizens, people have the opportunity to recognize when something needs to be 

changed and take action.” The ability to speak to authorities, monitor and change unsuccessful public 

policies, and make their voices heard is democratic citizenship in action. Student 2 (S2) and Student 5 

(S5) said that any problem could be overcome if people actively participate in democratic processes.  

Discussion, Conclusion and Recommendations  

Project Citizen is a participatory citizenship program to engage students in monitoring public 

policy, solving community problems, and promoting political efficacy (Rekow Walker, 2015). It is 

also an educational device used to develop civic awareness, civic skills, knowledge, and values and 

educate responsible politicians passionate about good government and mature civil society. The 

Project Citizen curriculum encourages learners to participate actively in government and civil society 

to solve problems at school or sharpen social and intellectual intelligence, which are very important 

for citizenship’s responsible democratic structure (Trisiana et al., 2015). 

The study demonstrated that in the process of preparation and presentation of Project Citizen, 

pre-service teachers applied critical and analytical thinking skills, information search skills, critical 
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literacy skills, and other skills relevant to the development of inquiry. In general, pre-service teachers 

expressed positive opinions about the project, curricular and pedagogical tools they used, and new 

knowledge they acquired during the preparatory work. This explanation is consistent with the results 

of Fry & Bentahar’s (2013) study that demonstrated that high school students had positive perceptions 

of Project Citizen and reported improved understanding of civic duty and civic responsibility. Fry & 

Bentahar (2013) also outlined the importance of specific learning experiences that helped students 

develop civic knowledge, skills, and dispositions in Project Citizen. 

Observations and interviews confirmed that students generally enjoyed doing the projects. 

Their interest was stimulated by the fact that they addressed the problems that were close to their 

everyday lives: They developed projects about meal plans, campus transportation, and 

accommodation on campus, lesson hours, and the content of lessons. The study demonstrates that 

students are sensitive to the problems in their environment. From this point of view, Project Citizen 

makes them confident about their abilities to solve their problems because it provides the tools to 

solve them.  

Participants noted that the most difficult conceptual part of the project was realizing multiple 

components of public policy. It confirms the findings of other authors that underscored the 

importance of developing critical thinking skills related to understanding public policy (Fitzgerald, 

2020). Observing participants’ preparation and presentations of the project, we noticed that students 

relied heavily on their own experiences when they discussed possible solutions to the problem and 

action plans. We believe that such personalization of decision-making is critically important: Project 

Citizen Participants “rehearsed” self-governance as responsible citizens.  

According to the interviews, participants reported acquiring knowledge and academic growth 

triggered by work on projects. These reports are consistent with other studies that found improved 

participants’ academic abilities associated with civic engagement and engagement in Project Citizen 

(Fry & Bentahar, 2013). Although Fine and Scheiner-Fisher (2013) concluded that Project Citizen did 

not demonstrate a significant impact on participants’ perceptions about the components they will use 

in their potential classrooms, the pre-service teachers still found many experiences worth including in 

citizenship education. 

Participants were able to select topics that they or their peers considered of high importance. 

The ability to select and discuss these topics transformed to heightened interest in participating in 

Project Citizen. This opportunity confirms findings by Fine and Scheiner-Fisher (2013), who 

emphasized the importance of pre-service teachers’ implementation of civic education initiatives that 

they can later demonstrate to their students.  
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By the publishing principles of this academic paper and based on the results of this study, we 

would like to make the following recommendations that may prove helpful for both researchers and 

practitioners: 

 We suggest that educators include Project Citizen in their curricula, particularly citizenship 

education curricula, as an activity application model to hone students’ cognitive, affective, 

and psychomotor abilities in the learning process (Sulistyarini, Utami, & Hasmika, 2019).  

 Each Project Citizen presents a unique set of activities, including topics and procedures that 

students undertake in preparation and presentation. It will be beneficial if students learn about 

past projects before they develop their own. 

 It is recommended that the educators who will implement Project Citizen for the first time 

benefit from the experiences of experienced educators have a pre-implementation interview 

with them and, if possible, make a conversation to gain familiarity about the difficulties (such 

as understanding public policy) and easy aspects of the process. 

 Although Project Citizen is applied in various countries in the literature, the scarcity of 

studies examining student products and opinions draws attention. For this reason, there is a 

need for new studies that examine student views on Project Citizen with participants from 

different countries. Better information about the efficiency of this activity can be obtained by 

providing data diversity.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: Problem Identification and Analysis Form 

Name of group: ………………………………………………………………………………… 

Members: ………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Date: …………………………………… 

The problem statement: ……………………………………………………………………….. 

1. Is this a problem that you and other people in your community think is important? Why? 

2. What level of government or governmental agency is responsible for dealing with the 

problem? 

3. What policy, if any, does the government now have to deal with this problem? If a policy 

does exist, answer the following questions: 

• What are its advantages and disadvantages? 

• How might it be improved? 

• Does this policy need to be replaced? Why? 

• What disagreements, if any, exist in your community about this policy? 

4. Where can you get more information about this problem and the positions taken by different 

individuals and groups? 

5. Are there other problems in your community that you think might be useful for your class to 

study? What are they? 
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Appendix 2: Portfolio Samples 
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