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It is clear tha many youngcitizensof this digital and globd agehave
demondrated interests in making contributonsto sodety. Y et the chdlengeof engaging
effectively with politics linked to spheres of govanment is difficult for mog. A casud
look at world democracies suggests tha many of themog established ones are showing
signsof wear. Parties are trying to reinvent themselves while awkwardly staying the
course tha keepsthem in power. In thepress, in everyday conveasation, and often from
themouthsof politicians politics has become a dirty word rather than a commonly

accepted vocabulary for persond expression?!

And o0, younge geneationsare disconnecting from conventiond politics and
govenment in aarming numbes. These trendsin youth dissatisfaction with conventiond
political engagement are notjug occurringin the United States, buthave paralelsin

other democracies as well, induding Germany, Sweden, and the United Kingdom?

At the same time, many observers propely note that there are impressive signsof
youth civic engagement in nongovenmenta areas, induding increases in community

volunteer work, highlevels of conumer activism, and stronginvolvementin socal



causes from the environment to econonic injustice in local and globd arenas.® Some
even see civic engagement in onlinesoda neworking and entertainment communities.
For example, Henry Jenkens Cathy Davidson, Mimi Ito, and Jocha Benkler arguetha
many forms of shared activity online (from blogging, to conflict and protest behavior in
gaming, fan and entertainment sites) represent forms of civic or media engayement.*

If we are to design better civic engagament programs that use the attraction of

online communities for young people, we must try to resolve these competing views

of young people and civic life.

Two Paradigms of Youth Engagement

There seem to betwo different paradigms tha contrast youngcitizens (roughly in
the15-25 agerange as either reasonably active and engaged or relatively passive and
disengaged. Like all paradigms, each foregroundsdifferent core organizing values and
prindples, prompting proponets to weigh and select different sets of suppoting facts
and reasons Each paradigm thuscomes equipped with its own arguments and evidence,
making it convindngto adherents and elusve and often maddening to thos opeaating

from theother congructed reality.’

Theengaged youth paadigmimplicitly emphasizes generationd changesin sodal
identity that have resulted in thegrowing importance of peer neworks and online
communities. In thisview, if thereisan adeclinein the credibility or authenticity of
many public inditutionsand discourses that define conventiond political life, thefault
lies more with the govenment performances and news narratives than with citizenswho
cannotengage with them.® In an important sense, this paradigm emphasizes the

empowerment of youth as expressive individuds, and symbolically frees youngpeople to



make their own creative choices. In thebargain, the engaged youth paradigm also eases
theoveriding duty to participaein conventiond government-centered activities. In
many cases, researchesin this school are only dimly aware of (and may tend to discouny)
research on declines and deficits in more conventiond political participationamong
youngcitizens As aresult, the engaged youth paradigm opensthedoorto a new

spectrum of civic actionsin online arenas from MySpace to World of Warcraft.

By contrast, the disengaged youth paradigm may acknowledgetherise of more
autononousforms of public expression such as consumer politics, or the occasiond
protest in MySpace, while keeping thefocuson the large body of empirical data showing
agenerationd declinein connestionsto govenment (e.g., voting paterns) and genera
civic involvement (e.g., following public affairsin the news) as threats to the hedlth of
democracy itself. Those speak of disengaged youth often worry aboutthe persondization
or privatization of the political sphee (youngpeople livingin heavily commercia online
worlds), and focus more on how to promote public actionstha link to government as the
center of demoaratic politics, andto other soda groupsand inditutionsasthe

foundaionsof civiclife.

Thequestion is how can we resolve these different perspectives so tha we can
have a more produdive discussion of education programs and policies? To begin with,
consde the possibility tha these different views of youngpeople and political
engagement reflect actud generationd changes in the nature of citizenship itself.
Proponents of thedisengaged citizen paradigm seem to beusng an earlier generationd
modd of citizenship (centered on duties and obligaiong to evaluae younge geneations

while those seeing more engaged citizens seem to befocusng on changes in identity



(involving needsfor more self actudization, persond expression and individudity)

assodated with globdization andlife in late moden sodety.

Thechdlengefor bridgng the paadigms is to recognize the profound
genaationd shift in citizenship styles tha has been occurringin mog of thepog-
indudrial democracies. Theso-called millennials are far lesswilling to subsribeto the
notion hdd by earlier generationstha citizenship is a matter of duty and obligaion. This
earlier sense of common duty to participae in publc affairs was anchored in groupand
class-based civil sodetiestha are fragmenting with theforces of globdization. The
undelying sense of citizenship isthusshiftingin sodeties in which youngpeople are
more respongble for defining ther own identities, often usng thevarioustools offered

by soda networks and digital communication media.

In shott, thereis abroad, cross-naiond generationa shift in thepod indudrial
democracies from a dutiful citizen modd (still adheed to by older generationsand many
youngpeople who are postioned in more traditional sodal setting9 to an actualizing
citizen modd favoringloosly networked activism to address issues tha reflect persond
values.” In some cases, this self-actudizing brand of politics may betangential to
govenment and conventiond political organization, and may even emergein paallel
cyberspaces such as games. This citizenship trandormation is by no meansuniform
within sodeties. Where traditiond ingitutionsof church or labor remain strong more
conventiond paternsof civic engagement prevail, and moral conflict may erupt
However, thetwo broad paternsdo seem to mark a changein citizenship anongyounge

demographics coming of agein therecent decades of globdization.



