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ABSTRACT 

Civic engagement (CE) is essential to cultivating social capital and subsequent community 

cohesion/stability. The importance of establishing CE habits during youth to foster and promote 

adult engagement has empirical support in the literature. Employing a sample of students from a 

large Midwestern university (n=3,724) in the U.S., this study examines relationships between 

students’ CE participation levels (high, low) in higher education and differences across several pro-

social domains including campus life, civic awareness, and school satisfaction. Results indicate 

more civically engaged students score more favorably across all measured pro-social 

domains. Findings should interest students, faculty, and administrators and further encourage 

CE in higher education.   
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INTRODUCTION 

Two fundamental and interrelated concerns in U.S. society are community decline 

and subsequent crime, especially in times of economic uncertainty. The ecological model of 

crime originally articulated by Shaw and McKay (1942) as social disorganization, describes 

the absence of social capital as a salient explanatory construct in the systemic process of 

community decline (Hawdon & Ryan, 2009). Cultivation of social capital, defined as 

cooperative social relationships that facilitate the realization of collective goals, as a 

community resource is essential to the stability and success of a community (Putnam, 2000). 

The absence of social capital as a community resource has been linked to community decline 

through a breakdown in both informal (Rosenfeld, Messner, & Baumer, 2001) and formal 

social controls (Bursik & Grasmick, 1993).  

Scholars from many disciplines including sociology, criminology, psychology, 

economics and political science have articulated the reciprocal relationship between civic 

engagement, social capital and community stability  As Putnam (1995) notes, “researchers in 
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such fields as education, urban poverty, unemployment, the control of crime and drug abuse, 

and even health have discovered that successful outcomes are more likely in civically 

engaged communities” (Putnam, 1995, p. 66). Civic involvement in its most simple form may 

be viewed as social action oriented towards community involvement facilitating community 

cohesion.  

The present study seeks to complement and extend the growing body of literature 

supportive of civic engagement as a construct linked to community-level cohesion and social 

control and the importance and advantages of introducing and establishing these values and 

behaviors in higher education. More specifically, this work is a self-report study examining 

the understudied relationship between civic engagement and students in higher education, 

given the importance of civic engagement by youth to the later vitality of community. This 

work is guided by the focused research question, “how do more civically engaged/active 

students in higher education differ from less civically engaged/active students across several 

prosocial domains”, an aspect of engagement that has been less studied in the extant research. 

This work seeks to better delineate engaged and non-engaged students in an effort to further 

strengthen the case for more campus and community based student civic engagement 

opportunities.  

We anticipate that more civically engaged university students will also be more likely 

to respond affirmatively to a series of positively valued student attributes/characteristics and 

outcomes across a variety of social domains including campus life, civic awareness, and 

school satisfaction than less civically engaged students. Establishing a causal relationship is 

not possible at present though the strength of the work comes from being able to distinguish 

between student’s civic engagement participation levels and differences in demographics and 

responses across several important domain areas. Findings may complement existing support 

for civic engagement and student participation in higher education, especially if students can 

self-identify with the co-occurring benefits related to engagement during their time in higher 

education.   

 

Brief Literature Review 

Theoretical Orientation and Linkage 

There are extensive and growing bodies of empirical research supporting systemic 

linkages from, 1) civic engagement/activity to the cultivation of social capital (Ehrlich, 2000; 

Putnam, 1995, 2000); 2) social capital to the exercise of informal and formal social controls 
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(Bursik & Grasmick, 1993; Ferguson & Mindel, 2006); and 3) the breakdown in social 

controls to the consequences of crime (Hawdon & Ryan, 2009; Rosenfeld, et al., 2001), and 

community decline (Putnam, 2000; Saegert & Winkel, 2004). Participation in civic 

engagement in higher education has shown strong links to civic engagement in adulthood 

outside of higher education (Bowman, Brandenberger, Lapsley, Hill, & Quaranto, 2010). 

Research suggests that university student civic engagement has a positive impact on students’ 

commitment to future community involvement, efficacy, and empowerment (Knapp, Fisher, 

& Bristol, 2010). Young people who participate in school groups, volunteer, and take part in 

civic life are more likely to give both time and money and continue their engagement as 

adults (see Uslander, 2003).  

“Colleges have become perhaps the central institution for civic incorporation of 

younger generations” (Flanagan & Levine, 2010, p. 159). Youth with college experience are 

more likely to be civically engaged than youth without college experience (Flanagan & 

Levine, 2010). In essence, civic engagement in higher education is a foundational building 

block from which community cohesion, social capital, and subsequent social control, 

community stability and order maintenance follow. Juxtaposing the noted benefits of youth 

participation in civic engagement, the present study is important given recent findings in the 

extant literature that traditional forms of civic engagement by youth has declined dramatically 

over the past several decades (see Astin, 1993; Ehrlich, 2000; Flanagan & Levine, 2010; 

Putnam, 1995, 2000; Uslander, 2003). 

