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LIVING DEMOCRACY 
Lessons for Leadership Education
Mark Wilson 

Living Democracy is a ten-week experience for Auburn University undergraduate students. Since 
2012, cohorts of four or five students have learned about democracy by living and working in small 
Alabama communities and fully participating in civic life. They write about their experiences on the 
Living Democracy Blog (auburn.edu/livingdemocracy). The editors of HEX asked Mark Wilson, 
director of community engagement at Auburn, to reflect with Living Democracy graduates on what 
they learned about civic leadership during these experiences. Those reflections follow an excerpt from 
the book Living Democracy: Communities as Classrooms, Students as Citizens (Kettering 
Foundation Press, 2017) by program founders Nan Fairley and Mark Wilson. 

“Community” Is Connections and Connectivity

Living Democracy students learn that communities are made up of an infinite 
number of relationships. Some are formal, while others are informal. Some are strong 
and harmonious, while others are contentious and frail. Students discover the building 
blocks of communities, and sometimes they become connectors of people and resources.

Most college students—like most adults—dislike politics. But the politics they 
dislike are institutional or professional politics, where there are winners and losers 
and where graft and corruption seem as prevalent as speechmaking and grandstand-
ing.1 Despite their disdain for politics, students do express a commitment to making 
the world a better place, and nearly every campus is filled with students and student 
organizations that advocate and educate for the eradication of social ills and the pro-
liferation of good causes. Many college leadership programs and experiences advocate 
charity work or cultivating one’s passion, and oftentimes, the most successful “leaders” 
are those who become founders of new organizations or chapters of organizations. 

Living Democracy students are introduced to a different way of understanding 
politics. If we understand politics as the everyday interactions of individuals, groups, 
organizations, and institutions—not excluding our traditional ways of understanding 
politics but adding to them these additional relationships—then we become more  
reflective of ourselves as citizens. The best way to understand these interactions is in the 
context of an actual community—a geographical space and place, filled with humans 
who do what humans do best: congregate and celebrate, remember and forget, build 
up and tear down, gossip and gripe, and get things done. Communities of place are 
key to understanding what David Mathews refers to as the ecology of democracy.2 
Community projects—those activities that require decision-making and more people 
skills than technical expertise—are always political. And these interactions, as chal-
lenging and frustrating as they may sometimes be, cultivate what the ancient Greeks 
called practical wisdom. 
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The need for college-educated individuals who possess practical wisdom and affec-
tion for citizen-centered politics is great. According to research from the National Con-
ference on Citizenship, Alabama ranks sixth in the nation in terms of “citizens having 
strong social ties with family and friends,” and “trust in neighbors and corporations” 
is higher than the national average. But Alabama ranks dead last when it comes to 
“working with neighbors to fix or improve something,” although the national aver-
age is nothing to brag about.3 Fewer and fewer citizens contact elected officials, and the 
percentage of people who attend local meetings would shock Alexis de Tocqueville, 
the 19th-century political observer who deemed associations the lifeblood of American 
democracy. 

v v v

We ask students to attend, reflect on, and write about city council meetings—
instructive and new experiences for most students. Only 1 of the 26 students had  
attended a city council meeting prior to Living Democracy. “I am ashamed to say 
that before this summer, I had never in my life been to a city council meeting and 
had absolutely no idea what to expect,” Mary Beth Snow admitted.4 

Students learned about the sometimes glamorous, but mostly mundane, aspects 
of what it takes to make a municipality function. “They touched on the expected 
topics, such as the city’s property, new initiatives, attracting businesses, and more,” 
Alexis Sankey wrote. “But what caught my attention were the smaller details, the 
things that you don’t ever 
think about. I never 
thought about how  
expensive dump trucks 
were.”5 The system of  
city government and the 
responsibilities of elected 
officials became clearer to 
her as a result. 

Some students encountered the raw emotion of an angry citizenry at city  
council meetings. Laney Payne happened to be living and learning in Bayou La Batre 
during the trial of former mayor Stan Wright. Wright was ultimately sentenced for 
corruption and witness intimidation related to a sale of property to the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency as part of the Bayou’s rebuilding after Hurricane 
Katrina. Payne attended an unforgettable council meeting. Reflecting on the meeting, 
she quoted citizens who were both angry and scared. She suggested that the mayor’s 
conviction seemed to remind citizens that their destiny is ultimately in their own 
hands. One after another, citizens approached the podium to express their concerns 
and fears for Bayou La Batre. One citizen proclaimed, “We made our men stay home. 
Us women are going to have to fix this. We all have to work together to get some-
thing done in this town.”6 

If we understand politics  
as the everyday interactions  
of individuals, groups,  
organizations, and institutions 
then we become more reflective 
of ourselves as citizens.
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v v v

