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Abstract
This study examined how civic educators in selected Zambian universities conceptualized the notion of citizenship and the influence of these conceptualizations on students’ civic engagement. Specifically, it investigated how civic educators understood and defined citizenship, including the foundational principles of civic education, and assessed the impact of their understanding on students’ participation in democratic processes and community initiatives. A qualitative descriptive research design was adopted, as it allowed for an in-depth exploration of educators’ perspectives and students’ experiences. The sample size comprised 156 participants, including: 16 lecturers and 140 student teachers Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, Focus group discussions (FGDs), Classroom observations as well as student participation and interactions related to civic education practices. Thematic data analysis was employed to identify, analyze, and interpret patterns (themes) within the qualitative data. The findings revealed that civic educators’ interpretations of citizenship varied, encompassing rights-based, responsibilities-oriented, and community-centered approaches. These differing perspectives significantly influenced the extent to which students participated in civic activities, including voting, volunteering, and community development initiatives. The study further indicated that students whose educators emphasized active participation and social responsibility were more likely to engage meaningfully in democratic and community processes. Overall, the research underscored the critical role of civic educators in shaping students’ civic attitudes and behaviors. It recommended that higher education institutions strengthen civic education curricula, provide professional development for educators, and create structured opportunities for student engagement in civic and community initiatives to enhance active citizenship and democratic participation.
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I. INTRODUCTION
Civic education plays a central role in shaping individuals’ understanding of citizenship and their participation in democratic processes. In the context of higher education, civic educators are key agents in transmitting knowledge, values, and attitudes that define what it means to be a responsible and active citizen (Chanda, 2023). Citizenship itself is a multidimensional concept encompassing legal status, civic rights and responsibilities, identity, and active participation in societal affairs. However, the way civic educators conceptualize citizenship varies widely, ranging from a traditional, knowledge-based approach that emphasizes understanding of political institutions and laws, to a more participatory and transformative perspective that promotes critical thinking, social justice, and active civic engagement (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). These differing orientations influence not only the content delivered but also the pedagogical approaches employed in the classroom. As a result, educators’ conceptualizations significantly shape how students interpret their civic roles, develop democratic values, and engage in activities such as voting, advocacy, and community service (Torney-Purta et al., 2001).