At present, there is limited research comparing civically engaged university students 

with their lesser or non-civically engaged counterparts across salient pro-social domains 

including campus life, civic awareness, and school satisfaction. If a significant relationship 

can be shown to exist between high levels of civic engagement and other associated pro-

social characteristics and outcomes, students may be more inclined to recognize the co-

occurring benefits of civic involvement and consequently be more likely to civically engage. 

Exposing and publicizing these benefits will be beneficial to encouraging additional student 

participation and engagement.  

Defining Civic Engagement 

There is no single universally agreed upon definition of the concept of civic 

engagement, though as Adler and Goggin (2005) note, the lack of a universal definition is 

appropriate given the relative newness of the field. The present study embraces the definition 

originally articulated by Ehrlich (2000), one of the leading contributors to the community 
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service and civic engagement discussion. Ehrlich (2000) defines civic engagement as, 

“working to make a difference in the civic life of our communities and developing the 

combination of knowledge, skills, values, and motivation needed to make that difference. It 

means promoting the quality of life in a community, through both political and non-political 

processes” (Ehrlich, 2000, p. vi).  Ehrlich’s (2000) definition officially guides civic 

engagement on the campus where the present study was undertaken. While some might 

suggest the definition is broad the intent here is to capture engagement in its many and varied 

forms. Civic engagement oriented behavior is undeniably evolving and the debate about 

decreases and increases in participation are fierce across the literature. Perceived decreases in 

participation. 

 

Civic Engagement and Higher Education 

Throughout history, institutions of higher education have served as the platform for 

some of the most enduring efforts of social action and engagement including the civil rights 

movement, the women’s liberation movement, the Vietnam War protests, and the 

counterculture movement of the 1960s. Yet, despite a storied history of action and 

involvement, higher education has been criticized recently for not being sufficiently 

responsive to real-world problems. “The advancing claim is that universities must have some 

link to and serve some useful purpose in addressing the major issues of the day or else they 

become socially irrelevant…” (Ostrander, 2004, p. 76). 

There is growing momentum in higher education that colleges and universities have a 

responsibility to their students to avoid myopic discipline based reductionism. Further, 

universities have been encouraged to provide opportunities for learning that extend beyond 

traditional discipline based classroom experiences and apply to real world settings in the 

context of civic mindedness and involvement (Bowman, et al., 2010). The university 

experience is viewed as a training ground for young adults, instrumental in shaping their 

morals and values. According to the literature (See Bowman, et al., 2010) civic engagement 

plays an integral role in this process through the shaping of civic habits and civic identity 

(Carpini, 2000). However, not all students are equally civically engaged and it is anticipated 

in the present work that more civically engaged students will also score higher on pro-social 

domains of campus life, civic awareness, and school satisfaction, setting the stage for future 

engagement and community contribution. 
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Civic Engagement Activity and the Formation of Civic Habits 

Taking many forms in society, frequently cited examples of civic 

engagement/involvement include voting in public elections, knowledge of politics, 

membership in clubs, groups or fraternal organizations, attendance at religious services, 

neighborhood watch programs, knowledge of current events, newspaper readership, 

participation in school-based activities (ex. PTA), and volunteering (Adler & Goggin, 2005; 

Ostrander, 2004; Putnam, 1995). Given the importance and relevance of civic engagement to 

community stability and increased quality of life, participation should begin early in youth 

(see Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997). As Carpini (2000) states, “[t]he years from early 

teens through early twenties are extremely important to the formation of “civic habits”” 

(Carpini, 2000, p. 345). Each generation develops its own civic attitudes and practices 

(Carpini, 2000), many of which are constructed and shaped through educational experiences. 

For example, as Chickering (2006, p. 4) notes, students who are civically engaged gain more 

during their college years in terms of ethical development and contributions to the welfare of 

the broader community.  

 

Declining Civic Engagement 

Unfortunately, there is currently a civic malaise among America’s youth. According 

to Carpini (2000, p. 343), this malaise “appears to be an ingrained generational characteristic 

rather than a stage in the life cycle that will remedy itself with time.” According to Syvertsen, 

et al., (2011) the period in which young people come of age is significant to the formation of 

their civic identity and young people today are coming of age during a period of apathy. 

Concurrent to this civic malaise is the adverse finding in national surveys of college students 

that participation in civic engagement activities such as volunteering have been declining 

dramatically during the college years (Bringle, Studer, Wilson, Clayton, & Steinberg, 2011).  

