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COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY 
PRESIDENTS SERVING  
DEMOCRACY
An Interview with Katrina S. Rogers and Keith Melville

The occasion for this interview with Katrina S. Rogers, president of Fielding Graduate University, 
is the release of the new volume Democracy, Civic Engagement, and Citizenship in Higher  
Education: Reclaiming Our Civic Purpose (Lexington Books, 2019), which Rogers coedited with 
William Flores, former president of the University of Houston Downtown. The project was conceived 
during an ongoing exchange of college and university presidents held by the Kettering Foundation. 
Here, Keith Melville, a senior faculty member at Fielding, discusses with Rogers what she and Flores 
set out to do when they asked essayists of the book to reflect on their institutions’ civic purpose and 
the ways in which the civic dimension is an integral part of their educational mission. 

The book Democracy, Civic Engagement, and Citizenship in Higher Education 
grew out of the realization that political polarization and alienation pose a 
threat to American higher education and that colleges and universities have the 
power to reinforce the nation’s democratic life. As David Mathews, Kettering 
Foundation president and former University of Alabama president, put it in 
his own contribution to the volume, “Institutions of higher education . . . are 
in trouble when democracy is in trouble.”1 College presidents have particular 
reason to be concerned about their institutions being perceived as politically 
biased, distanced from public concerns, or serving only the narrow economic 
interests of their graduates. These perceptions contradict traditional understand-
ings of higher education as serving the public good and pose an existential 
threat to institutions that rely on various forms of public support.

At a time when democracy is in urgent need of repair, higher education 
has a key role to play in preparing students to be effective, engaged citizens. 
“Too often, that responsibility is evident in mission statements, but not in how 
students are actually educated,” notes Thomas Ehrlich, former president of 
Indiana University, in a testimonial about the book. Colleges and universities 
can also reach beyond their own campuses to engage citizens through service 
or by organizing public deliberative forums.

Rogers and Flores acknowledge in their introductory comments the  
increasing pressure on higher education institutions to emphasize the private, 
career-enhancing purposes of undergraduate education. They point out that, 
since the founding of this country, one of the central purposes of education at 
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all levels has been the cultivation of civic virtues, habits, and skills. They argue 
that educators must take their civic mission seriously—and start with a clear 
understanding of democratic citizens as active agents and producers, not just 
consumers or advocates. 

The book is a call to action. It offers a series of compelling snapshots of 
how leaders of different types of educational institutions—private liberal arts 
colleges and community colleges, land-grant universities and urban colleges— 
are responding to this challenge with innovative efforts to infuse many parts 
of the college experience with a civic dimension.

Melville: At a time of growing concern about the erosion of democratic 
norms and practices, your new book could not be more timely. In a sense, the 
21 essays in this volume are different voices in a single conversation. Where 
did this conversation start? 

Rogers: Powerful books—and Bill and I hope this is one—are sparked 
by conversations. These conversations started in 2017 at a national Points  
of Light conference when that group, under Neil Bush’s leadership, invited 
David Mathews and others to address higher education’s role. Soon after, the 
conversation continued as the Kettering Foundation was convening a group  
of college presidents who had a shared interest in higher education’s role in 
encouraging civic engagement. In an ongoing series of meetings, we have  
explored what it means to put a sharper focus on civic engagement and what  
it takes to prepare students for democratic life. 

While many educators aren’t clear about their civic mission or how they 
can make it a more prominent part of their students’ experience, some are doing 
strikingly innovative things. The purpose of this book is to shed a bright light 
on what some educators and institutions are doing to revive and strengthen 
civic education. 

As the presidents in this group got to know one another better and have 
deeper conversations, we realized that a lot of what we already do as leaders of 
higher-learning institutions can be understood as civic engagement. It consists, 
for example, of educating students about their rights and responsibilities as 
voters and getting students to participate in service learning, which is often 
now a requirement for undergraduates. Beyond that, we have been exploring 
what it means to be agents of democracy. This anthology begins by asking 
college presidents to reflect on their civic commitment and why it is a priority. 