Civic education is critical in developing responsible, active, and knowledgeable citizens who can meaningfully participate in democratic processes. Sakala (2024) and Mainde et al., (2022) argued that Civic Education provides students with knowledge, beliefs, and skills that foster an understanding of rights, duties, and engagement in community and national affairs. Civic education has been included into both secondary and university curricula in Zambia, as part of the government's larger goal of promoting democratic governance, national unity, and social responsibility. Sakala (2018) stated that since the return of multiparty democracy in 1991, Zambia has made concerted attempts to raise civic consciousness through education. The Ministry of Education, in partnership with teacher training institutions, has established Civic Education as a course to help young people develop their citizenship skills. Despite these measures, Chola (2016) noted that concerns remain about the extent to which civic education has resulted in active citizenship and civic participation among Zambians, particularly youth. Low voter turnout, political indifference, restricted community participation, and ineffective civic action have generated concerns about the efficacy of civic education programs in schools and universities (Chanda et al., 2024).
Civic educators such as teachers and lecturers tasked with teaching civic values and knowledge are at the heart of this dilemma. Their comprehension of civic duty, democracy, and citizenship has a big impact on how they instruct and how students assimilate these ideas (Sakala, 2016). Teachers may not be able to motivate students to participate actively in civic life if they have a narrow or misunderstanding of citizenship that emphasises legal status above active engagement. On the other hand, educators are more likely to develop responsible learners if they are able to define citizenship broader as advocacy, community involvement, and active participation. In Zambia, variations in educators’ training, exposure to democratic practices, and institutional support may affect their comprehension and approach to civic education. While universities often emphasize theoretical aspects of citizenship, secondary school educators may focus more on practical civic duties. Yet, few empirical studies by Sakala (2024); Sakala (2018); Sakala (2016); Perdue (2018), Morrell (2008) and Chola (2016) have explored how civic educators’ understanding of citizenship actually shapes the civic engagement behaviors of their students across educational levels.
In Zambia, universities represent critical spaces for fostering civic awareness and engagement among young people, particularly in the face of evolving socio-political and economic dynamics. Although civic education has been integrated into various academic programs, concerns remain about the relatively low levels of youth participation in civic and political processes, including limited involvement in community development initiatives and electoral activities (Mulenga, 2018). This situation raises important questions about the effectiveness of civic education and the extent to which educators’ perceptions of citizenship influence student engagement outcomes (Chanda et al., 2024b). Studies suggest that when educators adopt a more participatory and critical approach to citizenship, students are more likely to develop a sense of responsibility toward societal issues (Biesta, 2011). Therefore, examining civic educators’ conceptualizations of citizenship within Zambian universities is essential for understanding how these perspectives impact students’ civic knowledge, attitudes, and practices. This study sought to explore this relationship in selected universities in Zambia, contributing to broader efforts aimed at strengthening democratic participation and enhancing the quality of citizenship education.
1.2 Statement of the Problem
Despite the recognized importance of civic education in fostering active and responsible citizenship, there is growing concern that students in many universities in Zambia demonstrate low levels of civic engagement, including limited participation in democratic processes, community initiatives, and public discourse. This situation raises questions about the effectiveness of civic education in higher learning institutions, particularly regarding how citizenship is conceptualized and taught by civic educators (Chanda, 2024). While civic education is intended to equip students with knowledge, skills, and values necessary for meaningful participation in society, variations in educators’ understanding of key concepts such as citizenship, rights, responsibilities, and civic duty may influence how content is delivered and internalized by students (Biesta, 2011; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). In the Zambian context, studies indicate that civic education often emphasizes theoretical knowledge at the expense of practical engagement, thereby limiting students’ ability to translate knowledge into active participation (Kaluba, 2015; MoE, 2013). Consequently, students may acquire superficial knowledge without developing the motivation or competencies required for genuine civic engagement (Simuchimba, 2016). Furthermore, there is limited empirical research examining the direct link between civic educators’ conceptualizations of citizenship and students’ civic behaviors at university level in Zambia, creating a gap in understanding how teaching approaches influence civic engagement outcomes. Therefore, this study sought to examine how civic educators conceptualize citizenship and how these conceptualizations influence students’ civic engagement in selected universities in Zambia, with a view to informing more effective teaching approaches and policy interventions.
1.3 Study Objectives
· To investigate how civic educators in selected Zambian universities understand and define the concept of citizenship, including the foundational principles of civic education.
· To assess the impact of civic educators’ understanding of citizenship on students’ civic engagement, particularly their participation in democratic processes and community initiatives.
1.4 Study Questions
· How do civic educators in selected Zambian universities understand and define the concept of citizenship, including the principles of civic education?
· What is the impact of civic educators’ understanding of citizenship on students’ civic engagement, particularly in democratic processes and community initiatives?
1.5 Significance of the study
This study is significant because it provides a deeper understanding of how civic educators’ conceptualizations of citizenship influence students’ civic engagement in selected universities in Zambia. By examining the relationship between educators’ perceptions, teaching approaches, and students’ participation in democratic processes and community activities, the research offers valuable insights into the effectiveness of civic education in fostering active and responsible citizenship. The findings are expected to inform policymakers, university administrators, and curriculum developers on the design and implementation of civic education programs that emphasize participatory and practical approaches to teaching citizenship. Moreover, this study contributes to the existing body of knowledge by providing empirical evidence from the Zambian higher education context, which can guide future research, policy formulation, and interventions aimed at promoting democratic culture, civic responsibility, and youth engagement in Zambia and other similar educational settings.
2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this study was grounded in the premise that civic educators’ understanding and teaching of citizenship directly influence students’ civic engagement. Citizenship is a multidimensional concept encompassing knowledge of rights and responsibilities, civic values, and active participation in community and democratic processes (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Studies from Zambia indicate that civic educators’ conceptualizations are shaped by their training, beliefs, and institutional curricula that determine the pedagogical approaches they adopt, such as discussion-based, participatory, or examination-focused methods, which in turn affect students’ acquisition of civic knowledge and their engagement in civic activities (Kaluba, 2015). Similar trends have been observed in other countries, where educators’ limited understanding of participatory citizenship results in low student engagement in democratic practices and community initiatives (Morrell, 2008). The framework posits a direct relationship between educators’ conceptual clarity and the effectiveness of civic engagement among students, highlighting the need for alignment between educators’ perceptions of citizenship and practical strategies that foster active participation (Mweemba, 2020).
2.2 [bookmark: _Hlk155779473][bookmark: _Toc170662536][bookmark: _Hlk158496027]Conceptualisation of Citizenship
Citizenship is a multidimensional notion that includes legal, political, and social components that together define an individual's relationship with a nation-state. It includes not only the legal status of citizenship in a country, but also the privileges and obligations that come with it. According to Falcke & Peters (2025), citizenship consists of three key elements: civil, political, and social rights, which together allow an individual to fully participate in society. The legal component of citizenship is frequently linked to nationality, which offers individuals specific legal rights and protections under the law. Political citizenship goes beyond legal rights and includes active engagement in the democratic process, such as voting and holding public office. Social citizenship emphasises the importance of social welfare and economic stability in ensuring that all citizens have access to fundamental necessities and services, hence promoting equality and social justice (Isin & Turner, 2002). Furthermore, the concept of citizenship has expanded to include notions of global and digital citizenship, which recognises individuals' interconnectivity across national borders and digital space. This approach fosters a sense of responsibility for global issues such as human rights, environmental sustainability, and social equality. Citizenship is more than just a legal position; it is a dynamic and developing construct that represents the interaction of rights, obligations, and identities in a societal context (Kallio et al., 2020). The ongoing discussion on citizenship is shaped by traditions or ideas of liberal, communitarian, civic republicanism, critical multiculturalism, and national and global citizenship. The main aim of incorporating civic education into the curriculum of Zambian secondary schools was to cultivate authentic democratic citizenship. 
2.3 [bookmark: _Toc170662537]Types of citizenship 
2.3.1 Liberal citizenship 
[bookmark: _Hlk155780005]The foundation of liberal citizenship rests upon the individual's (universal) entitlement to rights as a citizen. Therefore, this type of citizenship focuses on the individual who is predominantly motivated by self-interest (Faulks, 2019). The paramount significance of this type of citizenship depend on individual autonomy, and the emphasis is on the state to refrain from interfering in the personal affairs of its citizens. Every individual possesses the prerogative to determine their level of engagement in society (Magnette, 2024). 

