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Heribert Adam, the most outstand-
ing non-South-African expert on
South Africa, are all worth perusing,
but his South Africa without Apart-
heid, co-authored with Kogila Mood-
ley (1986) is especially worth recom-
mending. Robert M. Price's (1991)
The Apartheid State in Crisis is an
excellent analysis of political change
from 1975 to 1990. L. H. Gann and
Peter Duignan's (1991, ix) Hope for
South Africa? is a controversial
"conservative" interpretation of
South Africa, which the authors
themselves describe as differing
"radically from the regnant academic
orthodoxy." And, at the risk of
immodesty, I should like to add my
own Power-Sharing in South Africa
(Lijphart 1985).

All of the books mentioned so far
have been published in the United
States and are, therefore, easily
accessible for American teachers and
students. In addition, of course,
there are many relevant publications
that have appeared in South Africa.
Two that I should like to single out
are Critical Choices for South
Africa, edited by Robert Schrire
(1990), the first of a series of books
on the main issues facing the country
in the 1990s, and Politikon, the offi-
cial journal of the Political Science
Association of South Africa, issued
twice a year since 1974.
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Making Political Activity a Requirement in
Introductory Political Science Courses*

James D. Chesney, Wayne State University
Otto Feinstein, Wayne State University

Knowledge of and participation in
America's political institutions is at
an abysmal level. Those between 18
and 25 are particularly unlikely to
participate in political activity. It is
difficult to see how the major issues
confronting America domestically
and internationally can be dealt with
in the context of a massive state of
civic illiteracy.

As one vehicle for combating civic
illiteracy, as an introduction to polit-

ical participation, and as a mech-
anism for teaching political skills, we
have developed a political activity
project as a component of our Intro-
duction to American Government
course at Wayne State University.
Our model assumes that informed
political participation changes the
participant and improves the capacity
of the political system to solve prob-
lems. It is also based on the idea that
civic literacy and participation in the

political process require information
regarding basic issues and political
structures as well as political skills
derived from experience.

Informed participation is crucial.
The system's ability to start dealing
with key issues then encourages fur-
ther participation leading to civic
literacy.

In order to implement this con-
cept, students in our classes are
required to earn at least 25% of their
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grade from any of three activities: (1)
identifying an issue agenda and con-
vening an agenda convention; (2)
helping with voter registration and
voter participation projects; and (3)
interviewing candidates about agenda
issues. We view these activities as
building two essential skills: coalition
building and political mobilization.

History and Background

We introduced three projects into
the curriculum of the required Amer-
ican government courses in 1987:
creating an Urban Agenda by the
students and including their friends
and relatives; organizing a massive
voter registration drive, linked to the
educational aspect of the Urban
Agenda; and, finally, organizing job
interviews for presidential candidates
regarding the Urban Agenda.

In 1991 we decided to test our
model a second time. In the fall, 500
students (as part of the American
government course) developed and
endorsed a nine-point Urban Agenda
and asked the students who would be
taking the course in winter 1992 to
initiate a voter education/registration
effort based on the agenda. Over
1,000 students became involved in
this follow-up effort. As a result, 600
political science and school of educa-
tion students and their friends
became deputy voter registrars, reg-
istering 3,000 new voters within two
weeks. They then organized a second
Urban Agenda Convention with
1,250 participants which amalga-
mated the agenda with that of the
National League of Cities. The con-
vention was covered by local news
media and videotaped for rebroad-
cast on the local cable channel, and
it was endorsed by the city council of
Detroit and the board of commis-
sioners of Wayne County.

The second Urban Agenda Con-
vention also voted to set up April
Action Week for voter registration/
education with a target of 3,000
additional new voters. The Detroit
Public Schools, the Roman Catholic
Archdiocese, the Detroit Baptists,
Southeast Michigan Municipal and
County Officials, New Detroit, Inc.,
United Auto Workers, the City of
Detroit, and others endorsed the pro-
ject and continue to participate.

The Urban Agenda, as amended,

consists of the following 12 items:
health care, education, jobs and
employment, crime, environment,
economy and budget, civil rights,
drugs, social services/homelessness,
infrastructure, children at risk, and
federal/local partnership. The Urban
Agenda does not advocate specific
solutions nor endorse candidates. It
does urge that these agenda items be
put on the electoral agenda and that
there be an effective voter registra-
tion and education process for young
Americans.

