Preface

America's civic and democratic future will be defined by the answers to some very basic questions: What will it mean to be an American in the 21st Century? Who are the Americans? What are the core beliefs and social bonds that Americans hold as true? What are the essential elements of a social agreement that allow people who are profoundly different to function as a society and to prosper and share leadership in a global setting?

A “social contract” has always existed in American society, but throughout history that contract has changed.  We would not accept today the social contracts of the past.   In the 1700s, the social contract allowed slavery, and there was open acknowledgment that certain portions of the population were not extended human rights. In the 1800s, America’s social contract still did not allow women to vote. In the early 1900s, our social contract continued to allow children to be exploited in the work force. We have come an immense distance. The social contract at the beginning of this century is a profoundly different one from that which existed in the 1900s. This social contract will continue to change, but the functioning of a society requires more than a social contract made explicit in laws and court rulings.

As we seek to respect diversity in our school curricula, the question of whether there is a minimum core of ideas that make up the American idea is at the back of everyone’s mind.  We hear languages from areas of the world that have not been part of the cultural superstructure.  The face of America is changing and as Americans learn to feel less threatened by different faces and different accents, we all need to learn to work together to determine a set of core values that form the new civics.  We must find ways to engage in a new civic dialog.

To find some sense of whether or not there is a set of core American values, I looked at some research done by Daniel Yankelovich, who surveyed Americans as to what they regard as enduring American values.  He asked them to consider the enduring elements of what we would call the essence of what it means to live as an American in America. These are the things he cited that are at the core: a belief in fairness, and a sense of placing a high value on people getting what they deserve as the consequence of individual actions and efforts; a belief in self-improvement, in the efficacy of individual effort; the conviction that people should constantly strive to better their lot through education and hard work; a belief in democracy, that the judgment of the majority should form the basis of governance; a belief in caring beyond the self, placing a high value on concern for others such as family or ethnic group, neighborliness, caring for community. Americans believe in equality of opportunity -- the practical expression of freedom and individualism in the marketplace that helps resolve the tensions between the values of freedom and equality. At the core of American values are those associated with moral responsibility for the consequences of one's own actions -- paying one's dues, accepting obligations as well as rights. And Americans believe as well in a concept of American exceptionalism, a belief in the special status and mission of America in relation to other countries.” 

How does all of this -- our individuality, our civic responsibility, and the way these things relate to American core values -- relate to this moment?  The truth is we are going to have to do some things differently. In an age of diversity, we will have to govern differently. We will have to build communities differently. It is important to invest in our human resources: That means schools, and community colleges, and technical training institutions, and higher education, and adult literacy, and parental training for young people in school. Basic skills programs are at the forefront of providing the direction for change that our nation will take and that change will be based on civic engagement.  

The ESL Civics Grant is just one of the ways that the North Carolina Community College system is responding to the changes that will provide the necessary leadership in the twenty-first century.  Civics is more than a study of government or the history of the United States.  We have gone beyond the need for mere reading and writing.  Adults have special needs.  In the Equipped for the Future Citizen Role Map, the developers of this national standard curriculum have recognized that adults need to 1) become and stay informed, 2) form and express opinions and ideas, 3) take action to strengthen communities, and 4) work together.

The ESL Civics Grant Manual developed at Fayetteville Technical Community College is part of the answer to meeting the challenges faced by an ever-changing society. At its inception, the grant team was committed to helping students learn to “exercise their human and legal rights and civic responsibilities”.  (EFF)  Grant activities followed the Equipped for the Future model and we saw profound changes in the ways that students benefited from the program.

Special recognition goes to the members of the Basic Skills team at FTCC.  I served as the “Lead Instructor” for the grant’s implementation, but my work would not have been successful without the support and encouragement of the entire team.  Among the many who have aided in this grant were: 

Administration/Staff:

Carrie Heffney, Eugene Carter, Toi Buchanan, Keith McNeill, 

Rute Filipe, Margarete Johnson

Faculty: 

Margaret Walter, Linda Mullins, Lynne Kreiser, Esther Greenwell, Irene Bantsolas, Phyllis Reinhardt, Edwin Alices, Janice Fisher, 

Alicia Howard, Magdalena Herndon, and M. Chris Hill

Thank you to all of the ESL practitioners in the state who work hard everyday to be authentic, caring instructors.  You make a difference in the lives of more people than you can imagine.

Feel free to contact us at FTCC with any questions or comments.  We would love to hear from you.

Janis Holden-Toruño

Fayetteville Technical Community College

P. O. Box 35236,

Fayetteville, NC  28303

holdenj@faytechcc.edu
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