At the core of the liberal theory, was the assertion that each person possessed the freedom to exercise rational independence and pursue their interests. Thun (2016) defines rational autonomy as the ability of citizens to develop, modify, and actively pursue their understanding of the collective welfare. According to Liu & Shadiev (2025), every individual possesses an equitable entitlement to fundamental rights and freedoms. Consequently, each person has the autonomy to determine their own choices (Kymlicka, 2020). The liberal theory of citizenship prioritises the state's impartiality in the lives of its citizens. Therefore, it is possible that the state's role was restricted to safeguarding the rights of individual citizens. The focus of this type of citizenship is for the state to refrain from intervening in the daily affairs of its citizens. In exchange, the primary duty of the citizen was to fulfil their tax obligations in exchange for the safeguarding of their rights. In the liberal context, citizenship is understood as a formally recognised legal status (Faulks, 2019).

2.3.2 [bookmark: _Toc170662538]Communitarian citizenship 
Communitarianism was another tradition that influenced the discourse on citizenship. Communitarians oppose the principles of individualism as proposed by the liberalist. The fundamental tenet underlying their perspective is that individuals are inherently integrated within the socio-cultural collective. Therefore, the emphasis was placed on the common good rather than individual goals (rights). The fundamental principles of a functioning society were loyalty, consensus, and the absence of conflict. Communitarians advocated for citizens' active engagement in society and prioritised collective welfare over personal interests (Lister, 2024). The latter was based on the ethical aspect of citizenship and centred on engagement in the community, encompassing sociocultural factors. According to Honohan (2017), communitarian theory regarded the community as the initial foundation for citizenship. Logsdon & Wood (2018) argued that in the communitarian theory, citizenship is based on a culturally-defined community, prioritising political participation and identity over individual rights and freedoms. It recognises individuals as active participants in society, as opposed to liberalism's emphasis on individuals as isolated and passive. This theory prioritised deliberative forms of democracy and the active involvement of individuals.

2.3.3 [bookmark: _Toc170662539]Civic Republican Citizenship 
[bookmark: _Hlk155784807]Civic republicanism is a significant influence on the idea of citizenship, constituting the third tradition. Similar to the communitarian theory, the civic republican citizenship theory also centres on the community (Honohan, 2017). This theory emphasised two crucial aspects: openness and democratic governance (Stephens, 2021). Openness referred to a condition in which politics was based on the public sphere. Democratic governance refers to a system in which members of a community actively shape and participate in governance processes (Chanda, 2024b). This theory emphasises the ethical aspect of citizenship and regards citizens as actively participating in public discussions and demonstrating a commitment to the community (Nanggala & Suryadi, 2022). The primary emphasis is placed on the responsibilities of individuals towards their community, and their active participation in the formulation of policies and/or demonstration of dedication to public matters.

The theory mentioned above is rooted in classical republicanism, which emphasises the importance of active citizen participation in public affairs and political life (Pettit, 1997; Sandel, 1996). Within this tradition, political participation is regarded as the highest expression of citizenship. The foundations of this theory can be traced back to the ideas of Aristotle, particularly his conception of the polis, where the character and virtue of citizens were considered essential for meaningful participation (Aristotle, trans. 2009). Aristotle (384–322 BC) argued that fostering civic virtue among citizens would strengthen shared identity and promote social cohesion within the state. As such, citizens were expected to actively engage in public life, thereby reducing political apathy and indifference. Civic republican theory, therefore, aims to cultivate individuals who possess the moral and intellectual capacities necessary to contribute effectively to the social, political, and democratic development of their societies (Honohan, 2002; Dagger, 1997).
[bookmark: _Toc170662541]2.3 National Citizenship
[bookmark: _Hlk155786543][bookmark: _Toc170662542]A national citizen was defined as an individual who is either born or granted citizenship in a particular state or nation (Harpaz and Mateos, 2019). Citizens are obligated to show loyalty to the government and in return entitled to receive its protection from the government. Citizenship can be understood as the condition of possessing the rights and responsibilities of a citizen, and the qualities of an individual seen as a part of society. Harpaz and Mateos (2019) delineated national citizenship into "civic" and "ethnic" nationalism.  According to Fritz et al. (2019), citizenship served as a legal means for societies to ensure continuity of passing national heritage from one generation to the next by establishing a connection between the past and future. The concept of national citizenship, comprises of three concepts namely; jus soli, jus sanguinis, and naturalisation. 
2.3.1 Jus Soli
The principle of jus soli entails citizenship determined by the location of one's birth. The concept acknowledges the entitlement of individuals who were born within the geographical boundaries of a specific state to obtain complete and equitable inclusion in society (Stephens, 2021). This principle highlights birthplace as the primary factor for determining the allocation or denial citizenship. Jus soli, in its original state, is impartial to any factor other than the place of birth. Harder (2020) stated that any child born within the jurisdiction of a particular country is entitled to its citizenship, irrespective of how their parents entered the country, whether their residence was legal or illegal, and the length of time the child has stayed in the state is irrelevant. For instance, a Zambian woman who unlawfully crosses the border with the specific intention of giving birth on American territory. By doing so, she ensures that her child receives the benefits associated with being a lawful United States citizen. The mother might eventually return to Zambia with her newborn child, but this will not change the fact that the child already possesses absolute entitlement to full membership within the United States of America. 