Despite the known advantages of civic engagement to overall quality of life, traditional forms 

of civic engagement have experienced precipitous declines documented in the extant 

literature (see Astin, 1993; Ehrlich, 2000; Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Putnam, 1995, 2000; 

Uslander, 2003), most notably in Robert Putnam’s (2000) acclaimed work Bowling Alone. 

Putnam draws on an extensive array of empirical data to chronicle America’s decades long 

civic disengagement.   

One of the most unsettling findings of civic disengagement is the particularly acute 

withdrawal of America’s youth from civic participation. This finding holds true when 
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compared to both older Americans, and to youth from earlier eras in American history. 

Simply stated, America’s youth of today under the age of 30 are disconnecting and 

disengaging from civic participation and involvement at a greater rate than any other age 

group (Carpini, 2000). There is no doubt that opportunities for engagement are changing and 

adapting rapidly but the increasingly popular social media activism at the macro-level is not a 

substitute for micro-level intra-community involvement.  

 

Civic Engagement and Student Outcomes 

Many student outcome-based benefits of civic engagement have been documented in 

the empirical literature (Foubert & Grainger, 2006; Lopez & Brown, 2006) including: greater 

student retention, higher academic performance and GPA, increased understanding, 

leadership and team building skills, and implications for long-term career success (Astin, 

Vogelgesand, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000). According to Prentice and Robinson (2007), civic 

engagement increased students’ knowledge of community needs and increased their 

commitment to continue serving their communities (p.5). Further, engagement and 

participation have shown a positive relationship to achievement, educational aspiration, self-

esteem, ability to overcome adversity, participation in the political process, volunteering, 

leadership, and physical health (Barber, Stone, & Eccles, 2005, p. 133). Astin (1993) found 

that public speaking ability, leadership ability, and interpersonal skills share a statistically 

significant relationship to the number of hours each week that students spend civically 

engaged in clubs and organizations. “Students who participate in student government, co-

curricular clubs and activities, and fraternities and sororities are able…to gain a greater 

understanding of the larger society” (Cross-Brazzell & Reisser, 1999, p. 173). In Bowman et 

al. (2010), a study of 416 students, civic engagement had positive effects on well-being, 

personal growth, environmental mastery and life satisfaction during later adulthood. 

Similarly, civic engagement has been shown to serve as a self-protector from risk taking 

behavior.  

  

The Present Study 

As outlined in the extant literature, the benefits of civic engagement are essential to 

community. Few prior studies have examined large samples of university students extending 

across class rank (freshman-graduate student), and none have done so in the interest of 

distinguishing across a continuum of civic engagement. Further, prior studies have not 
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examined how civic participation levels are associated with advantageous student attributes, 

outcomes and domains. The present study seeks to bridge gaps in the literature by drawing on 

a large sample of university students and extending civic engagement beyond the frequently 

employed metric of voting participation to a more broad inclusion of civic engagement 

activities/behaviors. We seek to identify co-occurring benefits between civic engagement and 

a variety of student characteristics and pro-social domains including campus life, civic 

awareness, and school satisfaction. The present study acknowledges a tautology between 

civic engagement and pro-social responding across domains but extrapolating cause-and-

effect is beyond the scope of this inquiry and exceeds the bounds of the data collected.     

 

Methodology 

The present self-report study is cross-sectional and descriptive employing a large 

sample of university students (n=3,724) across academic rank to examine the relationship 

between a variety of positively valued pro-social student characteristics and civic engagement 

in higher education. Data were collected using a closed-ended multiple choice and Likert-

style e-survey instrument with responses compiled in a database from the commercially 

available Select Survey computer application. Subjects/students who had agreed to 

participate in institutional research were sent a study description, informed consent form, IRB 

approval notification, and a web link directing voluntary participants to the e-survey. A series 

of follow-up emails were sent each week for three weeks to facilitate maximum response 

rate.  

The use of an e-survey allowed for the collection of data from a large and diverse 

student population without the need to interrupt classes or engage in time consuming 

interviews.
i
 Confidentiality rather than anonymity was maintained in order to administer 

future waves of the survey for longitudinal data collection.  

Instrument - The e-survey instrument was constructed in consultation with the 

University Student-body President who, as a student leader and the chair of the University’s 

Civic Engagement Subcommittee, was able to assist with the content and construction of the 

survey from a civically engaged student perspective. Additionally, the survey instrument 

drew from the freshman and senior student surveys developed by the Higher Education 

Research Institute (HERI), home of the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP). 

