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Abstract: New Jersey City University is an urban, Minority- and Hispanic-Serving 
Institution with a First-Generation-to-College, commuter, and immigrant student 
population. How can we engage our students who feel powerless, distrustful, or 
even threatened by government actors in governance? Will perceptions of 
governance change with increased exposure to political elites (e.g. judges, mayors, 
community board members) in their communities? Using Community Engaged 
Learning methods, we asked students to attend civic meetings and courtrooms to 
observe the inner workings of governance and engage in dialogue with political 
elites. Journals and surveys reveal that students deconstructed pre-conceived 
notions of powerlessness, humanized government actors, and became hopeful 
about change in their communities. 
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“I can do this – I can make a difference. At least I have to try.” 
(Trial Advocacy and the American Legal System Student, Fall 2018). 

How do we engage politically disenfranchised students in governance? Can community engaged 
learning (hereinafter “CEL”) experiences empower students, some of whom are fearful of government 
and intimidated by political leaders, to engage in governmental functions (e.g. attend community 
meetings, participate in social justice reform, assume leadership positions) even if they enter the 
experience with deep rooted personal perceptions that they are powerless to effectuate positive 
change? As academics teaching at New Jersey City University (hereinafter “NJCU”) with a large 
population of students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds, we aspired to try. Using 
two courses from different disciplines (Criminal Justice and Women’s and Gender Studies), we placed 
our students in government spaces (i.e. courtrooms, civic meetings) to observe and journal their 
experiences. Our goal was to demystify the players and processes in force; we hypothesized that front 
row seats to these important proceedings (trials, hearings, civic meetings) might enhance student 
understanding of governmental functions, familiarize students with political elites1 and other 
governmental employees (e.g. court officers, clerks), and inspire students to envision their potential 
future roles in governance. In order to evaluate our progress, we collected data via pre- and post- 

1 We take Charles Mills’ (2000) concept of the “power elite”, the privileged few who make key  
socio-legal, economic, and political decisions for a community, and modify it into the political elite, to refer to those who 
work in governance. Examples might include elected or appointed governmental officials (e.g. judges, mayors), community 
board members, and other persons with the power to influence governmental policies and practice (Nir, 2017). See pp. 
11-12 for a more detailed discussion.
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learning surveys and student journals. In this article, we share our strategies to engage students as well 
as our evaluation of their effectiveness. 

This article begins with a description of our institution and participating student 
demographics. We then provide pre-learning survey results to establish a baseline for student 
perceptions prior to our courses. Following brief course descriptions and a literature review, we share 
results from our post-learning survey and qualitative analyses of student journals. The article concludes 
with a discussion of the value of using CEL strategies to engage socio-economically disadvantaged 
undergraduate populations in governance.  

Institutional Description 

NJCU is a public liberal arts institution that educates over 9,000 students in the urban Northeast. The 
campus draws a majority commuter population (97%) that resides in and around Jersey City, New 
Jersey. NJCU charges the lowest tuition in the state, which appeals to students who are working class 
and working poor. The school is a Minority-Serving and Hispanic-Serving Institution located in one 
of the most diverse cities in the United States: 40% of students self-identify as Hispanic, 23% as 
Black/African-American, 20% as White, 8% as Asian, and finally 8% fall into the “Missing 
Data/Other” category (Gerber, Personal Communication, October 23, 2018). In 2017, 57% were First 
Generation to College students (Gerber, Personal Communication, October 23, 2018). While no data 
on immigration status has been collected by the university, anecdotally we know many students come 
from immigrant families, perhaps even being immigrants themselves, and, for a sizeable population, 
English is their second (or third) language. 

Study Demographics 

We collected student demographics via surveys. Of those who completed the post-learning survey, 
57.1% self-identified as Latinx/Hispanic (n=44), 20.8% as Non-Latinx/Hispanic, White or Euro 
American (n=16), 14.3% as Black/Afro-Caribbean/African American (n=11), 6.5% as 
Indigenous/Native American/Pacific Islander (n=5), 5.2% as Bi/Multi-racial, and 3.9% equally as 
South Asian, East Asian, Middle Eastern or Arab, and Another Category Not Identified (n=3).2 The 
majority of students have a connection to immigration: 40.3% (n=31) have at least one immigrant 
parent while 24.7% (n=19) are immigrants themselves. 58.4% did not identify as a First Generation 
to College student (n=45) while 40.3% did (n=31), with 1.3% preferring not to answer (n=1). The 
majority of students (94.8%) are under the age of 25.  

Pre-Learning Quantitative Findings 

We used a pre-learning survey to glean information about civic participation. Students responded to 
two prompts: “I volunteer in my community” and “I have spent time in the court system and/or 
municipal government offices before taking this class.” We were interested to learn about their 
participation in community spaces as a marker of civic participation over more traditionally defined 
engagement (e.g. voting). We learned that 58% (n=58) of students are volunteering their time. We also 
ascertained that 93% (n=93) of students have spent little time in governance spaces. With this data, 
we surmised students were stepping outside of their comfort zones upon entering civic spaces and 
engaging with political elites.  