Melville: The first section of this book, “Rising to the Challenge,” is, in 
part, a reminder of what many people have noted since the founding genera-
tion, that the health of a democratic society depends on what educators do. 
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Rogers: That’s right. From the beginning of the American experiment  
in democracy, the Framers recognized that educators play a crucial role in  
cultivating civic virtues and skills. You need an educated citizenry to maintain 
a democracy. The alternative is a tendency to revert to more authoritarian 
forms of government. Educating for democracy was a central theme in John 
Dewey’s writing, and the connection was reiterated in 1947 when the Truman 
Commission on Higher 
Education asserted that, 
“The first and most  
essential charge upon 
higher education is that 
. . . it shall be the carrier 
of democratic values, 
ideals, and processes.”2 

Most college presidents understand the connection. However, the civic 
mission has receded in higher education. Leaders tend to be preoccupied with 
day-to-day priorities, such as fund-raising, persuasion, personnel issues, and 
the other things presidents do to keep their institutions running. It is under-
standable that many higher education leaders have not regarded the civic  
mission as a priority.

That’s why it is important to make the case once again for higher educa-
tion’s role in helping to repair and strengthen our democracy. When you look 
at various sectors—government, the corporate sector, and nonprofit organiza-
tions—what sector other than higher education is going to form the next 
generation of democratic citizens? That isn’t the role of the private sector, and 
it’s not the role of nonprofits. Neither is it the role of government, although 
public officials play an important role in reinforcing democratic principles 
and norms—or undermining them. Higher education must take up the call 
decisively and in a collective way to bolster democracy, understood as a set of 
principles and practices. 

Melville: Several essays in this volume refer to declining trust in higher 
education. What’s the connection between declining trust and the erosion of 
higher education’s civic purpose? 

Rogers: The decline of public confidence in higher education is part of  
a broad decline in confidence and trust in most institutions. Clearly, you can’t 
lay this mainly at the feet of higher education. However, in several ways, higher 
education has fueled mistrust. Our approaches to financial aid have been respon-
sible for increasing student debt. Leaders in higher education have not strongly 

You need an educated citizenry 
to maintain a democracy. The 
alternative is a tendency to  
revert to more authoritarian 
forms of government.
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advocated for measures that would help to level that playing field, such as  
affirmative action measures, which has contributed to a lack of confidence. 
Because higher education is widely regarded as more liberal than conservative, 
US colleges and universities are blamed for accelerating partisan polarization.

Still, higher education can help to restore the public’s trust. Higher edu-
cation is a major factor in helping young people prepare for good jobs and 
economic advancement. That is our job, our mission. We can also restore public 
trust by the way we carry out our civic mission. Civic education shouldn’t be 
ideological indoctrination. As many of the examples in this volume demon-
strate, educating citizens takes many forms. It involves a wide range of activities, 
such as taking part in community problem solving or helping students learn 
the skills required to engage in deliberative conversations to work constructively 
across differences. 

Melville: When they are reminded of their civic mission, many higher 
education leaders say, “We’re already doing that. We just had a get-out-the-vote 
campaign, and we have an active commitment to community service. What 
else should we be doing?” One of the chief contributions of this book is that 
it illustrates the variety of ways in which the civic dimension can be infused 
into the experience of higher education.

Rogers: Many of the presidents who contributed to this volume discuss 
the work their institutions are already doing. Our goal is to offer a broader 
sense of democratic citizenship and to be more intentional about it. One  
central task is for us to reimagine the word “citizen” and claim it. We’ve had  
a tendency to think of citizens as consumers. Educators need to start with a 

broader conception that 
acknowledges rights and 
responsibilities, values and 
behaviors. Many of the  
essays in this volume  
illustrate what it means  
to think of citizens as  
active agents.  

One of the themes of the book is how institutional leaders concerned 
about democracy are shaping campus communities that embody democratic 
principles and practices. Another theme is how we instill a sense of empathy, 
which is a key element in navigating differences. In an increasingly diverse  
society, we need to learn how to navigate across a wide range of economic,  
racial, ethnic, and cultural differences. 