The resulting e-survey instrument consisted of an initial section of demographic questions 

followed by a series of closed ended (yes/no) and Likert-style questions.  
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Dependent variable - Participants were asked a series of questions encompassing 

several noted Civic Engagement (CE) oriented behaviors including, volunteering in the 

community and on campus, raising money for a cause, and publicly communicating support 

for a cause.  CE items were used in a summative scale to capture differing levels of CE 

behavior (ex. high, medium, low) by study participants (see Tables 2 and 3). Specifically, a 

series of five questions directly relating to students’ civic engagement activities and 

involvement over the past year was used to create the civic engagement scale. Table 3 

presents the Civic Engagement Scale and summative statistics including a strong Cronbach’s 

alpha of .81 for the index items.  

The decision was made not to use the frequently employed measures of retrospective 

or prospective national election voting behavior for two reasons. First, the survey was given 

in a non-election year and many students would have been too young to vote in the preceding 

national election. Second, more people prospectively say they are going to vote in national 

elections than actually do vote. Voting is a very socially desirable culturally prescribed 

behavior and questions about participation often result in erroneous over-reporting.   

Independent variables - Independent variables were derived from both the 

demographic and the substantive behavioral questions related to student characteristics, self-

perceptions, and activity involvement. The empirical literature facilitated the categorization 

of questions into several pro-social student-based domains including campus life, civic 

awareness, and school satisfaction, all with Cronbach’s alpha levels exceeding the 

acceptability threshold of .70.  

The domain of Campus Life refers to items that tap into academic success, relevance 

of course work to everyday life, relevance of course work to future career plans, availability 

of campus based resources to become involved, and the perceived role participation in 

extracurricular activity plays in academic success. The Civic Awareness domain contains a 

series of questions related to how informed respondents perceive themselves to be about 

campus, local, regional, and national issues. Items contained in the School Satisfaction 

domain relate to aspects of overall educational experience satisfaction, student’s sense of 

community, and quality of instruction (see Tables 5, 6, 7 for questionnaire items). 

Analysis Plan 

The first step of the analysis involved descriptive statistics to measure the frequency 

and prevalence of several characteristics of student respondents. The descriptive statistics for 

the sample are located in Table 1. The second step of the analysis involved the creation of a 
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summative scale to measure student Civic Engagement (CE) behavior. Variables used to 

create the scale as well as scale analysis are located in Tables 2 and 3. Next, we used a series 

of Chi-square tests to identify statistically significant relationships between students who 

report high levels of civic engagement behavior compared to those with lower levels across a 

variety of positively valued student characteristics, attributes, self-perceptions and outcomes, 

including the domains of campus life, civic awareness, and school satisfaction. Tables 4-8 

present the Chi-square results of these analyses.  

Table 1. Sample Demographics  
 Total (N = 3,724) 

 Number  Percent 

Gender    

Female 2351  63.9 
Male 1326  36.1 

    

Age    

18-19 1163  31.7 

20-21 1254  34.2 

22 + 1247  34.0 

    

Race    

White 3060  83.4 
Black 196  5.3 

Other 414  11.3 

    

Where do you live    

On campus 1464  39.9 

Off campus  1862  50.7 

Off campus w/parents 343  9.3 

    

Academic Year    

Freshman 789  21.5 
Sophomore 477  13.0 

Junior 872  23.8 

Senior 915  25.0 
Graduate 564  15.4 

Other 48  1.3 

    

Employed    

No 1543  42.3 

Part-time 1773  48.6 

Full-time 329  9.0 

    

How would you characterize your political views?    
Liberal 1149  35.3 

Middle of the road 1425  43.8 

Conservative 681  18.3 
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Analysis and Results 

 The sample consisted of a majority of female student respondents (2351, 64%) 

compared to male respondents (1326, 36%) showing reasonable concordance with the actual 

campus population of 58 percent female and 42 percent male students. As noted in Table 1, 

students were fairly evenly represented across age and academic class. The majority of the 

sample was white (83%), nearly identical to the actual population of white students on 

campus (82%). Most respondents reported living off campus (51%). The largest portion of 

students worked part time jobs (49%) and identified as either liberal (35%) or middle of the 

road (44%) in their political views. Table 2 shows that, overall, students have fairly limited 

civic engagement (CE) exposure while in college with the overwhelming majority of the 

sample reporting that they engage in CE behavior at a frequency of occasionally or rarely. 