Actudizing Citizen (AC) Dutiful Citizen (DC)

Diminished sense of government Obligaionto participae in government
obligaion Enighe sense of individud centered activities
purpose

Votingisless meaningful than other, more | Votingisthecore demoaratic act
persondly defined acts such as
consumerism, community volunteering, or

transaiond activism

Mistrug of media and politiciansis Becomes informed aboutissues and
reinforced by negaive mass media government by following mass media
environment

Favors loose networks of community Joins civil sodety organizationsand/or
action Boften established or sugained expresses interests throughparties tha

throughfriendshipsand peer relationsand | typically employ oneway conventiond
thin sodal ties maintained by interactive communication to mobilize suppoters
information technologies

The Changing Citizenry: Thetraditiond civic eductionidedl of the Dutiful
Citizen (DC) vs. theemerging youth ideal of self- Actudizing Citizenship (AC)

It seems clear tha many eduction programs and attempts by government to
design digital portals and other youth networks fail to attract AC citizenssmply because
they are based on DC images of citizenship. As aresult, they tend to over-manage and
limit the opportunities for more interactive and expressive paticipaion tha youngpeople

find in other media experiences from online soca networking communities to reality




television programs. For example, Coleman@® survey of managed (government and NGO
built and opeated) and autonomous (youth-built and opeated) sites in the UK suggests
tha youngcitizensfind more authentic experiences in edgier political stesandin
entertainment media and games.® The dilemmaiis that many of the political sites tha
youngpeople build and opeate themselves avoid formal govenment channdsfor

communication and action, and often lack theresources needed to sugain them.

Continuing to anchor political offeringsto youngpeople in oneconaeption of
citizenship or the othe only reinforces thetwo paradigms of youth engagement discussed
earlier. Andthose paadigms only continuethe dissonant public convesation about
whether youngpeople are engaged or disengaged. Given ther value premises and
empirical references, the paadigms are (by definition) both right, butthey are also
equdly responsble for confuang much of our theoretical, empirical and practical

approaches to youth engagement in thedigital age

A key question thus becomes how to nurture the creative and expressive actions of
a generation in change, while continuing to keep some postive engagament with

gowernment on their screens.

Toward a New Policy Dialogue

The conflicting paradigms of youth engagement, aongwith thedifferent
definitionsof citizenship on which they are based, continueto shapethethinking of
policymakers and educators abouthow to get yourg people involved in civic life. When

set side by side, the broader picture seemsto pointto changing theingitutiond and



communication environments in which youngpeople encounter politics, rather than
somehow fixing the attitudes of youth themselves. Y et theingitutiond and
communication environments themselves are politically contested and controlled
(generdly by proponaents of the DC modd). The official management of civic education
and engagement experiences, both on and off ling generaly resultsin unatractive
encounters with govenment. Many, and perhgpsmod, youngcitizensare left with aien
conceptionsof prope citizenship imposed uponthem by educators, pulic officials, and

other ingitutiond authorities.

Clarifying and building bridges between the paradigms is necessary in order to
better promote condructive dialogueamongresearchers and clearer policy and practice
among educators, youth workers, paties, campagns and public officials. Each set of
players responsble for creating civic education environments for youngcitizensmug be
guided by better undestandingsof changesin citizenship and communication practices.

1) politiciansand public officials who represent the official world of politicsto

youngpeople mug learn more aboutther citizenship and communication
preferences, and how to engagewith them

2) educators and youth workers who design civic education programs can benfit
fromlearning how generationd sodal identities and political preferences are
changing so they can design more engaging civic education modds

3) thegovenment agendes, founddionsand NGOswho design and opeate online
youth engagement communities can ben€fit from learning more abouthow those
sites may be networked, and how they may be opened to less managed
patnershipswith youngpeople who need to see them as authentic and credible



4) news organizationsand other public information producers can learn howto
develop information formats that appeal to the AC citizen@ interest in interacting
and co-produang digital content, and in better integrating the information and

action dimengonsof citizenship

5) youngpeople, themselves, can better learn how to use information technology and
digital media skills to develop more effective pubiic voices

6) andacademic researchers can learn how to bridgethe paradigms to better inform
al of these players

Conclusion: Two Scenarios of Youth Engagement

If thetwo citizenship paradigms can be bridged, we Bacademics, educators,
educationd policymakers, NGOs, joumdists, fourdaions public officials, and young
people B can make more effective choices aboutwha civic engagement outcomes are

mog desirable and how to nurture them.

If nothingis doneto bridgethe paradigms, the default scenario will likely be
persistent youth disconnetion from conventiond politics, with little reconaliation of the
g3 between AC and DC citizenship styles, and continuing unprodudive paradigm bétles
in the academic and govenment policy worlds Part of this scenario (which seems more
or less postive degpending on the paradigm ones choos) is the continued growth of
youth (AC) pditics Gy other meansOpolitical consumerism, contestation of
entertainment produd ownership and distribution, and issue neworks spanning local and

globd concerns



A second scenaio utilizes the possibilities for more expressive and interactive
communication technologies to bring vibrant experiences of politics into classroons,
youth programs, and yes, even elections Thegod hereisto hdp youngpeople find
effective public voices within the conventiond arenas of power and decision-making.
This scenario requires more creative research paadigms tha combine AC and DC citizen

guditiesinto realistic scenariosfor engagement that can beimplemented and assessed.

Themod impartant question before usis: What kind of democratic experiences
would we choos for future generations? Thisis apropely political question, yet itisone
tha often chills creativity amonggovenment officias, educators, and NGOs bthe very
players with the capecity to make a difference in the political futures of young people.
The outcomes for youth engagement, insofar as they involve therestoration of postive
engagement with government, alongsde creative and expressive persond
communication, depend impartantly onthe adults who shgpetheearly politica
impressionsof youngpeople. Are politicians parents, educators, policymakers, and
curriculum developes willing to allow youngcitizensto more fully explore, experience,
and expand democracy, or will they continueto force them to try to fit into an earlier

modd tha isill suited to the neworked sodeties of thedigital age?
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