2.3.2 [bookmark: _Toc170662543]Jus Sanguinis
[bookmark: _Toc170662544]In contrast to jus soli, jus sanguinis does not prioritise birthplace as the primary basis of citizenship. Instead, it grants political membership based on descent, emphasising lineage and family connections (Brubaker, 1992). The modern institutionalisation of jus sanguinis can be traced to the Napoleonic Code, which emerged in the aftermath of the French Revolution and marked a shift away from territorial principles of citizenship (Weil, 2001). Under this framework, parents—particularly fathers—were granted the authority to transmit nationality to their children at birth, regardless of the place of birth. During the nineteenth century, several European countries adopted the jus sanguinis principle through legal codification and policy diffusion. This form of citizenship was initially viewed as progressive because it detached political membership from feudal territorial allegiances and instead fostered a sense of shared identity among citizens. However, despite its perceived egalitarian nature, jus sanguinis has also been associated with exclusionary tendencies, particularly where citizenship is restricted based on ancestry. As noted by Joppke (2005), descent-based citizenship can reinforce ethnic and national biases by limiting access to full rights and privileges for individuals without recognised lineage ties.

2.3.3 Naturalisation
[bookmark: _Hlk155787654][bookmark: _Hlk155815882]Naturalisation is the legal means of obtaining citizenship, aside from birth and descent. Peters et al (2020), states that naturalisation is the ultimate stage in the process of obtaining citizenship after birth. While birthright citizenship is automatic and based on factors beyond one's control, naturalisation is a voluntary procedure. It necessitates the individual's proactive behaviour, and explicit consent, as well as the acknowledgment and approval of the political community. To qualify for naturalisation, an individual must be lawfully granted permanent residency in a foreign country (Berlant, 2020). In the 21st Century, each nation is required to grant entry exclusively to its citizens, while individuals from other countries do not possess a comparable entitlement. Individuals from countries perceived as economically disadvantaged or politically unstable often face more rigorous criteria when applying for entry into developed nations. These inequalities apply even when individuals are only seeking temporary entrance to a country, not to mention permanent residence status (Peters et al., 2020).

Therefore, an individual desiring to obtain lawful residency in a foreign nation must apply for immigration status to the appropriate governmental body, such as the Immigration Department and Citizenship Board in Zambia, which are both departments of the Ministry of Home Affairs and Internal Security. Typically, this type of application necessitates the submission of comprehensive information to the destination country regarding the applicants' financial status, educational background, family situation, and other personal particulars (Soehl et al., 2020). Additionally, it entails a thorough medical evaluation conducted by a doctor authorised by the state, and frequently necessitates applicants to undergo a thorough interview conducted before acquiring an immigration visa (Fritz et al., 2019). Nevertheless, the final decision on whether to grant or reject permanent residency status is made by an immigration official at the point of entry, such as the border, who has the power to decline such status.

2.3.4 [bookmark: _Toc170662545]Global Citizenship 
Global citizenship involves being part of a broader human community, recognising shared humanity, and acknowledging the interdependence and interconnectedness of cultures across local, national, and global contexts. It extends the concept of citizenship beyond national boundaries by promoting a global perspective and encouraging inclusive educational environments characterised by cultural, linguistic, and racial diversity (Andreotti, 2014; Oxley & Morris, 2013). UNESCO (2015) defined global citizenship as the ability to understand the world as an interconnected whole, fostering respect for multiple perspectives and critical awareness of global issues and power relations. Similarly, scholars such as Byram (2008) emphasised the importance of considering the rights and well-being of others through the concept of intercultural citizenship. Intercultural citizenship involves recognising and respecting the rights and social positions of diverse groups differentiated by gender, ethnicity, language, and religion. From this perspective, global citizenship entails developing competencies such as active participation in civic and political processes at local, national, and international levels, commitment to the protection of human rights, and the ability to address global challenges collaboratively (Nussbaum, 2010). However, discussions around global and dual citizenship have also raised questions concerning identity and belonging, with scholars advocating for cosmopolitan citizenship that transcends narrow national affiliations (Appiah, 2006).

3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Research Design
The study adopted a qualitative descriptive research design, which was appropriate for examining how civic educators conceptualize citizenship and the influence of these conceptualizations on students’ civic engagement in selected universities and secondary schools in Zambia. This design emphasizes providing a detailed and accurate account of phenomena as they exist in their natural settings. Rather than manipulating variables or establishing causal relationships, descriptive research focuses on documenting characteristics, patterns, and relationships within a given population.
Research Site 
The study was conducted in Lusaka and Kabwe districts of Zambia, from which participants were purposively sampled. These sites were selected due to the presence of active civic education programs and diverse participant populations suitable for the study.