In addition to city council meetings, students must attend a civic club meeting 
since these formal associations are a critical component of the ecology of democracy. 
Several community partners, such as Elba Rotary Club leader Laurie Chapman, 
served as catalysts, connecting civic club objectives to larger community issues and the 
activities of other community organizations. For some students, the first visit to a 
civic club meeting is to serve as a speaker. Sierra Lehnhoff, for example, spoke to Elba 

Rotary members about Living 
Democracy and then asked 
members to explain the mis-
sion and purpose of the club. 
She learned that the Rotary 

members made local service a priority, from working with schools to participating in 
community events. Lehnhoff reflected, “I met a lot of new people at Rotary, and I 
think that speaking to a club, any civic club, helps open a lot of doors to partnerships 
and relationships with people.”7 

Students discovered community connections working with other formal  
associations. Laney Payne wrote about the political and personal connections of the 
Organized Seafood Association (OSA) in Bayou La Batre, Alabama’s seafood capital. 
Payne learned OSA was known throughout the surrounding region for pushing leg-
islation to help shrimpers, fishermen, and crabbers. She interviewed Rosa Zirlott, 
who founded the organization in 2002. Zirlott told Payne, “If it affects a fisherman, 
we will find a way to help. You just gotta jump in the water and figure out what it’s 
about. If I can talk to them about my personal experiences, they’ll believe me. That’s 
how I can help them.” Payne noted that legislation is just the beginning for OSA. 
Another priority is working to preserve a way of life. Zirlott told her, “I’m afraid of 
losing a generation of hard workers and losing the knowledge of how to do this. My 
husband’s daddy was a net maker, just like his daddy. You have to know the patterns 
and skills. We are losing all that.”8 

In the mountains of northern Alabama, students discovered the work of the 
Collinsville Historical Association was connected to just about every community 
project. Both Mary Beth Snow and Shaye McCauley noted that the group was deter-
mined to preserve local history as a valuable community asset, including their top 
priority, restoration of the Cricket Theater. Members also produce a newsletter and 
run a local history museum. Snow described the association president, Roger Dutton, 
as “the local barber who knows everything that happens in the town of Collinsville.” 
After joining Dutton and others to start an oral history project, Snow noted, “The 
whole point of Living Democracy is that we don’t do what we do alone: we are part 
of a community. By working with an existing organization in my community instead 
of beginning totally from scratch, I not only make my own job a little bit easier, but 
I also have the fortune of adding to something that has already been created.”9

“We all have to work  
together to get something  
done in this town.”
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City council and civic club meetings are very visible aspects of politics in a 
community, but we also ask students to discover what sociologist Ray Oldenburg  
describes as “third places,” those “essential yet informal spots central to civil society, 
democracy, civic engagement, and establishing feelings of a sense of place,” where 
“both new friends and old should be found.”10 As Jan Schaffer notes, while journalists 
and others might neglect the importance of these informal hangouts, wise politicians 
“know where the third places are.”11  

Frequenting locations ranging from post offices to pubs, students reflected  
on the places where people gather, oftentimes across lines of gender, race, and class. 
Snow discovered that a third place central to community life in Collinsville was 
Trade Day, an event that happens every Saturday, rain or shine. She described Trade 
Day as the ultimate flea market, with everything from tools to fried pies offered for 
sale. She wrote, “For every person there because they really want to buy a new wrench 
or some flowers or chickens, there are probably three or four who are there because 
it’s a nice way to get out of the house and encounter your neighbors. Meeting with 
others is essential to community—you cannot be a community alone. . . . For us to 
solve problems in our community, we have to be a community, and that means meet-
ing with our neighbors and getting to know them. And Trade Day in Collinsville is a  
sacred event for that reason: it gives people in the community a place to shake hands.”12 

v v v

Students discovered that some local citizens could not immediately point to one 
spot as “the place,” and most observed a need for more third places in their rural com-
munities. That realization has become a driving force for several Living Democracy 
community partners who are 
making the creation of such 
places a focus of their life 
work. Perhaps the best exam-
ple is the work of Mart Gray 
in Elba. Gray, pastor of 
Covenant Community 
Church in Elba and a Living 
Democracy community part-
ner, spearheaded efforts to create the church-owned Just Folk Coffeehouse in a vacant 
building on the downtown square. Today, Just Folk fills a much larger purpose than 
dishing up delicious, homemade lunches. The coffeehouse, the hub of activity for  
Living Democracy students working in Elba, also hosts bluegrass concerts and art  
exhibits, including those created by youth working in the JumpstART workshops  
coordinated by Auburn students who spent their summers in Elba. Gray and others 
hope the revitalization of a once-empty building into a civic space for Elba can inspire 
others to see the potential of the area.13 

For us to solve problems in  
our community, we have to be  
a community, and that means 
meeting with our neighbors 
and getting to know them. 
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Reflections: Lessons for Leadership Education 
In the spring semester of 2019, I contacted six recently graduated  

Living Democracy alumni to hear about their present work, reflect on the 
topic of leadership, and discover what they had learned since graduation about 
the relationship between citizens and government. I was also interested in 
their perceptions of how universities understand and convey leadership. 

