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Introduction
Centre for Basic Research (CBR) is implementing a three-year project titled: ‘Strengthening Evidence-based 
Democratic Governance Agenda Setting and Engagement by Civil Society in Uganda’, which among others 
entails a nation-wide Comprehensive Review of Civic Education in Uganda. The project is supported by 
Democracy Governance Facility (DGF). As part of the project, CBR conducts Monthly Expert Seminars on 
critical civic education issues to generate public discussions around selected thematic areas ranging from 
social, political, religious, cultural and economic perspectives.

The Monthly Expert Seminars on Civic Education issues in Uganda are considered an important avenue for the 
convergence between theories and the practices of civic education in Uganda. The Seminars provide opportunities 
for civic education practitioners for engaging with emerging issues from on-going researches to understand not 
only the contribution of the civic education that has been undertaken so far by state and non-state actors, its 
approaches, delivery mechanisms and impact, but also the intellectual debates on the appropriateness of the 
civic knowledge generated in which are embodied the country’s core values and principles. 

The Expert Monthly Seminars provide an interactive platform for researchers, academics, policy makers and 
the general public to continue with the debates on the practical necessities of how civic education can become 
a better vehicle for providing citizens with skills and tools with which to enter the market place of ideas to 
engage in a deliberative process in which ideals of the democracy we desire as a country are discussed openly 
and candidly to generate a minimum consensus aimed at enhancing tolerance of divergent political views and 
promoting peaceful coexistence. 

Through these Seminars, different categories of citizens and participants are enabled to think beyond their 
current political, occupational, intellectual and cultural dispositions by engaging in critical inquiry of broader 
issues  and conceptualisation of civic education as well as discourse on the structural constraints in civic 
education pedagogy, its practical approaches and strategies as a way to understand the various ways our young 
democracy can become an avenue for strengthening citizenship. 

In other words, the Seminars are aimed at influencing the democratic governance processes by enhancing on 
one hand, the responsiveness of government to needs of citizens through dialogue, and on the other, building 
a critical mass within the citizenry that understands the importance of listening and appreciating each other’s 
opinions and perspectives.

The theme for the 7th Monthly Expert Seminar held on February 28, 2019 at Centre for Basic Research offices 
located on plot 15, Baskerville Avenue, Kololo was: ‘Understanding the Paradox of a Civic Deficit Despite 
Multitudes of Civic Education Initiatives in Uganda: A Curriculum Perspective of Civic Education’. The keynote 
address was delivered by Prof. Mwambutsya Ndebesa, a Senior Lecturer in the Department of History at 
Makerere University, and also Senior Research Fellow at Centre for Basic Research (CBR). The seminar 
discussants were: Prof. Samson James Opolot, Chairman governing Council and Head Research and Quality 
Assurance Department at Ibanda University and senior Research Fellow at the Centre for Basic Research, and 
Hihubbi Adam, PHD Graduate Fellow, Makerere Institute for Social Research (MISR) and Research Associate, 
Centre for Basic Research.

Issues Emerging from the Seminar Discussions
It was revealed at the 7th Expert Seminar that although there were many civic education initiatives by both state 
and non-state actors, there is still a big civic deficit. This is as a result of curriculum weaknesses, historical 
legacies, the structure of society and a hostile political environment. Civic education should therefore be able to 
have some active learning embedded in the curriculum to include; what to teach, how to teach and the out-come. 

The seminar was informed that there is a civic deficit in Uganda. This deficit is not necessarily as a result of lack 
of knowledge apathy.  The elites were the ones who do not vote. While the university is the centre of knowledge, 
majority of those at University, both students and faculty were not involved in active politics. There is lot of 
ignorance about the state of public affairs and the country’s history. There is a lack of constitutionalism. A high 
level of intolerance to diversity, coupled with tribalism, and absence of a public spiritedness had affected the 
national identity of Ugandans. Political governance is characterized by patronage. Voters focus on personalities 
rather than issues in making their preferences. There is a low level of voluntarism, a lack of independent thought, 
and lack of interest in engaging policy making processes which underline the weakness in citizens’ involvement 
in governance. These combined with the absence of serious nation-wide public anger towards the high levels of 
corruption signals a serious civic deficit.
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The seminar also learnt that there were four aspects of civic education:

1. Content: It is important for all citizens to have knowledge on how government operates, acquire knowledge 
on the history of the country, the nature of democracy, the politics, and economics in the country. It was 
also felt important to understand the country’s value systems, such as the national constitution, and key 
government institutions and their functions. The above were seriously lacking in the teaching syllabuses at 
all levels of the education system. The civic education that was being provided in the contemporary school 
systems was outdated and irrelevant due to weakness of the curriculum, failure to properly comprehend 
the correct history of Uganda, militarization of competitive politics, continuing unabated violation of human 
rights, and untoward constitutional instability. Attempts that have been made to address these shortcomings 
through initiatives for national dialogue have not achieved much because these dialogues sponsored by 
the state are considered as promoting hegemony of the incumbents rather advance an agenda for political 
emancipation. The different categories of civic actors involved have concentrated more on methods of 
delivery of civic education rather than its content. There is a dismal lack of active learning in almost all civic 
education initiatives without any exceptions.