Population, Sample and Sampling Procedure
The population for this study comprised civic education lecturers and student teachers from the selected universities. Specifically, the population included: Lecturers: Individuals directly involved in teaching civic education courses and Student teachers of civic education: Individuals currently training to become civic education teachers. The study employed a purposive sampling technique, which is suitable for qualitative research focusing on participants with specific knowledge and experience in civic education. The sample size comprised 156 participants, including: 16 lecturers (four from each of the four selected universities) and 140 student teachers (thirty-five from each selected university). Purposive sampling allowed the researchers to deliberately select participants who could provide rich and relevant insights into the teaching, learning, and conceptualization of civic education. Data were collected using multiple qualitative instruments to ensure richness and triangulation of findings: Semi-structured interviews: Conducted with lecturers to explore their conceptualizations of citizenship and civic education, Focus group discussions (FGDs): Conducted with student teachers to understand their perspectives on civic engagement and the influence of educators, Classroom observations: Used to document teaching methods, student participation, and interactions related to civic education practices. Data were collected after obtaining permission from university authorities and relevant educational offices. Participants were briefed on the purpose of the study, procedures, and ethical considerations, and written informed consent was obtained. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with lecturers, focus group discussions with student teachers, and classroom observations were carried out to document teaching practices and student engagement. All sessions were scheduled to minimize disruption to participants’ routines. At the end of data collection, participants were debriefed, and pseudonyms were used in transcripts and reports to ensure confidentiality and anonymity, with all data used solely for academic purposes.
Data Analysis
Thematic data analysis was employed to identify, analyze, and interpret patterns (themes) within the qualitative data. This approach allowed the researchers to systematically uncover how civic educators’ conceptualizations of citizenship influenced students’ civic engagement. Thematic analysis enhanced the depth and richness of findings, providing a comprehensive understanding of civic education and its role in promoting active and responsible citizenship.
Study Limitations
The study had several limitations. First, it was conducted only in selected universities and secondary schools in Lusaka and Kabwe districts, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other regions or institutions in Zambia. Second, as a qualitative descriptive study, the findings relied on participants’ perspectives, which may be influenced by personal biases and interpretations. Third, the purposive sampling technique focused on civic education lecturers and student teachers, potentially excluding other relevant perspectives from broader student populations or educators in other disciplines. Additionally, time and resource constraints limited the depth of data collected through interviews, focus group discussions, and classroom observations, as these were dependent on participants’ availability and institutional schedules. Finally, participants may have provided socially desirable responses during interviews or discussions, which could have affected the authenticity of the data collected.

Ethical Issues 
The researchers upheld research ethical considerations for example voluntary participation of the participants, confidentiality, honesty, right of privacy in a manner that the research was not disrupt the daily routine of the universities schools under research and education offices. Informed consent was obtained from all individual participants included in the study. The researchers briefed and debriefed the participants at the beginning and at the end of the study and assured the participants that the data to be collected was purely for academic purposes. The researchers also assured participants that identification symbols used like names were not recorded in the presentation of findings but used pseudo name to ensure anonymity of the participants. The researchers also ensured that the participants were protected from any possible harm that might have risen from the study. 

4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS
4.1 How Civic Educators in Selected Zambian Universities Understand and Define the Concept of Citizenship
The study focused on establishing the civic education teachers' and lecturers' comprehension of citizenship and its influence on civic engagement. One on one interviews and focus group discussion was used to collect data. The study revealed that the participants held diverse perspectives on the notion of citizenship. The views of the participants on the concept of citizenship are presented below. 

[bookmark: _Toc170662589]Citizenship as Rights and Duties
On citizenship as rights and duties, the following were the responses. The participant lecturers defined citizenship in terms of the rights and duties of citizens. When questioned about the meaning of the concept of citizenship, the following responses were given: 
The concept of citizenship is very important. That’s because for the citizens to participate they must understand their rights and responsibilities in society. 

“The term refers to the connection between a citizen and the state. It is based on two elements; that is the rights the citizen enjoys from the state and the duties or responsibilities that the citizen offers to the state.” 

“Citizenship is about rights and responsibilities in society. The citizens should know the connection between them, the government, the community and the environment.”
[bookmark: _Hlk152226623][bookmark: _Hlk152139005][bookmark: _Hlk149988534][bookmark: _Hlk155789632][bookmark: _Hlk155814065][bookmark: _Hlk149988557][bookmark: _Hlk155819227][bookmark: _Hlk155819352]The study revealed that the definition of citizenship as rights and duties by the lecturers appeared to be comprehensive and was not bias towards rights or duties only, it emphasised the aspect of citizenship that balances both rights and duties. The lecturers' definitions of citizenship as rights and duties mirror Bart’s (2015) and Honohan’s (2017) descriptions of liberal and communitarian citizenship. The lecturers' definition of citizenship as a duty is in line with Honohan (2017) communitarian understanding of citizenship. While the liberal conception of citizenship focused on the individual rights of citizens as defined by Thun (2016). As a result, it is possible to speculate that the lecturers' definition of citizenship as rights and duties provided a balanced view of the concept. Liberal citizenship viewed citizenship as individual pursuing their rights, reflecting a society of independent individuals whose objective is not civic engagement in public activities. Civic engagement was ineffectual in liberal citizenship since the importance was on a loose interaction between the state and the citizens. Participation was optional in such a setup. Citizens contributed only when they are motivated to do so, promoting passive citizenship. According to Thun (2016) and Aleinikoff et al., (2021) a person participates only when they consider the costs necessary to attain some valued end.