 

Table 2. Civic Engagement Scale Items 

 Never  Rarely  Occasionally  Often 

 # %  # %  # %  # % 

How often in the past year 

have you: 

           

Volunteered your time 

on campus 

960 31.6  911 30.0  820 27.0  345 11.4 

Volunteered your time in 

your local community 

395 13.0  880 29.0  1148 37.8  615 20.2 

Helped raise money for a 

cause you believe in 

623 20.5  917 30.2  932 30.7  564 18.6 

Publicly communicated 

your support or opinion 

for a cause 

655 

 

21.6 

 

 1010 

 

33.2  876 

 

28.8  497 

 

16.4 

Performed community 

service 

495 16.3  890 29.3  1083 35.7  569 18.7 
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Table 3. Civic Engagement Summative Scale 

    
Civic Engagement Score Number  Percent 

0 110  3.7 
1 102  3.4 

2 137  4.6 

3 158  5.3 

4 209  7.0 

5 264  8.9 

6 264  8.9 

7 291  9.8 

8 293  9.8 

9 300  10.1 

10 266  8.9 
11 167  5.6 

12 164  5.5 

13 101  3.4 

14 79  2.7 

15 76  2.5 

    

Alpha = .81,   Mean = 7.28,   Standard Deviation = 3.71 

    

Civic Engagement Aggregate Scores     
Low 980  32.9 

Average 848  28.4 

High 1153  38.7 
    

 

 Table 4 highlights noted demographic differences for those with high levels of 

reported CE. Demographic differences were moderately significant between those with high 

levels of CE and those with lower levels. Females were significantly more likely to report 

high levels of CE (70%) when compared to their male counterparts (58%), χ
2
 (1, n = 2,973) = 

44.810, p =.000. Similarly, older students reported decreased levels of Civic Engagement, 

with those in the 22+ age category significantly less likely to report high CE (38% compared 

to 32%), χ
2
 (2, n = 2,962) = 12.378, p =.002. No racial differences were noted across levels of 

CE, and both living arrangements and year in school did not contain significant differences in 

overall CE levels. Students with no employment were significantly less likely to have high 

levels of CE (44%) when compared to those with full or part-time jobs (37%), χ
2
 (2, n = 

2,950) = 21.391, p =.000. Finally, student’s political affiliations did not result in significant 

differences in levels of CE behavior. 
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Table 4. Sample Demographics by CE Level (n = 3,724) 
 High Civic Engagement 
 No  Yes 
 #  %  #  % 

**Gender        

Female 1052  57.6  802  69.9 

Male 773  42.4  346  30.1 

        

*Age        

18-19 536  29.4  343  30.1 

20-21 591  32.5  430  37.7 

22 + 694  38.1  368  32.3 

        

Race        

White 1540  84.3  971  84.8 

Black 77  4.2  62  5.4 

Other 209  11.5  112  9.8 

        

Where do you currently live?        

On campus 675  37.0  447  39.0 

Off campus 954  52.3  597  52.1 

With parents/relatives 194  10.6  101  8.8 

Other        

        

Academic Year        

Freshman 361  19.8  225  19.6 

Sophomore 232  12.7  141  12.3 

Junior 448  24.6  254  22.2 

Senior 444  24.4  338  29.5 

Graduate 304  16.7  177  15.4 

Other 31  1.7  11  1.0 

        

**Employed        

No 792  43.8  417  36.6 

Part-time 842  46.5  630  55.3 

Full-time 176  9.7  93  8.2 

        

How would you characterize your political views?        

Liberal 620  35.2  410  36.8 

Middle of the road 771  43.8  467  41.9 

Conservative 369  21.0  238  21.3 

        

 

  *p > .05, **p > .001 

 

Campus Life 

Table 5 reveals increased membership in fraternities and sororities for those with 

higher levels of CE behaviors (17% compared to 6%), χ
2
 (1, n = 2,954) = 85.955, p =.000. 
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Those with high levels of CE also reported increased involvement in Registered Student 

Organizations (RSOs), with nearly 20% of the high CE sample reporting involvement in 3 or 

more RSOs compared to only 5% of those with lower CE levels, χ
2
 (2, n = 2,935) = 247.753, 

p =.000. In addition to increased membership, those with high CE levels also report increased 

leadership roles in campus based RSOs (46% compared to 15%), χ
2
 (1, n = 1,725) = 196.844, 

p =.000. Similarly, although overall base numbers are low, those with high CE behaviors are 

also more likely to report membership in formal student government (4% compared to 1%), 

χ
2
 (1, n = 2,955) = 17.669, p =.000. 

 

Table 5. Campus Involvement by CE Level (n = 3,724) 

 High Civic Engagement 

 No  Yes 

 #  %  #  % 

Student Athlete        

No 1757  97.1  1101  96.8 

Yes 53  2.9  36  3.2 

        

**Greek System        

No 1704  93.8  945  83.1 

Yes 113  6.2  192  16.9 

        

**How many Registered Student Organizations  

(RSOs) are you currently a member of? 

       

None 1121  62.3  430  37.8 

1-2 594  33.0  483  42.5 

3+ 83  4.6  224  19.7 

        

**If a member of an RSO, do you hold any 

official title? 

       

No 931  85.3  345  54.5 

Yes 161  14.7  288  45.5 

        

**Are you involved in an official capacity with 

ISU Student Government? 