Higher education must take  
up the call decisively and in  
a collective way to bolster  
democracy, understood as a  
set of principles and practices.
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Diversity consists of something more than tolerating differences and  
appreciating them. It consists of learning the skills needed to navigate differ-
ences. Young people who spend so much time on social media often engage 
with others who hold similar views. They don’t know how to talk to people 
with whom they disagree. 

Contributors to this volume explore ways to navigate differences by 
learning how to engage in dialogue and public deliberation. In “Section IV, 
Voices of Presidents on Student Learning and Democracy,” readers will find 
several accounts of how deliberative forums, such as those convened by Initia-
tives for Democratic Practices (formerly known as Centers for Democratic Public 
Life), offer a great way to 
learn how to engage in 
productive deliberations. 
By featuring these occa-
sions and the skills  
participants learn in the 
course of public forums, 
campuses model what it 
means to live in demo-
cratic communities.  

While many college presidents talk about civic engagement “out there,” 
only a few talk about civic engagement “in here,” in the day-to-day life of 
campus communities. It’s a challenge for us as institutional leaders to redesign 
campus governance practices in such a way that they are models of democratic 
practice. That’s hard work, which reminds all of us—students, faculty, and 
administrators—how difficult democracy is, how messy and inefficient it can 
be, and how challenging it is to manage conflict and negotiate differences. 
There is a lot for us to learn about public deliberation as a core democratic 
skill. It’s not a habit or skill that just our students need to learn, but one that 
we need to honor as institutional leaders. 

Melville: Another theme runs through this book: the ways in which 
some colleges and universities promote a culture of civic involvement, not just 
within the campus community but within the broader community, on pressing 
public issues and problems. The reason many people say they don’t like poli-
tics is that politics—as the word is normally understood—is about conflict.  
It is something elected officials do. One of the key lessons of civic education 
is that, initially and importantly, it is what we do. 

While many college presidents 
talk about civic engagement  
“out there,” only a few talk about 
civic engagement “in here,” in 
the day-to-day life of campus 
communities. 
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at which candidates are invited to speak on campus, but also by participating 
in the civic life of local communities, taking part in community forums, and 
contributing to community blogs. 

The question is what we as higher education leaders can do to help students 
experience democratic politics as something we all do. In the accounts of what 
takes place at James Madison University, the University of Houston Downtown, 
Colorado State University, and other institutions, you see examples of students 
engaged in community problem solving. 

Higher education leaders should empower students to be advocates for 
the social change we want to see in the world. One way to start is by address-
ing vexing problems in your own community. The first task of a university 
president is to ask, “Whom do we serve?” It’s not just our undergraduates and 
employees, but also the local community. 

How do we link our activities to what is happening in the surrounding 
community? You see that in the chapter about James Madison University, 
written by Jonathan Alger and Abraham Goldberg. You also see that in the 
chapters written by Kevin Drumm about SUNY Broome, an institution that 
is located in an economically depressed community where the university and 
its students play an important role as advocates and engaged citizens, and by 
Otto Lee about Los Angeles Harbor College, another example of how students 
can be engaged in community problem solving. In California, some commu-
nity colleges have opened up their parking lots for homeless students, a bold 
and controversial measure and a vivid example of what community engagement 
means, how campuses are rethinking their connection to local communities 
and their needs, and the lessons students learn about democracy by taking 
part in these initiatives. 

Melville: On most college campuses, civic activities are mainly cocurric-
ular. However, the greatest part of what students do is curricular. It takes place 
in classrooms. College presidents are obliged to respect faculty’s responsibility 
for defining the curriculum. How can civic education be integrated into the 
higher education curriculum? 

Rogers: There are a couple of ways to do it. One is to acknowledge,  
support, and honor faculty and students for their civic engagement. You can 
resource their activities by offering budgetary support for them. Presidents 
can fund deliberative practices and campus forums and provide the resources 
needed for them. To make change, you work with the willing. You find faculty 
who care and are committed, and you recognize them for the important work 
they are doing. 
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You can also support their work by building incentives into promotion 
and tenure policies and in other ways offer incentives for faculty who lead 
civic engagement activities. You can authorize funds to send them to profes-
sional development activities, such as training in moderating skills. While it’s 
not appropriate for college administrators to impose their ideas about curric-
ulum, you encourage what you would like to see in the institution and serve 
as a prominent spokesperson and cheerleader for activities that advance the 
civic mission. 