Citizens' rights focus on pursuing materialistic interests. Thun (2016) warned that the liberal idea of citizenship overlooked the role of the public sphere as the place of citizenship. The emphasis of liberal citizenship was primarily on the legal status and civic rights of citizens. Clearly, from this perspective, it is impossible to establish spaces for citizens to participate and recognize the duty expected of them as citizens. This, appears to be the situation in universities and secondary schools. However, some lecturers defined citizenship as a duty. The definition of citizenship as a duty reflected what Ibid (2017) identified as the Communitarian idea of citizenship.  The fundamental principle of communitarianism focus on citizens as members of a sociocultural community with a constitution mandate that confers rights and duties. Therefore, one can speculate that as a result, the emphasis of this conception of citizenship is on the common good rather than individual rights on. Communitarians urge citizens to actively participate in society and to prioritize the common good over personal gain. According to Ibid (2017), the communitarian view arose from the belief that individuality was the result of community relationships rather than individualism. According to Ibid (2017), the community is the beginning point for citizenship in communitarian sense. As noted by Bart (2015), citizenship was anchored in a culturally defined community in the communitarian thought, with an emphasis on the characteristics of political involvement and identity rather than individual rights and liberties. In contrast to liberalism, it recognises individuals as active citizens through civic engagement in society.

[bookmark: _Toc170662590]Citizenship as belonging
The study revealed that the majority of participants, in-service teachers and student teachers perceived the notion of citizenship as being associated with membership in the state. Some of the Civic education student teachers defined citizenship in the following way 
“So, it is the status of being a citizen or belonging to the nation.”

“Citizenship is simply belonging to a particular country. I am Zambian because I belong to Zambia. You can also be a citizen of a group you belong to or a country. Somehow, citizenship is based on these two factors. If your parents are from Namibia and you were born in Zambia, you are automatically a Zambian citizen.” 

“One participant, I think citizenship is the rule of Jus Sanguinis; for instance, if my parents are born in Zambia, then I am a citizen of Zambia.  Another factor to consider is Jus Soli. For instance, even if my parents are stationed in Namibia, I would still be considered a citizen of Namibia and Zambia as long as I was born in Zambia.”

Nevertheless, a teacher also delineated citizenship as the state of being a member of a specific nation.
In my viewpoint, citizenship can be defined as the status of being a member of a specific nation or community, indicating a sense of belonging to that country. That's where one benefits from the privileges of that particular country, and not only benefits, but there is that interaction between the citizen and the government.

“Citizenship can be defined as the condition of being a member of a specific nation. My thought is that there are purported advantages associated with being a citizen of a nation.”
The study revealed that the teachers and student teachers of Civic Education had a different understanding of the concept of citizenship compared to what was anticipated, as evidenced by their responses in interviews and focus group discussions. The participants defined citizenship as belonging to the state without mentioning the citizen's commitment to society and the state. This demonstrated the challenges that the teachers and student teachers faced in developing accurate ideas about citizenship. Kallio et al. (2020) indicated that the concept of citizenship constitutes membership, belonging to a political community, and the creation of a political life for all citizens to participate. The above definition and the participants’ view on the concept confirmed a narrow conception of citizenship. In a nutshell, Civic education student teachers and teachers did not define citizenship comprehensively as expected. It was expected that civic education teachers would give a clear perspective biased toward the positive and a thorough knowledge of the definition of citizenship of rights and duties, but this was not the case. Hearing this definition and point of view on citizenship, especially from teachers, was unsettling. Because of the definition's sole emphasis on national belonging, it provided a narrow and prejudiced perspective. This type of citizenship perception is modest because it just focuses on identity. Throughout the interviews and focus group discussion, the researcher couldn't help but question if secondary school civic education teachers are adequately preparing pupils as future democratic citizens.

[bookmark: _Toc170662591]Citizenship as a Qualification
The study revealed that certain participants perceived citizenship as a qualification as outlined by the Constitution. One of the teachers stated that:
“I would define citizenship as the qualification that a person should meet as defined by the Constitution. It prescribes when one can get the National Registration Card and how many years a foreigner should reside to qualify for citizenship.” 

“There is also naturalized citizenship where if I have lived in a country for 10 years, I can renounce my former country and become that country’s citizen.”

  Student teachers in the Focus Group Discussion added that:
“When teaching citizenship, I usually work with the constitution because there are certain parts of the Zambian constitution that bring out the exact qualifications of citizenship and how one can lose citizenship; that is exactly what is in the constitution.” 