       

No 1786  98.6  1099  96.2 

Yes 26  1.4  44  3.8 

        

 

  *p > .05, **p > .001 

 

Academics and class experiences 

Those with high CE are significantly more active in their education across a variety of 

participation oriented activities. Table 6 notes significant differences in relation to frequency 
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of asking questions in class; those with higher levels of CE are much more likely to ask 

questions often (54%) than those with lower levels (34%), χ
2
 (2, n = 2,963) = 140.940, p 

=.000. Similarly, students reporting high levels of engagement are more likely to often 

initiate study groups (23% compared to 7%), χ
2
 (2, n = 2,962) = 316.147, p =.000, and ask 

professors for advice outside of the classroom (40% compared to 19%), χ
2
 (2, n = 2,967) = 

213.909, p =.000. Class contributions are also more frequent for those reporting high levels 

of CE behavior. Nearly half of those reporting high CE report contributing often in class 

compared to only 27 percent of those with lower CE levels χ
2
 (2, n = 2,941) = 183.837, p 

=.000. Continuing the leadership trend, those with high levels of CE were significantly more 

likely to report choosing leadership roles in group projects over simply serving in group 

member roles (75% compared to 56%), χ
2
 (2, n = 2,981) = 108.921, p =.000.  

Table 6. Classroom Experience by CE Level (n = 3,724) 

 High Civic Engagement 
 No  Yes 
 #  %  #  % 

GPA        

0-1.9 33  2.0  12  1.1 

2.0-2.9 303  18.0  179  16.7 

3.0-3.4 557  33.2  336  31.3 

3.5 – 4.0 786  46.8  547  50.9 

        

How often in the past year have you:        

        

**Asked questions in class        

Never 54  3.0  10  0.9 

Rarely 370  20.4  112  9.8 

Occasionally 781  43.0  410  35.7 

Often 610  33.6  616  53.7 

        

**Initiated a study group        

Never 688  37.9  160  13.9 

Rarely 601  33.1  335  29.2 

Occasionally 394  21.7  384  33.5 

Often 132  7.3  268  23.4 

        

**Asked a professor for advice before, after or 

outside of class 

       

Never 222  12.2  44  3.8 

Rarely 498  27.3  176  15.4 

Occasionally 759  41.7  471  41.1 

Often 342  18.8  455  39.7 

        

**Contributed/participated orally in class 

discussions 
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Never 811  45.1  293  25.6 

Rarely 106  5.9  40  3.5 

Occasionally 405  22.5  244  21.3 

Often 476  26.5  566  49.5 

        

      **When participating in a group project which  

      role would you prefer? 

       

Leader 984  54.8  828  73.9 

Member 811  45.2  293  26.1 

        

  *p > .05, **p > .001 

 

Civic Awareness 

Table 7 shows those with high levels of CE report being significantly more 

informed/aware of issues facing campus, local, state, national, and even global communities. 

Students in general report lower levels of awareness of campus and local issues when 

compared to state or national issues. However, those with higher levels of civic engagement 

are significantly more likely to be very informed about campus issues (14% compared to 

5%), χ
2
 (2, n = 2,974) = 144.787, p =.000, and similarly, are significantly less likely to report 

not being informed about local issues (46% compared to 62%), χ
2
 (2, n = 2,969) = 109.402, p 

=.000. Significant differences regarding state and national awareness were also noted. 

Students with higher CE levels were much more likely to report being very informed about 

state issues 28% compared to those with lower levels of CE (16%), χ
2
 (2, n = 2,965) = 

78.653, p =.000. Continuing the trend of increased awareness, nearly half of the high CE 

sample reported being very aware of national issues, compared to only 35% of those with low 

CE levels, χ
2
 (2, n = 2,965) = 33.766, p =.000. Overall students report less awareness of 

global issues, however, those with higher levels of CE report consistently higher awareness 

(30%) than those with lower CE levels (21%) , χ
2
 (2, n = 2,954) = 50.475, p =.000. Increased 

awareness of issues could be a reflection of increased interest and attention to news coverage 

and reading/watching news media. Over 50% of those reporting high levels of CE reporting 

reading or watching the news often compared to only 38% of those with lower levels of CE, 

χ
2
 (2, n = 2,980) = 75.990, p =.000.  
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Table 7. Civic Awareness by CE Level (n = 3,724) 

 High Civic Engagement 

 No  Yes 

 #  %  #  % 

**How informed/aware are you of issues facing 

the campus community? 

       

Not informed 780  42.8  294  25.6 

Somewhat informed 960  52.6  691  60.1 

Very informed 84  4.6  165  14.3 

        

**How informed/aware are you of issues facing 

the local Bloomington/Normal community? 

