What is Civic Engagement?

Introduction

The University is committed to preparing our students to address and solve some of society’s most pressing problems.  Civic engagement and leadership experiences provide pathways for students to make a difference in their communities and in the lives of others.  We define communities broadly to include local communities such as residence hall floors, living-learning communities, the College Park community, students’ hometowns, as well as global societies with their increasingly seamless borders.

Civic Engagement: There are many ways in which people participate in civic, community and political life and, by doing so, express their engaged citizenship. From volunteering to voting, from community organizing to political advocacy, the defining characteristic of active civic engagement is the commitment to participate and contribute to the improvement of one’s community, neighborhood and nation.

One useful definition of civic engagement is the following:   individual and collective actions designed to identify and address issues of public concern. Civic engagement can take many forms, from individual voluntarism to organizational involvement to electoral participation. It can include efforts to directly address an issue, work with others in a community to solve a problem or interact with the institutions of representative democracy. Civic engagement encompasses a range of specific activities such as working in a soup kitchen, serving on a neighborhood association, writing a letter to an elected official or voting. An engaged citizen should have the ability, will and opportunity to move comfortably among these various types of civic acts.

-Source: Michael Delli Carpini, Director, Public Policy, The Pew Charitable Trusts.

Service-learning and civic engagement is not the same thing in the sense that not all service-learning has a civic dimension and not all civic engagement is service-learning. For definition’s sake, civic engagement is the broader motif, encompassing service-learning but not limited to it. 

The Wingspread Declaration (a discussion paper originally drafted for the December 1998 Wingspread Meeting on the Civic Responsibility of Research Universities) describes the civic behaviors that would characterize a research university serious about its civic responsibility. The document addresses the development of student citizenship skills; faculty engagement through professional service, pedagogy, and community-based or applied research; and institutional leadership in and with the community.
The scholarship of engagement means connecting the rich resources of the university to our most pressing social, civic, and ethical problems….

- Ernest Boyer (1996), The Journal of Public Service and Outreach
National Commission on Service-Learning

“…a teaching and learning approach that integrates community service with academic study to enrich learning, teach civic responsibility, and strengthen communities.”

· Promotes learning through active participation

· Provides structured time for students to reflect

· Provides an opportunities to use skills and knowledge in real-life situations

· Extends learning beyond the classroom

· Fosters a sense of caring for others
