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Summary:

The purpose of this study is to describe how students understand their own participation in civic
engagement activities, particularly as members of a supportive community. Research questions include:
How do students understand their own interest in civic engagement, and what are motivating factors that
propel them to be civically active? Weber's types of authority and Vygotsky's concept of cultural tools
frame the study.

While some scholars have used qualitative methods to study civic engagement, lacking in these studies
is a consideration of the role that other like-minded students play in these student activists' efforts and,
ultimately, self-understandings. The cultural context has not been primarily addressed. Instead of
attempting to understand the essence of the activist impulse for the individual, an ethnographic approach
to the problem incorporates “detailed accounts of the concrete experience of life within a particular
culture and of the beliefs and social rules that are used as resources within it” (Hammersley & Atkinson,
1995, p. 10). Such an approach broadens the lens through which the situation is viewed, taking into
account the entire context and implicit and explicit rules, assumptions, and expectations.

Considering the relative uncertainty with which scholars have dealt with campus activism and civic
engagement in the past, the historical roots of today's movement may contain some unanswered
questions and unexplored terrain. Looking more closely at groups of students involved in activism and
civic engagement efforts may help shed light on this interesting -- yet continually contested -- area



within higher education. As this full study nears completion and further interviews and focus groups are
conducted, the dynamics of subcultures as described and voiced by engaged students themselves will
hopefully paint a more holistic picture of this movement.
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