2. Method of delivery: As of necessity, all citizens should possess certain requite civic skills. Such skills 
include knowing how to write, submit, follow-up and defend their petitions, how to write letters to those 
in position of authority, to media houses. They should also possess skills on how to monitor government 
programs, how to observe failure of the constitution, signing memoranda, reporting human rights abuses to 
authority and the public arena, doing advocacy work, demanding for accountability, creating coalitions and 
alliances, debating, taking part in deliberations, using of theatre as well as critical thinking. Most schools 
have scrapped extra and co-curriculum activities from their schedules, preferring to focus on achieving 
good grades at the expense of creating wholesome citizens molded through active learning processes. 
Because the learning environment is not conducive, the hidden curriculum is missed out. The learning 
environment in schools as well as the method of delivery of knowledge used by NGOs, religious and 
cultural institutions are largely dictatorial. The products of such learning environment consequently lack of 
social skills. At the National leadership Institute where civic education is inculcated through the teaching of 
patriotism and other modules, the environment is militaristic.

3. Civic Disposition: Civic disposition entails the articulation of social justice, national justice, equality, 
cooperation, care for welfare, emotional feelings in national monuments, respect for the national anthem 
as well the national coat of arms and other national symbols. It also calls upon citizens to shun corruption, 
xenophobia, nepotism and tribalism. The greatest challenge with civic education was that those who 
teach civic education do not practice what they teach. Those who value education do not talk about the 
hidden curriculum. NGO leaders and participants at the seminar were challenged to be modest and not 
live extravagant lifestyles. Citizens need to appreciate the significance of voluntarism and community 
mobilization as critical to the desirable disposition of good citizens. The seminar learnt that it was not 
always enough to purvey religious values are panacea to all societal challenges. This was because certain 
religious values were discriminatory to women and segregative to those with alternative views. Cultural 
values some-times lead to patriarchy. Many processes of socialization are authoritarian in orientation.

4. Passive and Active learning: The seminar heard that in delivering civic education, passive learning was most 
recommended rather than active learning and teaching. Most civic education programs place emphasis on 
content rather than methods of delivery. During civic education trainings by NGOs and state agencies, 
trainees are bombarded with materials, and not given ample opportunities to engage with the materials or 
the trainers. There were many advocacy agencies involved in advocacy work, and yet the citizens were not 
being trained on how to advocate for themselves. 

    
Issues that emerged from the plenary discussions
The guest speaker told the seminar that it was important for civic education to be knowledge based, with citizens 
equipped with relevant skills through training, to influence their civic disposition through civic actions. The guest 
speaker argued that this can only be achieved in our contemporary school system through re-introduction of 
extra and co-curriculum activities. Thinking is a skill; and a good one at that especially where civic education is 
concerned. Civic education practitioners do not teach critical thinking skills. The National Curriculum Development 
Centre (NCDC) does not have a module for critical thinking and argumentation. Universities should also be 
encouraged to impart critical thinking skills in their students. 

The seminar heard that any attempts to develop a national curriculum on civic education should transparently 
articulate the purpose and value of civic education to the citizenry that have a clearly defined agenda. It was 
considered deplorable that none of the National Teacher Training colleges in the country that train Diploma 
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holders teaches about the history of Uganda. Most of the NGOs undertaking civic education intervention do not 
have any interventions concerning the national identity question. Attention should also be placed on the hidden 
curriculum, where teaching is done without mentioning it or the learners being conscious that they are being 
taught.

Seminar participants acknowledged that many debates on the content of civic education had been conducted 
but there was need for a national dialogue to agree on what aims and objectives should be pursued in a 
national curriculum on civic education, and how this civic education should be delivered to different categories 
of the citizenry. State sponsored civic education cannot be expected to be emancipatory because of its inherent 
hegemonic tendencies. 

It was argued that the challenges facing delivery of civic education are contextual in the sense that the available 
space for civil society to what they ought to do in delivering civic education is proscribed by law, which is a 
captive of the state. If in the last 50 years the country has had a dozen governments, with more than five different 
constitutions, the instability that has defined the contemporary political unit called Uganda makes a consistent 
indulgence in civic education extremely problematic. 

Key Policy Messages
1. For civic education to be effective, all the four aspects of civic education need to be concurrently delivered in 

a balanced way to ensure enhanced civic knowledge, civic skills, civic disposition, and competencies. 

2. The Ministry of Education and Sports was implored to consider changing the education curriculum to integrate 
civic education at all levels of education. A new curriculum on civic education delivered via carefully thought-
through modules should be informed by the emerging understanding of centrality of civic education in nation 
building. Schools should be compelled to re-introduce and re-prioritize extra and co-curricular activities.

3. In considerations regarding a new civic education curriculum, both active and passive delivery mechanisms 
of civic education should be embraced by all stakeholders involved in the delivery of civic education; state 
and non-state. The Universities should be obliged to introduce compulsory service courses on critical think-
ing. 

4. There is a need for government to rigorously pursue campaigns aimed at achieving a national consensus 
on national values, as a part of a civic education undertaking. There is a need for a national conversation on 
national values and ideals in a non-hegemonic manner.

5. There is a need to create, nurture and protect virtuous spaces in the Country as places where members of 
the public can be engaged in deliberating about public affairs.

6. There is a need to focus on the family as the foundational institutional dispensation for undertaking not only a 
process of value formation for national identity but also civic education. All nationalities have their core values 
from which best practices can be drawn that bind us as a country called Uganda.

Participants at the 7th Monthly Expert Seminar that was held on February 28, 2019 