2 All survey respondents were able to choose multiple racial and ethnic identity categories. 
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 At the start of the semester, we wanted to establish how much students knew about issues in 
their community. Using a Likert scale, students responded to: “I am aware of my community’s needs 
and concerns”. Responses indicate that the majority of students were either unsure or had some 
familiarity with issues in their communities. Next, we wanted to determine how much students knew 
about civic decision-making. Here students responded to: “I know how decisions are made that affect 
my community (i.e. local courts; municipal government)”. We learned that over 1/3 knew how 
decisions were made, but nearly half the class was uncertain or said they did not know about the 
decision-making process in their community.  
 Since many students come from marginalized backgrounds, we were curious to assess their 
trust in governance. We prompted: “I believe the court system and/or municipal government runs 
smoothly and without bias or prejudice.” The majority of students (52%, n=52) answered with a 
negative metric (i.e. Strongly Disagree or Disagree) while 1/3 were neutral, perhaps indicating that 
they were not sure or felt the answer was more complicated. No students strongly agreed with the 
statement. Finally, we asked about comfort with political elites: “I feel comfortable communicating/ 
interacting with representatives in the court system (i.e. judges, clerks, lawyers, etc.) and/or municipal 
government (local elected representatives, employees at city hall, etc.).” We learned that 39% of 
students felt relatively comfortable with political elites but nearly the same number felt neutral, 
indicating no feelings or complicated feelings about political elites. We acknowledge that even with an 
anonymous survey, some students may have felt uncomfortable with the question so they chose 
neutral as their response. Over 1/5 of students felt some discomfort around political elites. Through 
this data, we discovered that many NJCU students are uncertain, uneasy, and maybe even distrustful 
of systems of governance and political elites in their communities. Given that the overwhelming 
majority of students have not spent time in civic spaces, we hypothesized that they form their 
perspectives about political elites through local news, friends, family, or the effects of governance 
decisions on their lives. This increased our curiosity about how students would respond to physically 
visiting these sites.   
 
Courses Utilized 
 
Students were drawn from two courses: Trial Advocacy and the American Legal System and Diversity 
and Difference. Below we discuss each, in turn. 
 
“Trial Advocacy and the American Legal System.”  
 
“Trial Advocacy and the American Legal System,” offered by the university’s honors program, 
explores the role, structure, and function of the American court system. The course focuses on 
adversarial processes and the roles played by court actors including judges, prosecutors, defense 
attorneys, juries, defendants, and victims. Students engage in numerous classroom simulations of 
various trial stages including jury selection, opening statements, direct and cross-examination of 
witnesses, closing statements, and sentencing proceedings. The course culminates in a full mock trial 
experience in a State Superior Courthouse with a Superior Court judge presiding. This course is offered 
exclusively to sophomores in the university’s honors program (two sections of the course are offered 
each fall semester).  

During the Fall 2018 semester, 25 students were enrolled in one section and 22 students were 
enrolled in a second section (47 total). In addition to classroom instruction, students traveled to a 
courthouse of their choosing and observed 10 hours of court proceedings. Students were provided 
with the choice to attend either the Jersey City Superior Courthouse or a courthouse in their own 
communities. While some students preferred to travel from campus to the Jersey City Courthouse in 
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small groups, others found it more convenient to attend proceedings closer to their homes. Assistance 
in locating and traveling to courthouses were provided to students on a regular basis. Further, updates 
on ongoing cases, hearings, and trials at the Jersey City Superior Courthouse were sent to students, 
via email, by the supervising judge. Students were permitted to travel to the courthouse on their own 
or with their classmates; with the exception of one class period, observations took place on the 
students’ own time. Students were taught to journal their observations and create field notes, including 
their perceptions, opinions, feelings, and concerns associated with their court visits. After the 
observation hours were completed, students formed groups to compare their observations and share 
their various perspectives. Students also had the opportunity to engage in question/answer sessions 
with judges and were encouraged to openly express their feelings – positive or negative – regarding 
their observations. Professors and judges consistently assured students that they should feel free to 
express any thoughts or questions and students had the opportunity to show their questions to the 
professor in advance. Students were thoughtful in their questions and freely addressed a myriad of 
“hard” issues including racial discrimination, nepotism, and ethical conflicts. At the conclusion of the 
course, each student group, consisting of three or four students, led a “debriefing” classroom 
discussion in which they discussed their collective experiences, and compared and contrasted each 
group member’s individual impressions and observations. Each group drafted a letter to the judiciary 
describing their perceptions and providing suggestions to improve case processing.                            
 
 
“Diversity and Difference.” 
 