       

Not informed 1136  62.3  528  46.0 

Somewhat informed 617  33.9  487  42.5 

Very informed 69  3.8  132  11.5 

        

**How informed/aware are you of issues facing 

the state of Illinois? 

       

Not informed 324  17.8  121  10.6 

Somewhat informed 1208  66.4  704  61.4 

Very informed 287  15.8  321  28.0 

        

**How informed/aware are you of issues facing 

the United States? 

       

Not informed 108  5.9  41  3.6 

Somewhat informed 1079  59.2  588  51.4 

Very informed 635  34.9  514  45.0 

        

**How informed/aware are you of issues facing 

the global community beyond the U.S.? 

       

Not informed 326  17.9  120  10.6 

Somewhat informed 1110  61.1  671  59.1 

Very informed 382  21.0  345  30.4 

        

**How often in the past year have you, read, 

watched, or listened to the “news” 

       

Never 27  1.5  4  0.3 

Rarely 291  15.9  97  8.4 

Occasionally 814  44.6  452  39.2 

Often 695  38.0  600  52.0 

        

 

  *p > .05, **p > .001 

 

Engagement and College Satisfaction 

Results of the college satisfaction questions revealed some of the most impressive big 

picture support for civic engagement. Highlighted in Table 8, those with high levels of CE 

also report significantly more satisfaction with all inquired aspects of their college 
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experience. They report greater satisfaction with the relevance of their coursework to their 

future career plans (89% compared to 83%), χ
2
 (2, n = 2,872) = 24.750, p =.000, and greater 

relevance of their coursework to everyday life (85% compared to 77%), χ
2
 (2, n = 2,874) = 

28.028, p =.000. Similarly, they are more satisfied with course instruction (86%) than those 

with lower levels of civic engagement (82%), χ
2
 (2, n = 2,864) = 8.396, p =.015. Those with 

higher levels of CE also report a significantly greater satisfaction with campus life noting 

increased levels of general feelings of community among students (73% compared to 57%), 

χ
2
 (2, n = 2,862) = 78.409, p =.000, as well as social opportunities (79% compared to 66%), 

χ
2
 (2, n = 2,861) = 54.049, p =.000, and involvement in campus events (82% compared to 

68%), χ
2
 (2, n = 2,871) = 72.454, p =.000. Finally, those with high levels of CE are also 

significantly more likely to report satisfaction with their overall college experience (89%) 

than those with lower levels of civic engagement (85%), χ
2
 (2, n = 2,861) = 11.589, p =.000.  

Table 8. School Satisfaction by CE Level (n = 3,724) 

 High Civic Engagement 
 No  Yes 
 #  %  #  % 

Please rate your satisfaction with ISU in each of 

the following areas: 

       

        

**Relevance of course work to everyday life        

Dissatisfied 70  4.0  31  2.8 

Neutral 329  18.6  130  11.8 

Satisfied 1369  77.4  945  85.4 

        

**Relevance of course work to career plans        

Dissatisfied 67  3.8  33  3.0 

Neutral 236  13.3  84  7.6 

Satisfied 1465  82.9  987  89.4 

        

*Overall quality of instruction        

Dissatisfied 59  3.3  27  2.5 

Neutral 258  14.6  126  11.4 

Satisfied 1445  82.0  949  86.1 

        

**Overall sense of community among students        

Dissatisfied 176  10.0  60  5.4 

Neutral 585  33.2  236  21.4 

Satisfied 1000  56.8  805  73.1 

        

**Availability of campus social activities        

Dissatisfied 75  4.3  33  3.0 

Neutral 518  29.4  198  18.0 

Satisfied 1166  66.3  871  79.0 
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**Availability of campus opportunities to get 

involved in things that interest you  

       

Dissatisfied 103  5.8  25  2.3 

Neutral 457  25.9  169  15.3 

Satisfied 1207  68.3  910  82.4 

        

*Overall college experience        

Dissatisfied 41  2.3  22  2.0 

Neutral 232  13.2  100  9.1 

Satisfied 1488  84.5  978  88.9 

        

  *p > .05, **p > .001 

 

Discussion 

 Drawing on the literature identifying civic engagement (CE) as an essential 

component in the formation of social capital and community stability and the role of higher 

education in shaping students’ civic habits; the present work sought to examine the 

relationship between levels of student’s civic engagement and scores on a variety of 

positively valued pro-social student attributes and domains. More specifically, this study 

examined the difference between students with high civic engagement involvement compared 

to other students on a series of socially desirable domains including campus life, civic 

awareness, and school satisfaction. While the holistic value of civic engagement in higher 

education has been consistently supported in the extant literature, there has been both a 

documented national decline in student civic activity and a dearth of research examining 

student differences across levels of civic engagement participation. The results of this study 

by and large support the research question indicating the presence of a statistically significant 

relationship between high levels of civic engagement participation by university students and 

affirmative responding to questions about pro-social student domains.  

