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ABSTRACT

As civic engagement is an essential part of a democratic society, many college educa-
tors believe that it should be encouraged or required of students. The survey reported
here gathered information on past and present civic activities from 2,327 students at a
large, very diverse urban community college. Results showed strong agreement with the
proposition that the college had a responsibility to develop civically engaged students.
Principal components analysis of responses revealed four distinct factors: general non-
political civic engagement, and low-effort, high-effort, and unconventional political
activities. Many students did not regard themselves as civically engaged yet reported
extensive activity. More civically engaged students tended to be male, older, and not
employed full-time. Ethnicity was related to engagement in complex ways. Students with
a service-oriented program of study were expected to report more civic engagement,
but evidence for this was minimal. Political party identification was a poor predictor
of student responses.
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INTRODUCTION

In a democratic society, civic engage-
ment can produce positive outcomes in
a number of forums that mobilize indi-
vidual and collaborative participation in
meeting the needs of a community or the
needs of a global organization. In higher
education, civic engagement involves the
political and social activism of campus
members working together to address
an issue, change a political policy or
reconstitute authentic democracy on a
campus (Ehrlich, 2000).

According to Ladd (1999), “an
individualist democracy is unusually
dependent on harnessing collective or
cooperative energies” (p. 1). In America,
democracy is built on the activism of its
citizens. As Ehrlich (2000) pointed out,
“A morally and civically responsible
individual recognizes himself or herself
as amember of a larger social fabric and
therefore considers social problems to be
at least partly his or her own” (p. xxvi).
Similarly, civic engagement in higher
education is built on the political activ-
ism of its school community members.

Activeciviccollaborationisachieved
by a diversity of groups and service or-
ganizations engaged in a social contract
of thought and purpose. In 1999, Ladd
noted, “the engagement of individual
citizens in a vast array of groups and
voluntary service and charities is gen-
erating social capital as never before.
This capital is now being spent to meet
community needs in every town and city
in America” (1999, p. 3).

Despite the recent polarization in
Congress, long-term trends continue

towards aresilient civil society. Accord-
ing to Boyte (2008), “America in the last
generation has... been a laboratory for
creative civic experiments. These have
generated an everyday politics of ne-
gotiation and collaboration that is more
concerned with solving problems than
with apportioning blame along ideologi-
cal lines” (p. 1). The tide of change was
supported in President George W. Bush’s
2002 “State of the Union Address.”
Stolberg (2008) noted that in 2002, “Mr.
Bush offered a grand domestic vision:
to create ‘a new culture of responsibil-
ity” in America” (p. 1). President Bush
challenged Americans to “devote at least
two years — 4,000 hours — of their
lives to public service. He promised
to expand AmeriCorps, the so-called
domestic Peace Corps, and double the
size of the Peace Corps itself” (Stolberg,
2008, p. 1). However, Stolberg concluded
that by 2008 the initiative was seen by
knowledgeable observers as “sputter-
ing.” Ironically, it can be argued that the
resurgence of local activism envisioned
by President Bush only fully developed
six years later in the campaign of his
replacement. Barack Obama’s campaign
and his landmark success in building an
enthusiastic grass-roots organization
revitalized public interest in civic en-
gagement. In recent years, at least two
major and opposed trends have received
a great deal of attention: the Tea Party
and Occupy movements.

In the U.S., civic engagement in
general appears to be accepted almost
unquestioningly as a public good. In
higher education, there is at least token
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