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Abstract:

In this short essay, we focus on the need for developing students’ sense of a shared fate in digital contexts, and the

role schools could play in this effort. We describe the need for digital civics, and make the case for three specific
shifts in the norms for online civic exchanges, focusing on how a sense of shared fate can inform individuals’

roles and responsibilities.

1. Introduction

Questions about the opportunities and challenges offered
by digital media with respect to developing habits of good
citizenship have been around for a while (Papacharissi,
2004). Yet, the events leading up to the 2016 presidential
elections in the US, as well as their aftermath, shook the
ground beneath scholarly work on civic participation in the
digital age. The emergence of peer-based and interactive
modes of civic participation was shown not to be inherently
democratizing, and to sometimes support anti-democratic
aims. This was in contrast to earlier optimistic suggestions
that digital media could support participation among the
youth, and particularly those from marginalized groups,
citing encouraging examples such as the DREAMers
movement and Black Lives Matter (e.g., Ito et al., 2015;
Jenkins et al., 2016).

The sense of an increased polarization and a
balkanization of the civic sphere, together with concerns
about the circulation of inaccurate “news,” have led to a
reinvigorated interest among educators and researchers in
ways to develop the skills needed to manage the never-
ending stream of (mis)information, most commonly
described in terms of digital literacy or critical thinking
(Wineburg et al., 2018). While developing such skills is
important, as is the recent push for platform changes, we
argue that neither would work without the appropriate civic
dispositions, motivations and preferences — in other words,
individuals must develop early on, the habits and
inclinations to act democratically in the civic digital
sphere.! In this short essay, we focus on the need for
developing students’ sense of a shared fate in digital
contexts (Ben-Porath, 2012), and the role schools could
play in this effort. We describe the need for digital civics,
and make the case for three specific shifts in the norms for
online civic exchanges, focusing on how a sense of shared
fate can inform individuals’ roles and responsibilities. We

then lay out ways in which schools can take part in this
effort.

2. Digital Civics

The civic world is rapidly changing in response to the
affordances of the digital age, among them interactive,
participant-based media and Internet-enabled mobile
devices (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012; Zuckerman, 2016).
Within this domain, new forms of civic participation and
action arise, for which future citizens could effectively be
prepared by their schools. When considering the role of
schools in preparing students for their morphing modes of
civic interaction, we are thinking not so much about civic
knowledge or formal practices like voting, which remain
relatively constant. Rather, we are interested in less formal
actions and interactions by citizens (or members of the
community), and in particular, the way citizens can learn to
understand the civic/political sphere as one where shared
fate can be uncovered, expressed and developed. For the
purpose of the current discussion on digital civics, we
understand the concept of shared fate to mean a sense of
belonging to one’s nation, which connects a person
primarily to fellow citizens rather than to the country,
leadership or land. Shared fate comprises the ties that
citizens and other members of the nation share across
languages, geography, histories, representative institutions,
shared projects etc. (Williams, 2003). Developing a sense
of shared fate in digital contexts is a key aspect of digital
civics, where participants can seek shared interests,
visions, and collaborations — even before they define these
in clear political terms (Wolin, 1994). What are the main
commitments individuals have when they interact in civic
and democratic ways around shared civic goals? We
describe three such commitments, and then discuss
possible ways to develop them.

2.1 Commitment to Ongoing and Just Dialogue
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Civic dialogue in online platforms is an ongoing mix of
private and public communication; these exchanges require
new norms of civic communication. In formal contexts,
this is often achieved through the regulation of speech, and
the setting of well-defined norms considering appropriate
conversational moves. Such regulation seems not only
unrealistic in online contexts, which are often characterized
by a new hybrid model of informal written communication,
but also undesirable, as it might create discomfort for some
and thus limit participation. Accordingly, we suggest that
even more than traditional face-to-face communication,
shared fate should not center on stylistic or formal
standards, but rather on impact. Specifically, the impact of
one’s modes of participation on the capacity of others to
participate within a context of just relations.

2.2 Seeking a Diverse Audience With a Shared Goal

Hybrid forms of civic communication in digital
contexts enable new modes of homogeneity and diversity
to evolve. Beyond the common echo chambers and
balkanization of the civic sphere, non-hierarchical and
decentralized interaction also allows individuals to
collaborate or communicate in more ad-hoc ways than was
previously possible. As a result, the material and human
costs of organizing and sharing ideas is reduced, allowing
individuals to participate in mobilization efforts, even for
limited goals. The tolerance required in such contexts is
similarly tied only to certain aspects of personal identity,
where various other dimensions can be bracketed. Shared
fate in such contexts requires silence as much as it requires
personal expression, permitting groups to focus on shared
interests, goals or aspects of identity while remaining silent
on others. Speaking or remaining silent stems from
whether such silence supports just relations between
groups, or ignores aspects that perpetuate unjust relations.
Thus, the challenge facing citizens is balancing between
the need to work together towards shared just goals, and
the dangers that such a focus could come at the expense of
the needs and rights of more vulnerable individuals or
groups.