Alexis Sankey lived and worked in Elba, Alabama, for her Living  
Democracy experience. After graduation, she worked in social-service non-
profit organizations, then took a position in the Birmingham mayor’s office. 
These experiences helped her understand the relationships between city govern-
ment and local organizations. Having witnessed firsthand the needs of these 
organizations, Sankey recently launched a consulting business to assist them 
with critical tasks, such as strategic planning, evaluation, and public relations. 

Sankey learned that the disconnect between government and community 
members is real. Citizens have great ideas and a willingness to work toward 
implementation of those ideas, she says, but their ideas rarely align with the 
government’s and often end in frustration. Regarding leadership, Sankey says 
that citizens want leaders who are relatable and understand community dynam-
ics. But she says this means more than effective communication or persuasion. 
She notes that the process of becoming a leader inherently distances them from 
the people they represent, so an effort to become or remain relatable has to be 
intentional and ongoing. 

After graduation, Lowery McNeal moved back home to Birmingham, 
Alabama, to work in a nonprofit organization that coordinates service learning 
and leadership development projects for college students and recent college 
graduates. McNeal lived and worked in Selma during her Living Democracy 

summer, and she is cur-
rently completing a  
master’s degree in com-
parative social change  
at Trinity College in 
Dublin, Ireland. 

McNeal says that citizens and leaders share responsibility for the low level of 
trust that exists between them. She believes public leaders make sacrifices that 
aren’t acknowledged by citizens, leaving leaders feeling unappreciated and dissolv-
ing trust between them and the citizens they serve. The governmental system 
causes leaders “to lose an element of their neighborly humanity” because they are 
working in systems that do not reflect the ways in which citizens work together 

The process of becoming a leader 
inherently distances them from 
the people they represent. 
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for change. Communication is key to healthy relationships, she says, but the 
quality of the communication is more important than the quantity. “True 
communication requires people looking at each other in the eye.” 

Universities too often convey leadership as the responsible use of power 
and authority, according to McNeal, especially in an institutional context. 
Students, therefore, understand leadership as rules and strategies for a game—
powerful knowledge, which must be handled responsibly. She says the burden 
of leadership is not stressed and points out that discussions with students rarely 
include how to be supervised by someone who has authority over you. 

Learning how to accept and incorporate advice is another key to leader-
ship, McNeal says. Once she became a supervisor of others, her understanding 
of leadership grew. “You can’t lose the voice in [your] head of what it means 
to be the supervisee,” she says. 

Marian Royston’s Living Democracy experience took place in Hobson 
City, Alabama. Following graduation from Queen’s University in Belfast, 
Northern Ireland, with a degree in community development, Royston moved 
back to her rural Alabama hometown of Roanoke, where she is now a middle 
school civics and geography teacher. Before becoming a teacher, she created a 
youth development initiative in Roanoke that focused on high school students. 
It reminded her that small towns, with their limited populations, must depend 
upon themselves to develop leaders. 

Royston says that the mistrust between leaders and citizens is a reflection 
of the mistrust citizens often have of one another because we are separated by 
race and class. “Life is different across town,” she says. Teaching school has 
taught her that simply living in a place does not mean you understand the 
entire community. People who live in the country share commonalities with 
those who live in a village, but the differences are stark, as well. Citizens, she 
says, want leaders who can relate to them. They want to see themselves in the 
lives of the people they elect, and Royston cited numerous local examples of 
how people in leadership positions gained trust by being open and vulnerable. 

Royston participated in a number of leadership experiences while at  
Auburn University, and she says that universities convey leadership to students 
much differently from what she describes above. Leadership is understood by 
students as a tool for career advancement or vocational fulfillment, not neces-
sarily for the collective good of society. And if a college graduate is successful, 
then the university can rightfully claim credit, legitimizing its function in the 
state as a developer of leaders. At the community level, says Royston, a success-
ful leader in a small town is judged by the resources he or she brings in rather 
than by nurturing leadership skills in others. 
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After graduation, Royston learned that nothing really happens as fast as 
we think it might, and a focus on the product as opposed to the process of 
leadership can set college students up for an uncomfortable awakening. Strong 
leaders for democracy are prepared to let the agenda for actions be developed 
in collaboration with citizens rather than for citizens. 