Melville: It’s one thing to infuse civic values and skills into some disci-
plines, such as political science, communication, or sociology, but it’s more 
difficult to do so in career-related courses of study, such as nursing, premed, or 
the physical sciences. How can college presidents infuse the civic curriculum 
into these areas?    

Rogers: I agree that it’s easier to do it if you’re in political science or  
history and harder if the student is on track to become a dental hygienist. 
There are several examples in this book that illustrate how to infuse the civic 

mission throughout the 
curriculum. At James 
Madison University, the 
first experience for every 
entering student, regard-
less of major, is that they 
engage with a public issue 
and the complexity of  
addressing it. Later on, no 
matter what preprofessional 
course they have chosen—
even, for example, nursing 
—they grapple with public 
policy questions related  

to their specialty that arise in their local communities. By encouraging such 
initiatives in every department, President Jonathan Alger has promoted civic 
learning for virtually every student at James Madison University. 

You start with what you’ve got and build from those strengths. If we all 
did that—if enough college presidents were committed to taking their civic 
mission seriously and infusing it into the life of every student—higher educa-
tion would play an important role in building a new generation of citizens for 
whom “politics” is not something other people do but something all of us do. 

If enough college presidents 
were committed to taking their 
civic mission seriously and 
infusing it into the life of every 
student, higher education 
would play an important role 
in building a new generation of 
citizens for whom “politics” is 
not something other people do 
but something all of us do.
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Melville: I would like to come back to another theme that runs through 
this book. There’s a sense of urgency today about responding to a crisis in demo- 
cracy. What is your hope and expectation about how you and other college 
presidents can make a difference?

Rogers: Today, there are more democracies worldwide than ever before. But 
many are fragile, including our own, which is clearly a flawed democracy. We 
need to engage in the slow, hard work of building alliances across sectors with 
associations that share our concern about the crisis of democracy. For example, 
Points of Light is a large and influential group that promotes volunteerism. It 
is nonpartisan, created by President George H. W. Bush. That’s a good place to 
start because it is not generally regarded as an organization engaged in address-
ing problems of democracy. The Association of Governing Boards is another. 
To reclaim our democracy and rebuild it, we have to build national alliances. 

We should be concerned about what we are leaving to the next generation, 
many of whom realize that democracy is in peril. I hope this new generation 
will step forward to claim and own democracy. Members of every generation 
have to step up and claim the world they want. We have the responsibility to 
equip them with the tools to do it. If we don’t do that, we are failing in our 
mission to serve the public and society generally. 

x

NOTES
   1 David Mathews, “Democracy’s Challenge for Academe: From Public Good to Consumer 
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Commission on Higher Education (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1947): 102.

  3 William V. Flores and Katrina S. Rogers, eds., Democracy, Civic Engagement, and Citi-
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Books, 2019).

REFERENCES
Flores, William V., and Katrina S. Rogers, eds. Democracy, Civic Engagement, and Citizenship 

in Higher Education: Reclaiming Our Civic Perspective. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 
2019.

Truman Commission. Higher Education for American Democracy: A Report of the President’s 
Commission on Higher Education. New York: Harper & Brothers, 1947.



79

DEREK W. M. BARKER is a program officer at the Kettering Foundation. With a back-
ground in political theory, he works primarily on research concerning the democratic role of 
higher education institutions, philanthropy and nonprofit organizations, journalism, and the 
professions. Barker is the coeditor of Kettering’s Higher Education Exchange and has contri- 
buted to other Kettering publications, including the Kettering Review and Connections. He is  
the author of Tragedy and Citizenship: Conflict, Reconciliation, and Democracy from Haemon to 
Habel (SUNY Press, 2009) and articles appearing in the academic journals Political Theory,  
New Political Science, and The Good Society.

