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    As researchers and teachers of political science, we know that participation is essential for democracy to survive and thrive.  Democracy requires a culture that fosters citizenship.  Citizenship demands that individuals work, and work together, to create, criticize, and change public programs and institutions (Kahne and Westheimer, 1999).  America’s revolution created a nation that was both idealistic and practical.  Americans prefer to be down-to-earth, work-centered, problem-solvers (Boyte and Farr, 1997).  Such a culture promotes civic engagement.


Unfortunately, cynicism about politics, interest group identification, and increasing partisanship have combined to make significant inroads into the strength of democratic culture (Ehlstain, 1997).  Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, government bashing became the basis for many political campaigns and a strong preference for private solutions to public problems emerged (Barber and Battistoni, 1993).  The scandals of the Clinton era, followed by the disputed presidential election of 2000, added fuel to the fire of public distrust and discontent.


Among college students, levels of political disengagement steadily decreased between the early 1970s and the early fall of 2001.  The percentage of 18 to 29 year olds whovoted inpresidential elections dropped from about half in the early 1970s to less than one-third in the 2000 election.  In 2000, only 28 percent of college freshment indicated that they frequently discussed politics, down from more than 60 percent in 1966 (Galston, 2001).  


After 9/11, political engagement began to slowly rise again among college students.  The national poll of freshmen in 2004 conducted by UCLA’s Higher Education Institute revealed that for the third straight year college freshmen were showing more interest in politics.  Almost 34 percent indicated it was very important or essential to keep up with political affairs.  Another 20 percent felt that influencing the political structure was an “essential life goal” (Young, 2004).  Interestingly, this contrasts with a Gallup poll (2003) which found that only 13 percent of young people pay very close attention to news about national politics, compared to 31 percent of older people.  Only 39 percent of respondents in this age group indicated they “always vote” compared with 59 percent of older voters.


However, the increase in interest found by the UCLA researchers did not translate into a Kerry victory as many Democrats had hoped.  The number of voters in the 18-29 year old group increased, and turnout among young people increased by five percent.   But, when expressed as a share of the total number of actual voters, the “youth vote” was unchanged from 2000 (Yinger, 2004).  


Service-learning, a form of experiential learning that combines classroom study with community service (Hunter and Brisbin, 2000) is often proposed as one way to rebuild the sense of civic engagement in the younger generation.  Service-learning builds on America’s cultural preference for hard work and practical problem-solving.  By involving students in the process of identifying and creating solutions for community problems, service-learning helps instill in students a sense that we are all, collectively, responsible for the future of our community and our nation (Boyte and Farr, 1997; Mendel-Reyes, 1998; Williams, 2002).  Service-learning promises to improve critical thinking skills, the integration of theory with practice, general work-life skills such as communication, tolerance, and civic engagement (Gray et al., 2000; Hunter and Brisbin, 2000: Shumer and Hengel, 1998; Battistoni, 1997; Jacoby, 1996).


Before we can effectively examine the claims of service-learning, we need to know more about civic engagement among college students.  Surprisingly, we actually know very little about the topic.  While we have some facts and figures concerning political engagement among young people, this does not tell us how involved they may be with social service organizations, arts and culture groups, religious organizations, and the like.  

Civic Engagement


Civic engagement may be defined as participation in voluntary associations and the political process (Kenworthy, 1997).  In a democractic society such as ours, participation in the political process is essential. Putnam (1995) concluded that quality of governance in a democracy depends on levels and traditions of civic engagement.  He argues that civic engagement produces “social capital.”  Social capital “refers to features of social organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit (66).”

In a democracy, the most obvious measure of civic engagement is political participation.  Research on political participation has been both extensive and consistent.  Young people (18-29 year olds) have the lowest voter turnout of any age group.  Young people have less interest in national affairs than older Americans (Gallup, 2003).  Political activity increases with age (Rosenthal, Feiring & Lewis, 1998; Fendrich & Turner, 2001).  Most researchers have concluded that this is because political issues become more salient as one matures (Rosenthal, Feiring & Lewis, 1998).


While political participation is an important component of civic engagement, there is more to civic engagement than just participating in politics.  Social groups survive because of participation (Rosenthal, Feiring & Lewis, 1998).  American society flourishes because people participate in a broad range of organizations that contribute to the effective functioning of society (Wilson & Musick, 1997).  Tocqueville (1956) argued that it was American’s involvement in civic associations that made them unique, and would be the key to making democracy work.  