2.3 Horizontal Accountability

The diffuse nature of online platforms, especially
loosely-moderated ones, creates a need for forms of public
accountability that are not based on an appeal to authority.
While some of the recent calls for platforms to respond to
new challenges are justified,? developing a view of oneself
as a producer of content which can be used by and have an
effect on many others, in addition to being a critical
consumer of information from many peer-based sources,
demands not only critical literacy and related capacities but
also an understanding of one’s accountability as a
relational virtue. In other words, citizens need to consider
what they consume or produce but also to hold others
accountable for what they share. Literature on digital civic
participation tends to prioritize active citizen engagement

that bypasses institutional channels, as this was perceived
as a revolutionizing civic opportunity offered by online
contexts. Such engagement should include demanding of
others the kind of communication practices that contribute
to the civility of the public sphere.

3. Teaching Digital Civics

Schools are key among other civic institutions in which
citizens are initiated into their roles, both intentionally and
collaterally. Educating for civic participation, and teaching
and practicing shared fate in digital contexts as a part of
this civic training, should take place in schools, as they are
equally accessible to all (with some caveats), and as they
allow most young people to prepare ahead for their civic
roles.?

New forms of participation brought forth by the digital
age demand preparation and support from adults (James et
al., 2016). Despite earlier narratives of children being
digital natives, there are many aspects of interaction in
online contexts which need be intentionally taught,
especially for children who do not receive abundant
opportunities for modelling rich online interaction at home
(Buchi et al., 2016). There has been a surge of research on
patterns of youth participatory politics, as well as on the
related core practices that need to be developed through
schools (see especially Ito et al., 2015; Kahne et al., 2016;
Soep, 2014). Going beyond the common focus on skill
development, we briefly consider some of the ways in
which an underlying sense of shared fate could be
cultivated within everyday school-based learning.* Key to
our argument is that habits of shared fate should not be
taught in civics of government classes, but rather be
integrated as a component of learning more broadly (Ben-
Porath & Dishon, 2015). In the limited space here, we focus
on some key examples.

The use of asynchronous online forums has become a
central tool at all levels of education. In such forums,
teachers often assign a text and require students to respond
through written comments and through consulting,
reviewing and responding to their peers’ work. While such
activities are pursued for academic reasons, they could
concurrently serve as opportunities to cultivate habits of
shared fate in online interactions. For instance, teachers
could emphasize the importance of commitment to ongoing
dialogue, and offer students practical tools to do so
effectively. Students could be mentored in how to respond
in ways that afford their interlocutor room for further
discussion, using disagreement as the driving force to
productive arguments. Such interactions could also
highlight (to a limited extent) the importance of horizontal
accountability and how it manifests in online discussions.
The growing body of research on bystander intervention in
cases of cyberbullying could support the effort to develop
analogous practices in civic contexts. This would include
lessons concerning how to identify utterances that demand
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external intervention, as well as practical tools on how to
respond to attacks, recruit other digital bystanders, and
determine when and how to flag or report behaviour to an
authority effectively (Allison & Bussey, 2016). Horizontal
accountability should not be reduced to responding to
negative forms of conduct, and should include emphasizing
the importance of engaging with those who are less ‘vocal’
or central to the group interaction, and learning how to
promote the inclusion of participants who are likely to be
marginalized.

Educators can also use activities in educational digital
spaces to promote students’ propensity to pursue shared
goals with a diverse audience. This could be achieved by
focusing on activities in which students need to identify
shared aspects of their own view and those of others, and
engage in projects where they work together towards
furthering their common interests, despite other
differences. Instead of simply asking students to
collaborate on projects in which the goals are defined by
the teacher, the starting point for such activities could be
bringing together groups of students who have displayed
limited points of agreement in their earlier responses. There
is a rich body of knowledge on the role of argumentation
and collaboration in learning (e.g., Asterhan & Schwarz,
2016), which could be utilized as the basis for structuring
learning environments centered on pursuing shared goals.
Such process can highlight the possibility of collaboration
across difference, but also to expose the challenges of such
work, and the delicate balance between identifying when
concessions are due, and when collaboration might be at
the expense of more fundamental differences which should
not be compromised.

Finally, while these approaches could be applied to a
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! We denote here a ‘civic digital sphere’ to differentiate from other activities in which individuals participate online, although the concept is sometimes hard
to outline clearly. For example, forms of gender discrimination and harassment in the gaming world have political and civic repercussions, even as gaming
may not be inherently civic or political. Clearly, some of the dispositions we discuss are also relevant to the real world of politics, not just to online
interactions, but here we focus on the specific challenges and affordances of the digital civic sphere.

2 Such as the call for Twitter to respond more effectively to hate speech and threats, and for Facebook to revise its algorithm, so as to limit exposure to false
news stories.

3 Some readers might worry about the dangers of indoctrination in schools. We argue that the initiation into certain modes of shared living is an unavoidable
characteristic of schools, where children spend a substantial part of their childhood. To us, the question then is not whether schools exert any influence, but
rather what modes of shared living children practice in schools, and whether they amount to indoctrination into a way of life (see: Ben-Porath & Dishon,
2015).

* This does not come to replace schools’ more traditional civic roles.
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