Hamilton Wasnick is a recent graduate who participated in Living Democ-
racy following his freshman year. Originally from the state of Washington, his 
time in Linden, Alabama, became an opportunity to understand a culture very 
different from his own. His post-graduation plans are to earn a master’s degree 
in higher education leadership, and he is interested in a career working with 
college students. 

Wasnick says citizens desire a genuine relationship with leaders, one that 
encompasses more than just a relationship to the authority held by the leader. 
“Leaders must listen with the intent to hear, not just the intent to respond,” 
he says. They need to be able to change their minds on issues after listening to 
citizens. A change of mind reflects growth, Wasnick says, but such flexibility  
is often not named or recognized by the system. College students strive to  
become leaders on campus, but their positions tend to sequester them away 
from the larger student body. 

For Wasnick, when universities talk about leadership, students understand 
it to mean involvement, which translates to lines on a resumé. These leaders, 
he says, are “leaders of policy,” while the everyday leaders who encourage others 

to reach their potential are 
“leaders of practice.” The 
distinction is interesting, 
and it is unfortunate that 
both types are rarely found 
in the same person. College 
students need the oppor-
tunity to have the type of 

leadership that requires the nurturing of relationships since that is where lead-
ership is defined. Service opportunities are important, Wasnick says, but they 
are incomplete if an interactive relationship is not present. 

Blake Evans was a communications major who participated in the first 
cohort of Living Democracy students in 2012. Evans is now the elections 
chief in the Fulton County, Georgia, Registration and Elections Department, 
which covers part of metro Atlanta. His career path is ironic, he says, recalling 
a conversation with the town clerk of Linden, Alabama, during his Living 

A focus on the product  
as opposed to the process  
of leadership can set  
college students up for an  
uncomfortable awakening. 
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Democracy summer, who warned him not to go into elections because the 
paperwork was overwhelming. Evans’ work in Linden was his first opportunity 
to understand how a municipality functions, and it led to his pursuit of a mas-
ter’s degree in public administration. 

Evans sees the disconnect between leaders and citizens, but he recounts 
stories of leaders who are defying this stereotypical relationship by the effort 
they put into developing trust. He admits that while people may want to see 
themselves reflected in 
the person they vote for, 
what citizens really desire 
is proof that they are being 
respected and heard. 

When universities 
talk about leadership,  
Evans says, students hear 
“get out of your comfort 
zone,” which more closely 
aligns to the type of lead-
ership that citizens appre-
ciate. Evans’ reflection on how universities convey leadership is more positive 
than negative. Living Democracy and similar programs helped Evans get com-
fortable working with citizens outside of the university. But these programs 
take extended time, he says, since the best learning opportunities occur in  
the real world of everyday decision-making, not in scenarios designed for 
classroom enhancement. 

Laney Payne’s Living Democracy experience took place in the coastal  
Alabama community of Bayou La Batre. She now lives in Florida and works 
for a nonprofit organization that provides programs for at-risk female youth 
in the juvenile system. Payne lived in Bayou La Batre during a particularly 
stressful chapter of the community’s life due to the federal corruption case 
against the mayor.  

When asked about her thoughts on the relationship between leaders and 
community members, Payne told of her recent experience accompanying stu-
dents in her program to the statehouse so they could meet legislators and tell the 
story of the organization. The purpose of the statehouse visit was for elected 
leaders to meet the people they are helping through state funding of services. 
But, as Payne notes, the visits also become a lesson in leadership. Some officials 
allotted very little time to meet with the students, while others took their time 

There is a form of leadership 
that is less visible but equally 
valuable. You may not be able 
to locate the less visible leaders 
because “they are working  
their butts off” and staying  
in the shadows rather than  
the spotlight.  
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and connected with the students in a meaningful way. These leaders took 
their jackets off, came around from behind their desk, and engaged with  
students with eye contact and concern. “Leaders need to roll up their sleeves  
a little bit and connect with people,” she says. 

Payne concedes that leadership and visibility do not always equate. There 
is a form of leadership that is less visible but equally valuable. You may not be 
able to locate the less visible leaders because “they are working their butts off” 
and staying in the shadows rather than the spotlight. 

These six graduates, and others who appear in the previous excerpt, all 
participated in the Living Democracy program and, in different ways, they 
each continue to “live democracy” in their own contexts; they continue to ask 
questions about society and their role in it. They have the kind of wisdom that 
comes from lived experiences beyond the classroom, and their willingness to 
reflect on these issues with a former professor is a gift—one that will convey 
deep truths to another generation of students and beyond.

x
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