Verba and his colleagues (1993) concluded that Americans are more likely to participate in civic activities outside of politics.  Their nationwide study found that 68 percent of respondents were involved in a non-political organization, and 69 percent were members of a church.  However, only 48 percent were involved in political organizations.


Civic engagement is demanding.  Participation, particularly in the form if volunteering is demanding because it takes time.  Volunteering time depends largely on a set of moral values, one that is frequently connected with religious commitment.  Thus, religiousity is closely associated with volunteering (Wilson & Musick, 1997).  Persons who regularly attend church are significantly more likely to volunteer for other civic activities, even those that are clearly secular (Uslaner, 2002; Verba, et al., 1993; Wilson & Musick, 1997; Harris, 1994; Wuthrow, 1999).  

Interestingly, we know almost nothing about the participation of young people in civic programs and organizations outside of politics.  If we do not know anything about levels of civic engagement, how will we know if service-learning actually improves levels of civic engagement over a lifetime?  How will we know if levels of engagement are rising or falling?  This research cannot answer these broader questions.  Rather, it seeks to begin this process by addressing three questions:

· Are college students civically engagement in ways beyond traditional political participation?

· Does the student’s academic discipline matter?  It may be that students in some academic disciplines are already more engaged than those in other disciplines.  If this is the case, it is possible that service-learning could have a stronger impact in disciplines where students are less engaged than in those where civic engagement is “expected.”

· Finally, as students mature in their academic careers, do they naturally become more engagement?  That is, are there significant differences between levels of engagement among college freshmen, upper division undergraduate students, and graduate students?
Methodology


To find the answers to these questions, a survey instrument was designed to measure student attitudes towards and current levels of actual civic engagement.  The instrument was developed using Kenworthy’s (1997) definition of civic engagement:  participation in voluntary associations and the political process.  With this in mind, questions were developed to determine students current levels of participation in political life; religious, artistic, or cultural activities; or social causes.  Participation was broadly defined as including donation of money or time or membership in an organization.  In addition, students were asked how important they believe civic engagement is and whether they had chosen their current profession out of a felt need to be civically engagement.  This last question was added due to the large percentage of working students at the institution where the survey was administered.  
Sub-indices were then developed for political, social, religious, and cultural/educational engagement.  Questions 1, 3-7, and 15 were combined to form the political engagement sub-index.  Questions 2 and 8-10 were combined to form the social engagement sub-index.  Questions 11-12 formed the religious engagement sub-index, while questions 13-14 formed the cultural/educational sub-index.  An overall index for civic engagement combined the questions from the sub-indices.  


The survey was administered at a public institution, offering four-year degrees and a limited number of masters’ degrees, in the southeastern United States.  A modified cluster sampling technique was used.  To survey students, courses were chosen for the sample (as opposed to students) that were known to be 1) freshmen courses, 2) courses restricted to upper division students majoring in the target discipline, or 3) the introductory course in the masters’ program.  


For purposes of this study, three sections of the Introduction to American Government course (a required course) was used to survey freshmen.   To survey upper division students, two disciplines were targeted.  Political science, a discipline that one would expect to encourage civic engagement, students were surveyed through two sections of the required methodology course and one section of a course on the American Presidency.  Business administration students were surveyed through two sections of the Strategic Management course taught to seniors about to complete their bachelors’ degree. Finally, public administration graduate students were surveyed in two sections of the introductory survey course.   A breakdown of students, by discipline and level, is shown in Table 1.
Table 1

RESPONDENTS, BY DISCIPLINE AND LEVEL

Type of Student



 N



Percent
Freshman




110



41.4

Upper division Political Science

  73



27.4

Upper division Business Administration
  63



23.7

Master of Public Administration 

  20



  7.5

Findings


As might be expected, students asserted that it was important to be involved in the community.  The overwhelming majority (84.4 percent) agreed that it was important to “do work that can change people’s lives.”  Students also claimed it was important to be involved in the community (87.0 percent).  Interestingly, only 67.3 percent of students agreed that it was important to be involved in politics.  


Overall, students are far more likely to be engaged in religious, social or cultural work than involved in political activity.  Although students claimed to keep up with the political news (89.5 percent), be knowledgeable about local issues and problems (61.7 percent), and vote (64.9 percent), very few carried their political activities beyond voting.  Only 17.3 percent had ever petitioned the government or participated in a petitioning campaign.  Just 13.1 percent had donated money to a political candidate, and only 19.9 percent had volunteered time to support a candidate.  Moreover, only 15.5 percent of students currently belong to a group involved in politics.