“Diversity and Difference,” offered by the Department of Women’s and Gender Studies, explores 
how power materializes through individuals, interpersonal relationships, and socio-political 
institutions. “Diversity and Difference” teaches about privilege and oppression on micro as well as 
macro levels. A significant course goal is to build cultural humility while teaching other essential skills 
that help students navigate diverse workplaces, communities, and social interactions. “Diversity and 
Difference” is a 100-level General Education course that fulfills the Civic Engagement and 
Intercultural Knowledge learning objective at NJCU. There are multiple sections of 25-30 students 
who enroll anytime between their first semester and senior year. To achieve our CEL goal, students 
observe governance in their communities by attending three civic meetings throughout the term (i.e. 
City Council, Board of Education, Rent Control, Transportation Board, etc.). Early in the semester, 
the professor guides students to peruse the websites of their town and journal about their impressions. 
Students are asked to consider whether the information is current, visually appealing, representative 
of their community, and easy to find, which leads to a larger analysis of accessibility. At the end of 
class, students choose which meetings to attend based on scheduling needs and interests (e.g. an 
aspiring teacher is encouraged to visit Board of Education meetings).3 Students attend meetings on 
their own time, but some exceptions are made for students to use class time when the course is taught 
in the evenings. They are encouraged to find a “class buddy” if they have chosen the same meeting as 
a classmate, which happens for roughly 50% of the class. Students journal their experiences and write 
a 400-word reflection based on guided prompts for each visit. Students are given feedback on their 
writing to deepen their analysis and some time is spent debriefing in class particularly when there are 
patterns in student observations or an issue that is relevant to the class arises (e.g. county officials 
debating ICE contracts). The prompts deepen over time leading students to reflect on whether the 

 
3 A few students were hesitant to complete the assignment because they recently moved to their community. In nearly 
every case, students moved one town over. In these situations, students were allowed to visit civic spaces in their new 
community or their previous one.  
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elected officials or board members represent the community’s best interests. The course concludes 
when students write a letter to an official they observed in action alongside a longer reflective paper 
on progressive social change and community leadership.  
 
Literature Review 
 
Good Citizenship 
   
Engagement is central to good citizenship. Defined this way, citizenship is demonstrated by what one 
does: it is an action, not an identity or status (Mirra & Garcia, 2017). In a recent Pew Research Center 
survey, Americans affirmed that actions like voting, paying taxes, and abiding by the law are the top 
three features of good citizenship. However, youth do not place the same value on voting: only 56% 
of those under 30 believe voting is the most important marker of citizenship (Gramlich, 2019).4 A 
mere 11% of college students go beyond voting to “participate in a government or political 
organization or issue” (Benenson & Bergom, 2019, p. 1667). Johnson and Ferguson (2018) found that 
college seniors and recent graduates view politics as too messy and divisive. Even if they have a strong 
civic identity, students sidestep conversing about politics to avoid conflict. Youth are more disinclined 
to vote or talk about politics; they are skeptical of American democracy as well.  
 There is a reason why young people are less likely to engage in “good” citizenship like voting, 
political participation, or political discourse. After the 2016 election, nearly 1/3 of millennials doubted 
the health of the U.S. democracy. This apprehension was most felt by young voters of color: nearly 
half of Black millennial voters reported losing faith in U.S. democracy while over 40% of Latinx voters 
felt the same (The Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement 2017). 
Despite low participation rates and lost faith in governance systems, marginalized youth are civically-
engaged in other ways. Godfrey and Cherng (2016) contend that young people from low socio-
economic areas, especially Asian-American and Black youth, place a high importance on helping 
people in their communities. Students of color spend time volunteering in ways that do not typically 
count as volunteerism, such as helping a cousin with homework, driving a neighbor to medical 
appointments (Mitchell, Donahue, & Young-Law, 2012), or serving at their place of worship (Green, 
2003). Rockenbach, Tuchmayer, and Hudson (2014) posit that marginalized students reframe civic 
engagement as “giving back” rather than acts of citizenship or political inclination. While marginalized 
young people may not be engaging in traditional ways, they are flourishing in digital and online 
environments where they can participate in politics rather than Politics (Mirra & Garcia, 2017) by 
interacting with official organizations, community leaders, and political candidates (The Center for 
Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement, 2018b). 
 
Politically Disenfranchised Students and Curricular Civic Engagement 
  
Civic engagement courses can re-invigorate youth participation in democracy; however, research on 
low-income, first generation, and/or racialized students in civic engagement courses is relatively 
scarce. Most studies centralize a normative profile: the white, middle to upper-middle class, continuing 
generation, 18-22 year old, able-bodied, residential college student without dependents who takes a 
civic engagement course (taught by a white faculty member) to serve low-income and/or racialized 

 
4 The youth vote peaked for the 1972 presidential election and midterm voting has been on a slow decline since 1972. 
Youth midterm election participation jumped in the 2018 election to 31%, the highest turnout in 25 years (The Center for 
Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement 2018a). Time will tell if this continues. 
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communities (Butin, 2006; Doerr, 2015; Green, 2003; Mitchell, Donahue, and Young-Law, 2012; Pearl 
& Christensen, 2017b; Téllez, 2000). Low-income, first generation, and/or racialized students are just 
as interested in civic engagement as other students. Pearl and Christensen (2017a; 2017b) found that 
marginalized students are more altruistically-motivated than their peers yet fewer enroll in elective 
civic engagement courses. Téllez (2000) reminds that civic engagement comes with “opportunity 
costs” such as needing to quit jobs, skip classes, or devote the extra time. If marginalized students 
know they can be altruistic outside of school, there is less buy-in for the courses (Pearl & Christensen, 
2017b).   