HARRY C. BOYTE is a public intellectual and organizer. He founded Public Achievement  
and cofounded with Marie Ström the Public Work Academy. He holds the title of Senior Scholar 
in Public Work Philosophy at Augsburg University. Boyte is the author of 11 books, including 
Awakening Democracy through Public Work (Vanderbilt University Press, 2018). His articles have 
appeared in more than 150 publications, including the New York Times, Political Theory, and 
the Chronicle of Higher Education. In the 1960s, Boyte was a field secretary for the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference, Martin Luther King’s organization, and subsequently did 
community organizing among low-income white residents in Durham, North Carolina.

MAURA CASEY is a senior associate with the Kettering Foundation. Her 35-year journalism 
career encompasses work as an editor and opinion writer for four newspapers, including the 
Hartford Courant and the New York Times. She has won 45 national and regional awards for 
journalism, including a shared Pulitzer Prize for reporting. She owns a Connecticut communi-
cations firm, CaseyInk, LLC. Casey holds a BA in political science from Buffalo State College 
and an MA in journalism and public affairs from American University. In her spare time, Casey 
sails her boat on Long Island Sound and helps her husband of 36 years, Peter J. Panzarella,  
harvest and sell the vegetables he grows on their farm.

DENNIS DONOVAN is the national organizer of Public Achievement at the Sabo Center  
for Democracy and Citizenship at Augsburg University in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Along with 
Harry Boyte, Donovan was a key architect of Public Achievement, which is a theory-based prac-
tice of citizens organizing to do public work to improve the common good. Since 1997, Donovan 
has worked with K-12 schools, colleges, universities, and community groups as a speaker, trainer, 
consultant, and educator. Before joining the center, Donovan worked in K-12 education for 24 
years as a teacher and school principal. He was a founder and education chair of the St. Paul  
Ecumenical Alliance of Congregations, which grew into a statewide organization known as 
ISAIAH. Donovan received the 2008 University of Minnesota Community Service Award. 

CAROL FARQUHAR NUGENT is vice president of the National Issues Forums Institute 
(NIFI) and a senior associate with the Kettering Foundation, where she was a program officer 
for many years. Farquhar Nugent served for 12 years as the executive director of Grantmakers 
in Aging (GIA), a national membership organization of philanthropies that address issues of  
aging. In her work with NIFI, she led the development of the Osher Lifelong Learning Institute 
program at the University of Dayton.

MICHAELA GRENIER is a program director for the Sustained Dialogue Campus Network 
(SDCN), where she spends much of her time helping campuses build capacity for dialogue and 
collaborative problem solving. Grenier supports campuses in building and sustaining dialogue 
initiatives by working with campus teams to apply the Sustained Dialogue model to retreat- 
based, course-based, and extracurricular settings. Before joining SDCN, Grenier served in other 
roles within the fields of higher education and conflict resolution, including supporting student 

CONTRIBUTORS



80

retention on a college campus, designing student civic leadership programming, and working in 
conflict resolution programs for teenagers.

MATTHEW R. JOHNSON is an associate professor in the department of educational leader-
ship at Central Michigan University. An associate editor for the Journal of College and Character, 
he also sits on the editorial boards for Oracle: The Research Journal of Fraternity/Sorority Advisors 
and the Journal of College Student Development. He received the Sigma Alpha Pi teaching award in 
2015. Johnson holds a PhD from the University of Maryland and an MS from Miami University 
of Ohio. His research focuses on the intersections of leadership, civic engagement, and social 
justice, as well as how college experiences help students learn and develop into civically engaged 
citizens who work effectively across differences.

ALEX LOVIT is a program officer at the Kettering Foundation. With an academic background 
in the study of history, he assists with Kettering’s experiments in deliberating about historical 
issues through Historic Decisions issue guides. He also works for Kettering’s research with both 
K-12 and higher education and provides historical research for the foundation. Lovit is the  
coeditor (with Derek W. M. Barker) of Kettering’s Higher Education Exchange.