In contrast, participation, in terms of money and time donated, was far higher in religious, social or cultural work, as shown in Table 2.  Students are five times more 
Table 2
COMPARISON OF CIVIC ENGAGEMENT LEVELS


Item








Percent
Donated money to . . .


Political candidate






13.1


Non religious group working to solve social problems

35.0


Religious group






66.9


Arts, cultural or educational program




37.3

Volunteered time to . . .


Support a candidate






19.9


Non religious group working to solve social problems

34.3


Religious group






54.0


Arts, cultural or educational program




60.5




likely to donate money and almost three times more like to volunteer time to a religious organization than to a political candidate.  


To compare the different levels of civic engagement between types of student, a one-way Analysis of Variance was conducted.  The results are shown in Table 3 below.  
Table 3

MEAN LEVELS OF CIVIC ENGAGEMENT, BY TYPE OF STUDENT

Civic engagement scale




Type of Student




Freshmen
UD

UD

MPA






Pol. Science
Business
Political engagement

    1.92

  2.40

  2.12

  2.68*

Social engagement

    2.03

  2.38

  2.23

  2.83*

Religious engagement

    2.68

  2.68

  2.81

  3.03

Arts, cultural, or educational
    2.40

  2.63

  2.47

  3.10*

  Engagement

Civic engagement index
    9.00

10.09

  9.65

 11.63*

*p=.000

Overall, civic engagement levels are significantly higher in MPA students than in any other type of student.  Upper division political science majors score the second highest levels of engagement in all categories, except religious engagement.  Freshmen are the least engaged of all groups.  

Conclusions

This study sought to expand our knowledge of civic engagement in college students by measuring engagement in a broad way, and comparing students by academic discipline and level.  The results demonstrate that students are significantly more engaged in social work, religious, arts, cultural or educational groups than in political activity.  In fact, students are five times more likely to donate money and three times more likely to volunteer time to a religious organization than to a political candidate.  The high rates of religious engagement, regardless of discipline or academic level, may be reflective of the geographic region; the South is known to have higher rates of religiosity than other regions of the country.  


This research was conducted in August, 2004, with the Presidential campaign season in full swing.  Presidential election years typically attract many more voters and much more public interest in politics.  And many organizations worked hard to get young people involved.  Consequently, the low rates of political participation in this study are particularly disappointing.   

However, by expanding the definition of civic engagement to include involvement in social, religious, arts, cultural and educational organizations, the study does demonstrate that students are engaged in a wide range of activities.  If civic engagement is critical to the creation of social capital and the maintenance of society, it is perhaps more appropriate to use a broader definition of engagement than a simple focus on political involvement.  The inclusion of these other activities paints a more hopeful picture than a single-minded focus on politics.


The study also provided support for the theory of maturation.  Maturation theory claims that individuals become more involved as they age, when issues and social problems become more salient (Fendrich and Turner, 2001; Rosenthal, Feiring, and Lewis, 1998).  In this study, academic level served as a proxy for age.  As maturation theory would expect, graduate students have the highest levels of engagement, followed by upper division students, with freshmen being the least engaged.


In addition, this study demonstrated that academic discipline does matter.  Upper division business students had significantly lower levels of engagement than their counterparts in political science for the overall scale, and each of the subscales with the exception of religious engagement.  Unfortunately, the data cannot tell us if this is the result of self-selection or education.  More research is needed to determine if students select particular disciplines because they are more attracted to civic involvement, or if the civic involvement is the outgrowth of their education and training in their discipline.


Finally, students’ participation in religious, social, and cultural organizations may well lead to political participation later in life.  Many researchers argue that involvement in such organizations gives participants the opportunity to develop communication and organizational skills essential to political participation (Verba, et al., 1993; Wilson & Musick, 1997; Harris, 1994).  Harris (1994) found that for African-Americans participation in religious organizations was a powerful tool in developing the skills and resources essential to political activism.


While this study is a good start, much more work is needed if we are to understand civic engagement in college students.  This study should be replicated at the national level, where regional differences can be discerned.  Moreover, the study should be repeated over time if meaningful comparisons are to be made of engagement levels.  Given the importance of civic engagement to our society and democracy, this is work that must be done.
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