Low-income, first generation, and/or racialized students may be wary of what civic 
engagement offers, but research shows that they benefit from taking these classes. There are positive 
correlations between civic engagement and increased GPAs, retention, and overall comprehension of 
subject matter for low-income, first generation, and/or racialized populations (Kanwischer, Lilgreen, 
& Saralampi, 2015; Yeh, 2010; York, 2016). Thus, under-represented students have the biggest 
intellectual gains to make from a civic engagement course. Cadelario (2018) argues this is because 
under-represented students experience the biggest gap between collegiate learning and the 
communities they come from so “when students understand the power of academic knowledge to 
transform their worlds, their personal investments in their education feel not only much more justified, 
but absolutely necessary” (p. 183). For low-income, first generation, and/or racialized students, the 
ability to “‘bridge’ their communities of origin with their academic communities” may bring coherence 
to “two disparate worlds” (Conley & Hamlin, 2009, p. 48).  

The interaction between two worlds is a common feature of civic engagement. The metaphor 
of crossing a border is used to explain the value of getting students out of their comfort zones. Many 
argue that when students interact with people who have different daily realities and worldviews, they 
will develop perspective-taking, non-judgment, and compassion (Astin et al., 2000; Eyler & Giles, 
1999; Naudé, 2015; Simons & Cleary, 2006; York, 2016). Ideally, students move beyond “tolerance” 
towards empathy. 

Political Elites in the Community 

This approach to civic engagement presupposes a student has some social-location privilege whereas 
the “served” population is under-resourced and marginalized (Butin, 2006; Doerr, 2015; Mitchell, 
Donahue, & Law-Young, 2012). What happens when students are engaging with elite members of 
their community? Mills (2000) introduced “power elite” to refer to a concentrated group of people 
who “have a greater share than other people of the things and experiences that are most valued” (p. 
9). While the power elites are at the top of the socio-political-economic hierarchy, Mills recognized 
that professional politicians constitute the middle level of power because they carry out the work of 
the power elite. In a local context, these political elites operate as a “set of cliques or ‘crowds’ whose 
members judge and decide the important community issues…” (p. 36). For this study, we define 
political elites as people charged with ensuring the functions of governance, such as judges, lawyers, 
court officials, mayors, city counselors, and board members. These community members are meant 
to represent their constituents; yet, they hold more socio-political power to make decisions that affect 
their communities. They can be intimidating based on the level of influence they can, and do, exert. 
Mirra & Garcia (2017) argue that “negative contact with public officials can have a dampening effect 
on the willingness to participate in public life” (p. 143). Marginalized students may enter the classroom 
strategically disengaged with public officials based on previous negative interactions (Mirra & Garcia, 
2017; Taylor & Baker, 2019). Our unique circumstances provided a good opportunity to test whether 
students could find common ground with political elites, and whether the goals of perspective-taking, 
non-judgment, and compassion would hold given this power dynamic. 
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Data & Methods 
 
Data for this study were drawn from student journals (n=80) chronicling observations of government 
proceedings as well as pre- (n=100) and post- (n=77) learning surveys. We adapted the Longhorn 
Center’s (The University of Texas-Austin) Community Engagement Pre-Course Survey and we drew 
from Gelmon et al.’s (2001) Assessing Service-Learning and Civic Engagement: Principles and Techniques to 
create the surveys. In total, 100 pre-learning surveys and 77 post-learning surveys were completed in 
Fall 2018 and Spring 2019. All surveys were filled out anonymously. 56% of the pre-learning surveys 
came from Diversity and Difference (n=56) while 44% (n=44) came from Trial Advocacy and the 
American Legal System. 53.3% of the post-learning surveys completed were from Trial Advocacy and 
the American Legal System (n=41) while 46.7% were from Diversity and Difference (n=36). 
Substantive questions pertinent to this study included gauging awareness of the needs and concerns 
in one’s community, knowledge of community decision-making, trust in governance, and comfort 
interacting with political elites (i.e. judges, attorneys, mayors, city council members etc.)  

Data was also drawn from student journals documenting their observations, including related 
perceptions, opinions, and feelings. 42 of the 47 honors students consented to have their journal 
included in this study. The remaining 38 journal entries were drawn from students enrolled in Diversity 
and Difference. To analyze the data, an inductive, grounded theory approach was utilized to develop 
theoretical categories that “place the data into a more general or abstract framework” (Maxwell, 2005, 
p. 97). Numerous themes emerged during data analysis including demystification of political elites 
following direct exposure, increased feelings of empowerment to engage in governance, among other 
themes. Data from each journal analyzed was compared to the next journal; themes were consistently 
refined to reflect the complete body of data collected.  
 