By the fall semester of 1992, some
20,000 new voters were registered
and a region-wide voter education
network (using a daily cable channel)
was fully functional. Since the spring
convention, the students have inter-
viewed over 300 local elected offi-
cials, 85% of whom offered to pro-
vide some support for the Urban
Agenda. Working with community
groups, students also established 50
Voter Participation Centers and dis-
tributed voting information to get
out the vote on Election Day. The
students are learning how to build
coalitions.

Administration

One major obstacle to a political
participation requirement is the logis-
tics of measuring and recording stu-
dent work on the project. We solve
this problem by assigning points to
specific, easily measured activities,
such as securing completed voter
registration cards or participating in
meetings to organize activities. The
instructor can determine what per-
cent of the grade the political par-
ticipation module is worth (we have
used between 25% and 40%). Under
this system, a student determines
what combination of activities to
use to accommodate the necessary
points. During the winter 1992 term,
points could be earned in the follow-
ing ways:

1 point—for each voter registered
(maximum of 5 points);

2 points—for each hour logged
working on an established registra-
tion drive;

5 points—for participation in the
steering committee for the on-
campus voter registration drive or
the Urban Agenda Convention;

5 points—2-3 page summary of the
project experience: describe your
participation, what your goals
were, what was accomplished, and
what you learned (this activity is
required);

5 points—for conducting 5 survey
interviews;

1 point—for attending and one point
for each guest attending the
Urban Agenda Convention (up to
5 points).

The political science classes that
used the political activity module met
for lectures three days a week and
for discussion once a week. The dis-
cussion sections were led by teaching
assistants who were able to encour-
age, organize, and monitor student
activity.

A central component of this
module is the training and swearing
in of our students as deputy voter
registrars. In Michigan, voter regis-
tration is a function of the county
clerk's office. The success of our
effort is due in large measure to the
Elections Division of the Wayne
County Clerk's Office. To date, a
three-step process has resulted in
over 600 students becoming deputy
voter registrars:

Step 1: students fill out deputy voter
registrars application forms;

Step 2: training session occurs during
a lecture period. The training
stresses the legal requirements of
voting and jurisdiction boun-
daries;

Step 3: students are sworn in as
deputy voter registrars and receive
a photo ID from Wayne County.

The whole process was accomplished
in two lecture periods of 50 minutes
each.

Evaluation

A careful reading of student
reports provides a qualitative evalua-
tion of their experience. The stu-
dents' reactions are overwhelmingly
positive. One student wrote, "I
enjoyed the project and the class very
much, and I feel my knowledge of
politics has increased greatly." Stu-
dents did not expect the level of
public apathy they encountered.
According to one student, "We were

536 PS: Political Science & Politics

https://doi.org/10.2307/419999 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.2307/419999


Making Political Activity a Requirement

shocked to find that students were
not aware of what we were doing."
Another commented, "Large num-
bers of citizens are apathetic toward
government and think they can not
change the system."

Our goal, to create politically
aware and active students, is re-
flected in several student comments.
One student said, "I plan to continue
this drive on a personal level by
registering my friends and relatives,
and members of the union my hus-
band is affiliated with. I think we
can make a difference." Another
student summarized the project's
impact this way, "Now I understand
the significance of the voting process,
which honestly, had not been impor-
tant to me before. My first voting
experience will be in the March 17
Michigan primary." The connection
between voting and the participation
project is clear in this student's com-
ment, "I even voted for the first time
this semester. If not for this project,
I probably would not be registered to
vote, and I would have lost the
opportunity to vote in the Michigan
primary." Finally, students realized
they had created a political resource
noticed by political leaders. As one
student said, "The registration of
this many people did get the atten-
tion of local civic, religious, and
political leaders."

In order to assess qualitatively stu-
dent reaction to the political activity
requirement, we surveyed 286 stu-
dents who participated in the course.
We also surveyed a control group of
32 students who were registered for
"Introduction to American Govern-
ment" (Political Science 101) courses
at Wayne State University which did
not require the political participation
project.