DAVID MATHEWS, president of the Kettering Foundation, was secretary of Health, Educa-
tion, and Welfare in the Ford administration and, before that, president of the University of  
Alabama. Mathews has written extensively on Southern history, public policy, education, and 
international problem solving. His books include Politics for People: Finding a Responsible Public 
Voice, Reclaiming Public Education by Reclaiming Our Democracy, and The Ecology of Democracy: 
Finding Ways to Have a Stronger Hand in Shaping Our Future. 

KEITH MELVILLE is a senior associate with the Kettering Foundation and a member of the 
National Issues Forums (NIF) advisory group. He served as the first executive editor and author 
of 18 NIF issue guides and has written numerous reports for the Kettering Foundation, includ-
ing Beyond the Clash: How a Deliberative Public Talks about Immigration (2019). Previously, 
Melville was senior vice president of Public Agenda and a White House staff writer. His experi-
ence in applied social research encompassed conceptual work for Sesame Street and studies of the 
impact of school desegregation strategies. He is the author of four books, including A Passion for 
Adult Learning (Fielding University Press, 2016). A professor at the Fielding Graduate University, 
Melville completed his doctoral studies at Columbia University.

WILLIAM V. MUSE is president of the National Issues Forums Institute and a senior associate 
with the Kettering Foundation. During his tenure at NIFI, he helped to establish the Taylor 
Willingham Legacy Fund, the NIFI Ambassadors program, the Moderators Circle, and an Osher 
Lifelong Learning Institute (OLLI) program of courses for senior citizens that NIFI hopes to 
develop at universities around the country. He holds a PhD in management from the University 
of Arkansas. Muse worked in higher education for 40 years, including 20 years as president or 
chancellor of the University of Akron, Auburn University, and East Carolina University. 

RALPH NADER is one of America’s most effective social critics. His analyses and advocacy 
have enhanced public awareness and increased government and corporate accountability. His 
book Unsafe at Any Speed led to the passage of a series of automobile safety laws. Nader founded 
or inspired a wide variety of organizations, including the Princeton Alumni Corps and the 
Appleseed Foundation, a nonprofit network of 17 public-interest justice centers. An author, 
lecturer, attorney, and political activist, Nader’s life-long work and advocacy has led to safer 
cars, healthier food, safer drugs, cleaner air and drinking water, and safer work environments. 
In 2006, the Atlantic named him one of the hundred most influential figures in American history. 
Nader continues his work to advance meaningful civic institutions and citizen participation.



81

KATRINA S. ROGERS is president of Fielding Graduate University. In the course of her career, 
she has served international nongovernmental and educational sectors in many roles, including 
leadership of the European campus for the Thunderbird School of Global Management in  
Geneva, Switzerland. Rogers holds doctorates in political science and history. In addition to 
many articles and books focused on organizational leadership in sustainability, Rogers serves  
on the boards of Prescott College, the Toda Institute for Global Policy and Peace Research and 
the Public Dialogue Consortium. She received a presidential postdoctoral fellowship from the 
Humboldt Foundation and was a Fulbright scholar to Germany, where she taught environmen-
tal politics and history.

MARK WILSON is the director of Community Engagement and the Caroline Marshall 
Draughon Center for the Arts and Humanities at Auburn University. He is the coauthor of  
Living Democracy: Communities as Classrooms, Students as Citizens (Kettering Foundation Press, 
2017) and author of William Owen Carver’s Controversies in the Baptist South (Mercer University 
Press, 2010). Wilson is an Appalachian Teaching Fellow with the Appalachian Regional Com-
mission, secretary of the Alabama Historical Association, and a former member of the board  
of directors for the National Issues Forums Institute. Wilson has coordinated contracts and 
grants with the National Endowment for the Arts, National Endowment for the Humanities, 
Appalachian Regional Commission, Kettering Foundation, David Mathews Center for Civic 
Life, and the Alabama Humanities Foundation. He holds degrees from the University of Mobile, 
McAfee School of Theology at Mercer University, and Auburn University.



200 Commons Road, Dayton, Ohio 45459 (937) 434-7300; (800) 221-3657
444 North Capitol Street, NW, Suite 434, Washington, DC 20001 (202) 393-4478
www.kettering.org