Methodological Limitations and Future Directions 
 
A few methodological limitations warrant mention. First, the “Trial Advocacy and the American Legal 
System” course was offered exclusively to honors students; in this regard, this portion of our data 
captures the perceptions and feedback of a pre-selected group of students on campus. Future studies 
should sample courses open to the broader community of students to ascertain how, if at all, academic 
level and course rigor may influence student response to these experiences. Second, our data does not 
capture potential cultural differences among courthouses; future studies should examine how local 
court context affects student perceptions and experiences. Next, while our study is interdisciplinary, 
it is limited to students from two courses related to governance. Future studies should explore how 
our findings hold among a wider range of disciplines as well as other community-based locations (e.g. 
immigration organizations, social justice institutes). Finally, when we asked students about their 
knowledge of civic spaces, we did not take into account how long they lived in their current 
community. Anecdotally, we know that the vast majority of our students did not move to new 
communities. Further, the few students who were unfamiliar with their new surroundings were 
allowed to visit civic spaces in their previous communities (see p. 8, footnote 3). Future studies should 
explore how length of residency within a community may influence students’ knowledge about their 
local civic spaces. 
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Results 
 
Post-Learning Survey Quantitative Findings 
 
We asked questions to ascertain whether students felt more knowledgeable about their communities 
as well as more trusting of, and comfortable with, political elites after their civic meeting/courtroom 
visits. When asked if they were more aware of their community’s needs and concerns, the affirmative 
metrics increased while those answering “Neutral” or any range of disagreement decreased. 
Importantly, the greatest increase was in the “Strongly Agree” category, which went up by 15%. We 
took this as a positive sign that students felt more knowledgeable about their communities after civic 
space visits. We were curious to know whether these experiences taught students about the decision-
making processes in their communities. By the end of the course, the “Strongly Agree” metric jumped 
from 10% to 16.9%, the “Agree” metric rose too from 34% to 59.7% while the “Neutral”, “Disagree”, 
and “Strongly Disagree” responses all went down. We concluded that students left with more clarity 
about community decision-making. 
 In the pre-learning survey, it was evident that students did not trust governance processes or 
political elites. When we asked students if “the court system and/or municipal government runs 
smoothly and without bias or prejudice”, after spending time observing civic environments, students’ 
answers changed. Now, 3.9% of students felt very confident in the system while 11.9% felt confident. 
“Neutral” responses rose 8% too. The “Disagree” category saw a slight rise. Significantly, while 27% 
said they “Strongly Disagree” with the statement at the beginning of the semester, only 9.1% of 
students answered this way on the post-learning survey. Overall, it appears that students felt more 
confidence in these governance processes. Finally, we wanted to know if students now felt more 
comfortable with political elites. On the post-learning survey, students expressed a rise in comfort 
engaging with civic representatives. While the “Strongly Agree” category went down 6%, the “Agree” 
category went up 12%. Students answering “Neutral” remained the same. Both “Disagree” and 
“Strongly Disagree” metrics went down by the end of the semester. Results indicate that these CEL 
experiences enhanced student comfort with political elites in their community. 
 
Student Journals 
 
In this section, we report the descriptions, perspectives, and analyses recorded by students in their 
observation journals. Overall, these journals demonstrate that attending government proceedings 
leads to a fuller and more nuanced understanding of the players5 and processes in force, empowering 
student to engage in governance. 

Demystifying the players. During their visits to a courthouse or civic meeting, students observed 
and interacted (at times) with players in their professional environments. These experiences provided 
students with the opportunity to learn about players on relatable levels. In some cases, formerly 
intimidated students grew more comfortable with players; in other instances, student perspectives 
evolved through direct exposure to these political/government actors. In this section, we explore the 
ways in which these experiences demystified players in students’ eyes, dispelled inaccurate 
preconceived notions, and fostered a comfortable sense of familiarity. Areas explored include student 
observation and analysis of (1) players’ daily activities; (2) relationships and interactions between 
players; (3) body language; and (4) direct interactions between students and players.    

 
5 In this article, “players” refers to political elites (e.g. judges, mayors, council members), government actors (e.g. attorneys, 
court officers, police officers), and other individuals regularly engaged in government proceedings.   
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Students relate to players’ daily activities.  Students described government actors engaged in ordinary 
and familiar actions, such as using their cellular phones, planning lunch, or simply joking around with 
colleagues. Commonly, students seemed amazed to see players engage in these typical human 
interactions and conversations. For example, one student noted: “While standing behind me two 
officers talked about trying the new Buffalo sandwich from the Blimpie’s during their lunch break” 
(21), and another mentioned that “there had even been a few attorneys sitting in the back just 
discussing recent movies” (17). A third student was surprised by a conversation between a judge and 
prosecutor during a break in the proceedings: “Judge [X] and the prosecutor started talking about 
Rutgers basketball while they waited” (8). Others focused on the use of humor by courtroom actors: 
“The officer was then asked to handle evidence, so the prosecutor asked for gloves for him. He 
struggled to put the gloves on so he, Judge [X], the attorneys, and the courtroom assistants began 
laughing because they were too small” (8). Another student noted that “the judge joked around, even 
making a joke about the typist being a rookie so the attorneys should speak slowly” (13). 

