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REQUEST FOR NEW CENTER AT THE UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN IOWA: 
CENTER FOR CIVIC EDUCATION 

 
 
Action Requested:  Consider approval of the request by the University of Northern Iowa to create 
the Center for Civic Education in the College of Social and Behavioral Sciences. 

The Council of Provosts and Board office support approval of this request.  
 
Background: At its November 2023 meeting, the Board of Regents directed the Regents 
institutions to explore proposals "to establish a widespread initiative that includes opportunities 
for education and research on free speech and civic education." This proposal for a Center for 
Civic Education reflects significant university efforts in this area both before and since that 
directive was established. 
 
The need for enhanced civic education is widely recognized. Organizations across the ideological 
spectrum express concerns about civic education at the K-12 level. Higher education groups such 
as the American Association of Colleges & Universities (AAC&U), the American Association of 
State Colleges and Universities (AASCU), and NASPA, Student Affairs Administrators in Higher 
Education  agree that civic learning, which includes knowledge of the form and function of 
government and an understanding of core principles such as freedom of speech, is an essential 
21st-century skill. 
 
Need for proposed center. The Center for Civic Education serves the state by centering civic 
education and free speech on campus and beyond. It will:  
 

• Promote civic learning by encouraging curricular innovation and professional 
development to help members of the campus community develop the knowledge, skills 
and values necessary to participate meaningfully as citizens. 

• Enhance UNI's civic engagement activities through a wide range of programs and events 
that expose students and members of the public to divergent viewpoints on topics of 
interest and give them opportunities to engage in meaningful dialogue with one another. 
This includes launching new events such as a Controversial Issues speakers' series and 
coordinating and promoting existing events such as Constitution Day and the Joy Cole 
Corning Lecture. 

• Foster civic learning among Iowa's pre-service and in-service teachers, offering them 
opportunities for continued professional development in civic learning. 

 
Activities and objectives of proposed center. The UNI Center for Civic Education is committed to 
conducting research on the effectiveness of its activities and publishing its results, thus serving 
as a resource for effective civic education in Iowa and across the country. 
 
Sample activities 

• Curricular innovation and professional development: 
• Conducting research on free speech and civic education and keeping faculty up to date 

with scholarship and best practices 
• Advocating for a university curriculum that helps students develop the knowledge, skills 

and values needed to be effective citizens 
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• Implementing an annual series of free speech and civic engagement professional 
development events, including at least one each year featuring a nationally renowned 
scholar on these issues. 

• Building a repository of assignments and class activities that can be incorporated in 
classes across the curriculum to help students develop civic knowledge, skills and values. 

• Developing online courses or modules on free speech and civic education for faculty to 
use as they build courses and develop class plans. 

• Developing online courses on free speech and civic education for university staff to use 
as they interact with students in student organizations, residence halls and other non-
academic parts of campus. 

 
Civic Engagement & Public Outreach 

• Programming focused on leadership and public service, featuring state and community 
leaders talking about their experience in public service and lessons learned in leadership. 

• Sponsoring annual activities focused on free speech and democratic dialogue designed 
to expose students to multiple ideological viewpoints and help them discuss issues with 
others, including those with whom they disagree. For example: 

o An annual series of speakers and researchers who engage with students about 
a single controversial topic. 
o A series of talks in which public officials or public figures on different sides of 
issues engage in respectful dialogue with one another in public forums, helping 
model civil discussion for students. 
o A series of student interactions in which students volunteer to talk about issues 
with one another about difficult issues. 

 
Civic Education in K-12 

• Designing and hosting professional development opportunities for pre-service and in-
service teachers. Events may include the following:  

o Organizing and hosting an annual "Conference on Innovation in Civic Education 
and Free Speech" that brings together pre-service and in-service teachers to share 
best practices, learn from one another and from expert researchers at UNI about 
how to build students' civic learning. The conference will offer credit for teaching 
license renewal. 

o Holding a New Teacher Academy focusing on building community among new in-
service teachers and offering training in methods focused on civic (and civil) 
discourse within the classroom. 

o Developing a program of regular in-person and/or online events on specific, timely 
topics involving civic education and free speech issues in the news. In-person 
events could be held at partner sites around the state such as community colleges 
to make them more available to teachers around the state. 