“When defining citizenship, I refer to the Zambian constitution, which brings out the exact qualifications of citizenship and how one can lose citizenship. Citizenship can also mean belonging to a nation that will require a citizen to acquire knowledge, skills, and attitudes.”
[bookmark: _Hlk155820116]The study revealed that the participants’ teachers and student teachers defined citizenship as a qualification. The responses of Civic Education teachers and student teachers mirror what Peters et al. (2020) described as "the national orientation of citizenship that focuses on passing down a legacy from one generation to the next." The ideas of jus soli, jus sanguinis, and naturalisation are used to describe such a concept of national citizenship. The jus soli principle suggests a territorial interpretation of birthright citizenship. The statement acknowledges the entitlement of every individual born within the geographical boundaries of a specific state to possess complete and equitable status as a citizen (Peters et al., 2020). This idea makes the place of birth the primary basis for granting or denying birthright citizenship. Jus soli, in its original form, is "blind" to all reasons of understanding citizenship other than birthplace.

[bookmark: _Hlk149988690]Jus sanguinis grants political membership based on parentage and family links. However, jus sanguinis has exclusionary implications that are frequently connected with racial and national favoritism. As stated by Pesarini &Tintori (2020), the principle of jus sanguinis was used to hide discriminatory practices against specific groups of people by denying them complete access to the privileges and advantages of citizenship based on an unalterable criterion of "ancestry" that they had no control over. In such instances, the principle of jus sanguinis established an unjustifiable framework of legalized hereditary ranking. Therefore, jus sanguinis could lead to a scenario where individuals receive the advantages of being a member of a political community and are entitled to all the associated rights and benefits, without having any corresponding obligations. Naturalization is the only legal way of getting citizenship other than through birth or descent. According to Soehl et al (2020), this is the ultimate step in attaining post-birth citizenship. Whereas birth right citizenship is involuntary and ascriptive, naturalisation is a voluntary but constitutional procedure. To be eligible for naturalization, a person must be lawfully permitted long-term residence in another country.

4.2 The Impact of Civic Educators’ Understanding of Citizenship on Students’ Civic Engagement
The findings of this study revealed that civic educators in selected Zambian universities held multiple and, at times, competing understandings of the concept of citizenship. These understandings were shaped by their academic training, professional experiences, and the dominant discourses embedded in civic education curricula. Data generated through one-on-one interviews and focus group discussions indicated that participants conceptualized citizenship along three main dimensions: as rights and duties, as belonging, and as a qualification defined by constitutional provisions. While these perspectives demonstrate a degree of awareness of the concept, they also reveal inconsistencies and gaps that have important implications for how citizenship is taught and how students ultimately engage in civic life (Banks, 2017; Isin & Nyers, 2019).

Higher levels of critical thinking
The study revealed that students exposed to civic educators who conceptualize citizenship as active, participatory, and reflective demonstrated higher levels of critical thinking. One student stated that:
 “I am able to question societal norms, analyse governance processes, and evaluate public policies more effectively.” 