Student reaction to the project was
very positive. Eighty percent (n=250)
of the students answered "yes" when
asked, "Would you recommend hav-
ing a similar political activity project
the next time this course is offered?"
Conversely, when asked if the project
was a waste of time, only 16.8% said
"yes."

The majority of students felt the
amount of time required for the
political activity project was about
right (63.3%). Almost 30 percent
(28.3%) responded that the amount
of time spent on the project was too

much, and 8.4% responded that the
time was too little. These results
reflect the student enthusiasm
observed during the voter registration
drive and issue convention.

One student criticism of the course
organization which emerged from
our survey is on the issue of how
much of the grade should be based
on the political activity project.
Almost 65% of the students (64.8%)
thought the project should constitute
25% or less of their grade. The
remaining 35% felt the project
should count for more than 40% of
their grade.

The most critical question is
whether the students who partici-
pated in the project are more or less
likely than other political science stu-
dents to engage in political activity
during or after the course. To answer
this question, we compared the
responses of students in the project
with a control group of introductory
American Government (PS 101) stu-
dents who were enrolled in classes
that did not require political activity.

In order to gauge political activity,
we asked students a series of ques-
tions including: whether or not they
voted in the Michigan Presidential
Primary election that occurred during
the semester the course was offered;
whether they expected to "engage in
political activity after this course is
over"; and whether they "will ever
work in an election campaign."

Table 1 compares the responses of
students involved with the political
activity project with students who
were not part of the project. Several
cautions are necessary in interpreting
these responses. First, the classes that

used the political activity project are
large classes while the control group
classes tend to be smaller. Second, as
a result of smaller control group
classes, the control group is much
smaller than the group of students
who participated in the project.
These cautions mean that the results
in Table 1 must be treated with care.

There is a slight tendency for stu-
dents in political activity classes to
more frequently report voting in the
Michigan primary election (45.5%
for participants and 31.3% for the
control group as shown in Table 1).
This difference is a disappointment
given the class emphasis on voter
registration/voter education in con-
junction with the Michigan presiden-
tial primary. There is even less dif-
ference between control and partici-
pant groups on whether students will
engage in campaign activity in the
future.

When asked the less specific ques-
tion about further political activity,
project participants were more likely
to view themselves as participating in
politics in the future (58.4% for pro-
ject participants compared to 37.5%
for the control group). We conclude
from these results that the political
activity requirement may increase the
probability of future political activ-
ity, but we cannot specify the type or
amount of that activity at this point.

Conclusion

Our experience with the political
activity module leads us to the con-
clusion that it is a worthwhile addi-
tion to introductory level political

TABLE 1
Political Activity Project Participation by Reported and Expected
Political Activity

Percent Responding "Yes"
for Each Political Activity

Reported and Expected
Political Activity

Political Activity-
Project Participants Control Group

(N = 286) (N = 32)

A. Did you vote in the Michigan Primary on March 17,
1992?

B. Do you expect to engage in any further political
activity after this course is over?

C. Do you think you will ever work in an election
campaign?

45.5%

58.4

38.9

31.3%

37.5

31.3
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science courses. Political science
courses have students and faculty
from all parts of their communities
with linkages to similar participating
institutions and organizations as we
have in Detroit. We would like to
share our experience with faculty
from other universities.

This project has the power to
make a substantial difference in voter
registration and voter education. If
we can identify 100 colleagues who
are willing to register 2,000 voters
each, we will produce 200,000 newly
registered voters and 20,000 political-
ly active voters who are 18-25 years
old.

If you want more information,
please contact us either by writing
(Department of Political Science,

2040 FAB, Wayne State University,
Detroit, MI 48202) or phone (313-
577-2630).

Note

*Many people helped to make this effort a
success. We are grateful to the following
Teaching Assistants who were critical to the
success of the project: Cynthia Duquette,
Charito Melesky, Anthony Perry, Brian
Drake, and Elizabeth Masha.

We are also grateful for support from the
political science department (notably Darthy
Vasquez and Charles Elder), Shanon McCor-
mick, Wayne County Commissioner George
Cushingberry, Veronica Massey from the
Wayne County Clerk's Office, The National
Rainbow Coalition, New Detroit, Inc., and
the United Automobile Workers Union.
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