Students notice relationships/interactions between players. In addition to observing individual 
behaviors and actions, students observed players interacting with one another. Several students 
commented on the ‘comfortable’ exchanges between players: “Everyone seemed very familiar with 
each other. It seems that they all spend a lot of time in the court” (1). A majority of students 
highlighted positive interactions and relationships in their journals. For example, several students took 
note of judges’ positive exchanges with various individuals in the courtroom: “As the witnesses and 
defendant took the stand, the judge greeted them and offered them something to drink” (6). And 
another student noted: “The judge humanizes himself through his interaction with the jury because 
he was very open with them as if they were his own friends and family” (13). Similarly, students 
observing Town Hall and/or Board of Education meetings described productive exchanges between 
residents and town council members: “The council cares about the town so much and about its 
residents. There is no divide, both the council and residents work together to come up with solutions 
to their problems. The council listens to the community instead of ignoring them” (66). In contrast, 
more than half of the students observed at least one negative interaction – such as rude or disinterested 
behavior – that resulted in unproductive proceedings: “Councilman X finally decides to say enough is 
enough.  At that point, she was met with a rude council woman claiming that her time to speak was 
up” (43). 

A handful of students were surprised by the positive interactions between players with 
opposing roles; several students re-evaluated their preconceived notion that professional adversaries 
have contentious relationships: “The defense and prosecution attorneys engaged in conversation with 
the audience and between themselves. This made me reconsider my previous conclusion about the 
relationship between the defense and prosecution attorneys” (5). Similarly, other students focused on 
the ‘surprising’ personal connections between courtroom rivals: “The attorneys agreed to eat lunch 
together. They had each other’s phone number and they keep in touch. There’s no hard feelings after 
the case” (33).  Surprised student reactions (to pleasantries between ‘adversaries’) were not limited to 
opposing counsel. For example, a few students were ‘shocked’ to see positive interactions between 
defendants in custody and court officers: “The most shocking part of it all was seeing the court officers 
interact with the defendant. The majority of them treated him as if he was another person in the room, 
with some restrictions, of course. But they even laughed with him occasionally while waiting for the 
judge to return to his chair” (21). In contrast, a few students noted somewhat negative interactions 
between opposing courtroom actors: “The defense attorney tried to make conversation with the 
prosecutor, but she ignored him and walked out of the room” (5).  
 Students observe body language. Students paid close attention to the body language of various 
players; attention to non-verbal communication provided students with a fuller picture of the 
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personalities, emotions, and social environment in the room. For example, a few students described 
body language indicating tension or nervousness: “The prosecutor kept licking his lips so aggressively 
which was a little disturbing” (11). And another noted: “One of them, the last one to present, spoke 
too fast, barely hearable and seemed as if he was nervous” (23). A few students focused on the general 
‘feel’ of the room: “The audience seemed extremely tense regarding this proceeding, while the 
attorneys were not anxious at all” (17). In contrast, other students described body language indicating 
a relaxed environment: “All the attorneys as well as the judge are smiling and laughing” (13).  
Several students differentiated between the body language of different players present at the same 
proceeding: “I looked to see the reaction of the council members and many were smiling but there 
were one or two who were not as amused” (80). A few students interpreted body language as a sign 
of impatience or disapproval by certain players. For example, one student noted: “Judge [X] seemed 
like she was not having any of the attorney’s shenanigans. She was very sassy with her hand smushed 
against her cheek and elbow placed on the desk. She had an expression on her face of boredom but 
also of tiredness” (12). Finally, other students concluded that certain players consciously use non-
verbal communication for strategic purposes: “The defense attorney create[d] a motherly effect to 
gain sympathy from the jurors. She touched Mr. [X] on his shoulders to convey more of this motherly 
or caring vibe onto the audience” (28).  These and other similar observations display a somewhat 
nuanced and sophisticated understanding of players and their behavior. 

Interactions between players and students. A majority of students reported a positive interaction (e.g. 
kind, engaging and helpful players) they experienced with a player at least once: “When in the lobby, 
I had barely mentioned that I was there for our class and immediately an officer informed me of the 
current trials going on and offered me directions to them” (4). A handful of students appreciated a 
criminal court judge’s attention: “The judge took some time to speak with the four of us that were 
observing the trial…He said he was happy to be able to be speaking with some future leaders of the 
country” (38).  