Our findings suggest that females are more civically engaged than males and younger 

students are more civically engaged than older students. Anecdotally, females seem to 

participate more in both campus activities and in campus based research surveys. The age 

differences in civic engagement, while unexpected, might be due in part to a shifting 

emphasis by older students (ex. seniors) towards career planning and preparation, away from 

campus/community based involvement. Interesting too was the finding that employed 

students were significantly more civically engaged than non-employed students. Employment 

may increase students’ exposure to opportunities for engagement through broader interaction 

with others in the community.  
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 More civically engaged students are also significantly more likely to engage in 

advantageous academic/classroom oriented behaviors. For example, high CE students are 

significantly more likely to ask questions in class, initiate study groups for a class, engage 

their professors in discussion outside of class, contribute orally to class discussions, and they 

are more likely to pursue leadership roles on group projects. Somewhat surprisingly, student 

GPA did not reveal significant differences by level of engagement. Importantly though, 

civically engaged students appear to demonstrate classroom/academic oriented behaviors that 

are hallmarks of successful students invested in their educational experience. Civically 

engaged students are more likely to engage in proactive self-directed active learning 

behaviors. Civic engagement appears not to be exclusive to only high academic achievers but 

rather civic engagement seems associated with active and engaged learners.  

In considering the findings of the civic awareness domain, civically engaged students 

fared very well here too. An important aspect of higher education today is getting students to 

recognize their place and their role in the broader world around them. The results of the 

present study offer a very optimistic view of the co-occurring relationship civic engagement 

has with student awareness of the broader world around them and the issues faced by others. 

The findings reveal that students with higher levels of civic engagement are also significantly 

more informed about issues facing the campus, the local community, the state, the country, 

and the global community than their less civically engaged peers. In addition, more civically 

engaged students were also significantly more likely to read, listen, or watch the news.  

 While we were impressed and pleased with the significant results found in the study, 

we were most impressed with the relationship between CE and students’ educational 

satisfaction. More civically engaged students reported more satisfaction with their 

educational experiences than their less civically engaged counterparts.  More civically 

engaged students were also significantly more likely to indicate that their course work was 

relevant to everyday life and their future career plans. These students were also more likely to 

note satisfaction with the overall sense of community among students and the availability of 

campus resources. Importantly, more civically engaged students were also significantly more 

likely to be satisfied with the overall quality of instruction they were receiving in college and 

were more satisfied with their overall total college experience. This series of findings 

suggests that either more civically engaged students derive more positive experiences from 

their time at college, or, college students with highly positive experiences are more likely to 

be civically engaged.  The present work does not allow us to untangle this cause-effect 
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relationship but this is an important next step in the research trajectory on civic engagement 

in higher education.  

 The results of the present study offer significant support for civic engagement in 

higher education and suggest that the relationship between civic engagement and pro-social 

outcomes is broad and extends across a variety of domains. Importantly though the study is 

not without limitations. For example, this study is not capable of establishing a causal 

relationship between civic engagement and affirmative student responses due to the temporal 

ordering of the questions, responses, and civic engagement experiences, rather, though 

similarly important, the study examines relationships or associations between students with 

civic engagement exposure and affirmative responses. Further, there are many civic 

engagement oriented behaviors that could be examined in college; the selection studied here 

is not exhaustive and may even differ from university to another based on opportunity. 

Findings from the present study and the collection of future waves of data create an 

opportunity to develop a follow-up line of inquiry examining causal relationships between 

civic engagement and advantageous student outcomes. With regard to the participants in the 

study, we had a slight overrepresentation of female students and it is possible that more 

civically oriented students were/are more likely to participate in voluntary research projects 

such as this.  

Despite these noted limitations we find the results encouraging. Civic engagement 

behavior by university students shares a statistically significant relationship to many 

advantageous pro-social student characteristics, qualities, and attributes across several 

domains. Colleges and universities should find optimism and encouragement in these results 

and support efforts to increase students’ civic engagement experiences given the associated 

co-occurring benefits and the need to foster civic attitudes heading into adulthood. Students 

should recognize advantageous educational and personal benefits associated with civic 

engagement. Faculty should find encouragement to civically engage their students in the 

community and the related benefits of doing so. Finally, educational administrators should 

embrace the essential role and responsibility of higher education as a facilitator of civic 

engagement and as a conduit to fostering enduring individual level qualities necessary for 

building social capital and community stability outside of higher education.  
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i
 It is important to note that not all students agree to participate in institutional research and this is an options 

setting that they can deselect from their institutional email accounts. The University does not record how many 

students decline to participate in institutional research so the calculation of response rates is not possible. 