Another student stated that:
“Classroom practices such as debates, problem-solving tasks, and reflective discussions were central in fostering my critical thing skills.”
This finding aligns with the principles of experiential Learning Theory, which emphasize that learners construct knowledge through active engagement and reflection (Magasu et al.,2025). Scholars such as John Dewey argued that education should promote inquiry and critical reflection to prepare learners for democratic participation. Similarly, Paulo Freire, in his concept of critical pedagogy, contends that education should empower learners to question and transform their social realities rather than passively absorb information (Sakala, 2016). Empirical studies by Sakala and Tshabalala (2025) in civic education further suggested that teaching approaches that incorporate discussion of real-life issues enhance students’ analytical abilities and democratic reasoning. In contrast, teacher-centred approaches tend to limit opportunities for critical engagement, thereby weakening students’ capacity for informed citizenship.
Furthermore, the study revealed that students exposed to educators who emphasize citizenship as a collective responsibility demonstrated stronger collaborative skills and civic-minded attitudes. One participant noted:
“I have learned to work with others on community projects, appreciate diverse perspectives, and understand that civic duties go beyond individual interests.”
This suggests that civic educators’ framing of citizenship influences students’ ability to engage meaningfully in group decision-making and community initiatives. These findings echo the social constructivist perspective, which posits that knowledge and civic competence are co-constructed through social interaction and collaborative problem-solving (Vygotsky, 1978; Bandura, 2022). When students are encouraged to engage in dialogue, teamwork, and cooperative learning, they develop a sense of shared responsibility, which is essential for democratic participation.
In addition, the research indicated that civic educators who integrate ethical reasoning and moral reflection into their teaching positively impact students’ value systems and sense of justice. One student highlighted:
“Discussions around ethical dilemmas and civic responsibilities have helped me make informed choices and understand the consequences of my actions in society.”
This finding aligns with Kohlberg’s theory of moral development, which emphasizes that critical engagement with ethical issues facilitates higher-order moral reasoning (Kohlberg, 1984). Moreover, it supports empirical evidence from contemporary civic education studies suggesting that education emphasizing ethical deliberation and social responsibility strengthens students’ commitment to fairness, equality, and active participation in democratic life (Chansa & Mwansa, 2021). Consequently, the role of civic educators extends beyond knowledge transmission to shaping students’ moral and civic identities, fostering citizens capable of thoughtful, principled engagement.
Greater interest in community issues
The study found that students taught by educators with a broad and participatory understanding of citizenship developed a stronger interest in community and societal issues. One lecturer stated that:
“My students showed curiosity about local governance, social justice concerns, and community development initiatives.” 
Another participant stated that:
“The interest of my students to having a participatory understanding of citizenship was often stimulated through teaching strategies that connected classroom content to real-life experiences.”
This finding is supported by experiential learning perspectives, particularly the work of David Kolb, whose Experiential Learning model emphasizes learning through experience and reflection. When students engage with real-world contexts, they are more likely to develop personal relevance and sustained interest in civic matters. Additionally, Mainde (2022) highlighted that civic education should promote learners’ awareness of societal issues and encourage them to become active participants in their communities. The findings also resonate with research indicating that contextualized teaching enhances students’ motivation and civic awareness, particularly when educators integrate local issues into the curriculum.
Furthermore, the study revealed that students’ engagement was not only influenced by content relevance but also by the pedagogical approaches employed by educators. Interactive methods such as group projects, community service activities, and participatory discussions were reported to foster deeper understanding and a sense of responsibility among students. One lecturer noted:
“Students who were involved in community mapping exercises and civic action projects demonstrated higher levels of critical thinking and problem-solving regarding local issues.”
This aligns with Bringle & Hatcher’s (2019) argument that service-learning and experiential approaches bridge theoretical knowledge with practical civic engagement, cultivating students’ skills, values, and attitudes necessary for active citizenship. By connecting learning to lived experiences, educators effectively nurtured both cognitive and affective dimensions of civic competence.
Increased participation in civic activities.
The study established that students whose educators embraced a participatory and transformative conception of citizenship were more likely to engage in civic activities such as community service, school governance, and public discussions. One of the Lecturer stated that:
“My students demonstrated a willingness to take initiative and contribute to societal development.”
This finding supported the argument that civic engagement is best fostered through active participation rather than passive learning. John Dewey emphasized that democracy is learned through practice, and schools should serve as “miniature communities” where students experience participation firsthand. Furthermore, Chola (2016) argued that service-learning approaches, widely supported in civic education literature, provide opportunities for students to apply classroom knowledge to real-life situations. Studies show that such approaches enhance civic responsibility, leadership skills, and social awareness. Sakala (2016) also advocated for participatory teaching methods that empower learners to actively contribute to their societies. However, the findings also suggested that where teaching remains examination-oriented, students’ civic participation is often limited, as they are not given sufficient opportunities to practice democratic engagement.
Moreover, the study revealed that students who experienced participatory teaching methods developed a stronger sense of agency, civic responsibility, and social accountability. A student participant explained:
“I feel more confident voicing my opinions in community meetings and school forums because I have practiced these skills in class.” 
This demonstrates that experiential learning not only enhances knowledge but also builds practical skills necessary for meaningful civic engagement. Such observations align with Putnam’s (2000) theory of social capital, which emphasizes that participation in civic networks fosters trust, cooperation, and a sense of collective responsibility. Similarly, Torney-Purta et al. (2001) argue that hands-on civic experiences, such as student councils, debate clubs, and community service projects, are critical in translating abstract concepts of citizenship into real-life action. The findings also indicate that students exposed to these methods are more likely to identify community challenges, propose solutions, and actively contribute to social development initiatives, thereby bridging the gap between theoretical understanding and practical engagement. Conversely, in classrooms where teaching remains predominantly examination-oriented, students are deprived of opportunities to practice democratic participation, often resulting in limited civic initiative and engagement outside the classroom (Chanda, 2024c). Therefore, the study underscores the importance of designing civic education curricula that prioritize participatory and experiential learning strategies, fostering not only knowledge acquisition but also the development of responsible, active citizens capable of contributing meaningfully to society.
5 CONCLUSION
The study established that civic educators’ conceptualizations of citizenship had a significant influence on university students’ civic engagement in Zambia. It was reported that lecturers who held a broad and nuanced understanding of citizenship, encompassing rights, responsibilities, and active participation in democratic processes, encouraged students to engage in governance, community initiatives, and public discourse. Conversely, it was observed that student teachers who possessed a narrower perspective of citizenship, often limited to notions of belonging or legal status, tended to promote more passive forms of engagement. The study concluded that fostering a consistent, holistic, and critically informed understanding of citizenship was essential for promoting meaningful democratic engagement among students. It was recommended that higher learning institutions in Zambia should prioritize enhanced teacher preparation, implement continuous professional development programmes, and undertake curriculum reforms that emphasize active citizenship, critical thinking, and democratic values, in order to nurture well-informed, responsible, and engaged citizens.

6 RECOMMENDATIONS

· Strengthen teacher training programmes:
 Higher learning institutions should integrate comprehensive and practical components of citizenship education into pre-service teacher training programmes to ensure that civic educators develop a deep, critical, and participatory understanding of citizenship before entering the profession.
· Enhance continuous professional development (CPD):
Universities and education stakeholders should implement regular in-service training, workshops, and seminars for civic educators aimed at updating their knowledge and pedagogical approaches to teaching citizenship, with a focus on promoting active civic engagement among students.
· Reform and align the curriculum:
Curriculum developers and policymakers should review and revise civic education curricula to emphasize a holistic and participatory conception of citizenship, incorporating experiential learning strategies such as debates, community engagement, and service-learning to actively involve students in democratic practices.
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