Demystifying the process. During their observations, students witnessed a variety of governmental 
processes in action. For most, these experiences illuminated the ‘real life’ mechanics of the observed 
proceeding. For example, a student observing a Board of Education meeting reported: “This has 
opened my eyes to the inner workings and dynamics of how the schools really run in my town” (49). 
Students relayed particular procedures they learned during their observations; examples include 
judicial processes in the courthouse, treatment of defendants, the role of court clerks, sidebars 
procedures, and the role of council members at board meetings, among others. At times, specific 
processes left strong impressions on students: “Even though he was going to be released, [the 
defendant] still had to remain shackled to the other detainees and go back to the jail to get his 
belongings. I see the purpose in this, but it also feels like there could be a better system in place for 
individuals who are going to be released” (8).  

Fairness of the process. About half of the students noted that the process appeared fair to all 
involved: “My city is always willing to help anyone in my community. The diverse race and gender 
sitting at the table shows that they do equal treatment for everyone who lives in [X] City” (58). Another 
student commented on the fairness of a judge she observed in criminal court: “Very fair judge with a 
lot of experience under his belt...he treated those charged with crimes with respect, and he even took 
into account their situations outside of the crime they committed like their employment status or 
Section 8 housing” (12). In contrast, approximately one third of the students perceived unfair 
favoritism or prejudice toward certain individuals or groups: “The council members used their white 
and male privilege to make decisions for a racially diverse community. There was only one white 
female there at the meeting and she hardly had a say in any big decisions” (68). Another student was 
concerned about nepotism on a community board: “Many of the people on the boards and elected 
official positions are there because they are related or are friends with those already in power which is 
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unfair. This doesn’t give the opportunity for other people to join and offer different perspectives. If 
you want to move up the social ladder then you need to have the connections” (49). 

More respect needed. About a third of the students were critical of behaviors that demonstrated a 
lack of respect for the process. For example, a few students expressed their disapproval for the way 
that people dressed for court: “I noticed that some people are dressed casually to appear in front of 
the judge. Some people wore jeans, and some had sweatpants that were sagging very low. I just thought 
it was a very bad image, even though image is not supposed to be taken into account” (1). A few 
others commented on the tardiness of courtroom actors: “One of the lawyers was almost 30 minutes 
late – it surprised me that we waited for him to arrive for so long without a threat of postponing the 
hearing or even seeing the other case that was waiting” (23). Other students focused on disrespectful 
verbal communications between attendees at a town hall meeting: “Those few that did speak up about 
their opinion for the project were given boos and even one lady came up to another and began arguing 
with her, about how she is making a mistake and that she is going to surely regret it” (78). It was 
interesting to note that, in some instances, students appeared to respect the government process more 
than the players.  

Analyses of performance/effectiveness of players. Students provided their perspectives on the 
effectiveness of various players during government proceedings. For example, many students 
observing courtroom hearings and trials criticized the advocacy techniques and skills of the attorneys: 
“The prosecutor presented her entire case and from the two days I had attended the trial it seemed as 
if she was not meeting the burden of proof. For every argument or fact to be presented, the defense 
steered the jury in another direction. He more than caused reasonable doubt, often times destroying 
the evidence she presented almost completely” (21). In contrast, other students were impressed by 
strategic decisions made by courtroom advocates: “I was watching the cross-examining attorney 
whenever he would choose to sit down or stand up. I noticed that whenever he would sit down, it 
seemed like he was establishing power and using his pen to point towards the defendant to 
acknowledge him” (1). The majority of students were impressed by political elites’ (i.e. judges, board 
members, mayors) management of government proceedings. For example, one student stated: “At the 
end of the day the Board does try to accommodate and make decisions that are acting in the 
community’s best interest. The fact that there was a compromise to waive the ordinance during 
discussion on ICE [Immigration and Customs Enforcement] does show that Board members want to 
give the public a fair chance at stating their views” (76). 

Empowering student to engage. Nearly 25% of students noted that their observation experiences 
sparked a desire and/or empowered them to engage in governance in their communities. Students 
described this sentiment in different ways. One student noted that, “sitting in the courtroom there, I 
thought that I honestly wouldn’t mind having a job as an official in the courthouse” (17) and another 
stated: “I will want to run for public office in my community one day, and I will volunteer any day to 
sit on my community board, I think I have much to contribute...As a [B]lack [person] seeing a lot of 
[B]lacks in the local level, it makes me want to work harder” (44). A handful of students even 
referenced their responsibility to engage in governance. One student stated: “I feel like I do have a 
responsibility to create positive change in my community...I really want to help...I know I can be an 
ally” (45). 