• Providing resources to pre-service and in-service teachers for use in classroom 
instruction. This will include:  

o Building and maintaining a digital repository of teacher resources on free speech 
and civic education, such as: 
 Materials that offer curricular support: lesson plans, activities and 

assignments. 
 Short interviews with civic leaders and public officials from both sides of the 

aisle that can be used in classes. 
 Short interviews with researchers in free speech and civic education that 

can help teachers frame issues. 
 An online community for sharing teaching resources. 
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o Providing traveling exhibits that support pre-K-12 civic education across the state. 
These exhibits will be designed by UNI Museum Studies and Public History interns 
and teacher education students will design activities to go along with them. 

o Inviting classes to visit UNI to learn about free speech, interact with archival 
papers, including the Grassley Papers, and engage in historical research. 

o Organizing and hosting an annual We the People civics competition that involves 
junior high and high schools from across the state. 

 
Relationship to mission and strategic plan. The mission of the University of Northern Iowa is to 
create, empower and innovate to enrich Iowa and beyond. This Center will serve the public good 
by fostering civic learning on campus and across the state of Iowa. Key elements of civic learning 
include civic knowledge, civic skills and civic values. The Center's mission, therefore, aligns well 
with Goals 2 and 3 of the UNI 2023-28 Strategic Plan. 
 
Relationship to other centers/institutes at the university. The Center for Civic Education will work 
across many UNI departments and units. Most notably, the Center will work with all academic 
colleges to promote civic learning across the curriculum. Its programming, public engagement, 
and focus on K-12 education across the state will also require significant collaboration with other 
entities on campus, including the Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning, the Office of 
Community Engagement, the College of Education, and the Jacobson Center for Literacy, and 
Business and Community Services. We have already had conversations with Business & 
Community Services about its ability to connect the Center with key partners across the state, 
including Professional Developers of Iowa (the largest statewide economic development 
organization), the Iowa League of Cities and Iowa Association of Counties, and the Iowa Rural 
Development Council. 
 
Relationship to centers/institutes at other universities in Iowa and potential for collaboration. The 
Center for Civic Education will be the only center at the Regents' universities focused solely on 
civic learning and engagement and the only center in the state of Iowa whose mission includes a 
focus on promoting civic learning across the state, particularly in K-12 education. Among Regents' 
institutions, the Carrie Chapman Catt Center at ISU has the most overlap with the proposed center 
at UNI. Although its mission is rooted in promoting civic engagement and participation in politics, 
It has a particular focus on gender and women's leadership and participation. This is an important 
and worthy mission, but it is not focused specifically on civic learning in the same way that the 
proposed center. 
 
Resources, facilities and equipment required. UNI will hire a faculty fellow during the first year of 
the Center's existence to help get it off the ground, oversee its initial activities, and chair the 
search for a director. This faculty fellow will receive a one course release every semester, After 
the director is hired, the faculty fellow will assist the director in organizing and carrying out the 
center's activities. 
 
The Center will be led by a full-time director who will be a tenured faculty member in an academic 
department with expertise in civic education. The Center will be supported by a .5 FTE 
administrative assistant. 
 
Most of the Center's supplies and services budget will be spent on office supplies, promotional 
materials/marketing, and other supplies to support key aspects of its mission (e.g., costs related 
to Panthers Vote, the costs of Deliberation Dinners, costs related to putting together and shipping 
displays). Offices will need to be equipped with desktop computers and printers. The Center will 
also need IT support in identifying, creating and maintaining the system by which it will make 
teaching resources available to K-12 teachers across the state. 
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Expected funding sources. Initial funding to support the Center will be provided using the General 
Education Fund (GEF); additional revenue streams are being explored. One of the clear duties of 
the Director will be applying for grants. Ultimately, UNI anticipates a model where the director is 
funded by GEF but the rest of the Center is supported by grants and line-item appropriations. The 
director will work with Sponsored Programs and the UNI Foundation to identify more programs to 
support the Center's grant seeking. 
 
There is potential for the Center to be supported by line-item appropriations at the federal and/or 
state level. Congress has funded start-up costs for the Dirksen Center, the Hubert Humphrey 
Institute of Public Affairs at the University of Minnesota, the Robert C. Byrd Center for 
Congressional History and Education at the University of West Virginia, and, most recently, the 
McCain Institute at Arizona State University, with one-time appropriations. The Stennis Center for 
Public Service receives an annual appropriation from Congress. Similarly, while Iowa does not 
currently appropriate money specifically for civic education, there are models in other states to 
consider. 
 

 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 
GEF $103,684 $302,687 $271,982 $233,371 $204,748 
Grants, Fees, 
Foundation 

$0 $0 $70,000 $140,000 $285,000 

Total $103,684 $302,687 $341,982 $373,371 $489,748 
 
Evaluation plan. Though Center leadership will be continuously evaluating activities and efforts, 
the Center will be formally evaluated on the Board of Regents seven-year timeline. Staff of the 
Center will be evaluated annually. 
 
Date of implementation. October 2024 