 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 
The challenge of engaging politically disenfranchised students in governance is complex; difficulties 
arise not only from students’ current situations but, also, from a myriad of prior life experiences that 
shaped their perceptions, opinions, and philosophical beliefs about government long before they 
embarked on their undergraduate careers. Some students who enter the academic environment from 
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socio-economically disadvantaged communities have had negative interactions with government 
actors; indeed, history has shown that certain groups and communities are the subject of disparate 
treatment by police (Brunson & Miller, 2005; Carbado, 2017). As of September 2020, the recent deaths 
of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Tony McDade, and others legitimize distrust of police and other 
government officials. Others have experienced the damaging effects of mass incarceration and its 
profound impact on their communities (Clear, 2008). Even students with limited or no exposure to 
government actors or processes often possess preconceived notions, based on secondary information 
from family and friends, of powerlessness to create change and the futility of engagement in 
government. Lack of exposure or negative exposure with governance allows feelings of hopelessness 
to grow and sentiments of powerlessness to crystallize. 

Civic engagement courses help young people channel hopelessness and powerlessness into 
action. Politically disenfranchised students, or what #BlackLivesMatter co-founder Alicia Garza calls 
“the new American majority”, are an untapped, and often disregarded, population of civic actors 
because political strategists often assume they are passive non-voters (Garza, 2019). However, if the 
2018 midterms are any indication, young people are fired up. They are demanding attention (Black 
Youth Project, DACA students, the March for Our Lives, and calls to Defund/Abolish the Police are 
but a few examples here) and insisting on having a seat at the table. Our students may come to our 
CEL classes thinking politics is “not about me or for me”, but they have the potential to re-shape the 
future of U.S. politics: local governance is an ideal space to practice change-making because it is where 
one can see change immediately.  

Like political strategists, civic engagement researchers have neglected the perspectives of 
disenfranchised students. The dominant model of civic engagement involves students with some 
degree of privilege entering marginalized spaces or communities to carry out a “service” project. Our 
research is unique because it centralizes low-income, first generation, and/or racialized students who 
are living in, and engaging with, their own communities. In our project, the Other is a member of the 
political elite (e.g. judges, lawyers, mayors, city council members) who holds decision-making power 
that affects students’ lives or government employees who work directly in these systems (e.g. court 
officers, clerks). Our study points to the power of exposure to governance spaces; while we 
acknowledge that exposure to political environments is not sufficient to increase political participation 
in and of itself (Johnson & Ferguson, 2018, p. 523), our research shows that it is a crucial first step for 
disenfranchised students to be able to see themselves reflected in political elites and other government 
employees. Intentional course scaffolding can build on this by helping students to embrace a civic 
identity and commitment to social change. 

Analyses of student journals and our post-learning surveys reveal that (in most cases) student 
observations of courtroom proceedings and civic meetings result in a profound demystification of 
government players and processes. Perhaps the most notable theme emerging from these data is our 
students’ realization that political elites (e.g. judges, mayors) and government actors (court officers, 
citizen activists) are human too because they share similar apprehensions, insecurities, and weaknesses 
to those experienced by students. They also engage in familiar routines (e.g. deciding what to eat for 
lunch), enjoy leisure activities (e.g. sports), make mistakes, get nervous, and become overwhelmed; 
sometimes they succeed and sometimes they fail. Instead of remaining elusive characters that appear 
unapproachable, they became familiar figures to whom students can relate. Moreover, many students 
had positive exchanges with players; certain players, such as judges, assumed mentoring roles and went 
out of their way to reach out to students. For some, ‘the judge’ came to represent a supportive figure 
they admired, a sharp contrast to some students’ preconceived ideas that judges are unfair political 
elites who operate with prejudice and bias.  

In addition to demystifying the players, student journals demonstrated that these experiences 
familiarized students with the processes at play; journals document new substantive knowledge of key 
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processes (e.g. how civic meetings are organized, trial orders). More significantly, being in these spaces 
sparked critical analyses (e.g. “Sidebars do not make sense. They are just distracting”). Students noted 
perceived shortcomings in the proceedings (e.g. people talking over each other at civic meetings) and 
envisioned potential change. Some students even perceived their own potential contributions to 
making these imagined changes into a reality. Demystifying political elites and governance processes 
does not resuscitate them. Seeing elites as human does not absolve them of damaging decisions that 
disproportionately affect the communities where many of our students reside. If anything, students 
become better critical thinkers through demystification because it exposes systemic and human flaws 
while giving students concrete examples. Demystification also empowers students to use the system 
to advocate for change. For example, we hope they are more likely to speak up at a civic meeting 
because they are less afraid to walk into City Hall chambers, a formerly foreign space, and now know 
how to get on a Speaker’s list.  

In the pre-learning survey, we learned that the majority of students entered civic environments 
feeling pessimistic about perceived biases and/or prejudices in courts and governance systems. Our 
goal is to invite students to approach civic engagement with “critical hope”, which is an ethical 
responsibility that embraces the “necessary tension between criticality – of privilege, charity, 
hegemony, representation, history, and inequality – along with a hope that is neither naïve nor 
idealistic, but that remains committed to ideals of justice, reflexivity, and solidarity” (Grain & Lund, 
2016, p. 51). Using “critical hope”, we validate NJCU student life experiences, which may include 
negative interactions with political elites and other governmental employees, but afford the tools, 
connections, and opportunities to take action. 
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