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ABSTRACT
EXAMINING THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF POLITICALLY ENGAGED COLLEGE
STUDENTS PARTICIPATING IN NONPARTISAN POLITICAL ACTIVITY DURING THE
2020 U.S. ELECTION
By
Alexander S. Kappus
Over the course of the past three decades, scholars and practitioners lamented low levels
of political engagement among college students (National Task Force on Civic Learning and
Democratic Engagement, 2012; Thomas et al., 2019). The civic engagement movement formed
to address concerns about student preparedness for engaging in American democracy, but higher
education’s response largely upheld involvement in apolitical community service (Colby, 2008;
Finley, 2011; Saltmarsh & Hatley, 2011). In recent years, a small number of political scientists
began incorporating nonpartisan political engagement activities into course curriculum,
measuring civic outcomes, the effectiveness of campus interventions, and other quantitatively
driven scholarship (Bardwell, 2011; Beaumont et al., 2006; Mann et al., 2018). Third party
nonprofit organizations, also concerned about the lack of college student political engagement,
mobilized to encourage nonpartisan political engagement among college students (Jacoby, 2006).
Fulfilling a role not formally supported on many campuses, peer educators involved in
cocurricular nonpartisan political engagement offer a possible antidote to low participation
among college students.
The following qualitative study advanced scholarly insight into the lived experience of
college students involved in nonpartisan political activity, such as registering students to vote,
hosting debate watch parties, organizing local candidate forums, and participating in an

assortment of activities intended to increase the political engagement of peers. In addition to



illuminating the lived experience of nonpartisan political engagement, this study also sought to
understand how these experiences influenced future aspiration for civic engagement more
broadly. Set within the context of a particularly polarized era of American politics reflected at
colleges and universities still responding to the COVID-19 global pandemic, the study employed
a theoretical framework comprised of emerging adulthood theory (Arnett, 2018) and the campus
political climate framework (Thomas & Brower, 2018). The 15 student participants participated
in semi-structured interviews in the fall of 2020 and then contributed to one of four focus groups
following the election.

In consultation with participants, the following themes were co-constructed to share the
lived experience of nonpartisan political engagement during the 2020 election season: navigating
uncertainty and disruption, committing to nonpartisanship, turning to digital and online
engagement, persuading peers to participate, resisting threats to democracy, and seeking
institutionalization of political engagement. Students provided compelling perspectives and
stories, offering in-depth insight into their roles and the power of nonpartisan political
engagement. As for students’ future civic engagement, participants described factors driving
their aspiration to remain involved, capacities they developed, and emerging career outlooks
related to civic engagement. Practical implications were discussed, including recommendations
for how the field of higher education can support nonpartisan political engagement as a
functional responsibility within the cocurricular experience in higher education.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

The following chapter introduces the study, examining the lived experience of politically
engaged college students participating in nonpartisan political activity in the context of the 2020
U.S. election. After a brief introduction, I outline the research problem and purpose of the study.
Next, I discuss the research design, theoretical foundations, and delimitations. I then review the
scholarly and practical significance of the study and identify audiences, both inside and outside
of higher education who may benefit from reviewing the findings. Finally, I close by setting the
backdrop of the highly polarized and complex political climate amid the COVID-19 pandemic,
further demonstrating the relevance of the study following the 2020 U.S. election.

Higher Education’s Unmet Civic Purpose

Scholars and practitioners contend student participation in democracy is core to the
purpose of higher education (Bok, 2001; Melville et al., 2013; Rowe, 2017). Yet, the civic
engagement movement, aimed to reinvigorate higher education’s commitment to democracy,
primarily upheld apolitical service-learning and volunteer activity (Colby, 2008; Finley, 2011;
Saltmarsh & Hatley, 2011). Studies of college students and recent graduates self-identified as
civically engaged persons provided evidence of a generation disillusioned by politics (Johnson,
2017; Johnson & Ferguson, 2018). Few would argue against developing college students
prepared to engage with the political dimension of civic life, but many civic engagement efforts
fail to meet their intended outcomes (Melville et al., 2013). For example, in a study of college
student civic engagement, only 11% of students identified a social or political problem as a
motivation for their involvement (Kiesa et al., 2007). Mirroring these apolitical sentiments,
another study found 99% of respondents engaged in activities categorized as civic, but only 36%

of students indicated voting regularly (Hylton, 2018). Democracy requires “active efforts” and



commitment (Rowe, 2017, p. 580). Exercising the right to vote serves as just one, though
important measure of college student political engagement.

The data supporting the relationship between level of education and voter participation is
persuasive, but incomplete. For every year of postsecondary education completed, voter turnout
increased by over 7% among young people between the ages of 29 and 33 years old (Doyle &
Skinner, 2017). Although college graduates participate in the political process at a higher rate
than their non-college-going peers (Hillygus, 2005), college students still remain
underrepresented in political participation as compared to all other voting-eligible groups
(National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement [NCLDE], 2012).
Involvement in the electoral process among 18- to 24-year-old voters remains the lowest of any
age group (Thomas et al., 2019). As a result of tenuous political engagement, the voices and
needs of young citizens are often absent from public discourse, government operations, and
policymaking (Bennett, 2008). Political engagement is habit-forming, so low political
participation among young people represents a concerning trend for the future of American
democracy (Thomas & McFarland, 2010). In response to the low political participation of young
people and fears over a generation adrift, the U.S. Department of Education appointed a group of
leaders in 2012 to address the perceived divergence from higher education’s civic mission and
role in contributing to a healthy democracy (NCLDE, 2012).

The chosen leaders subsequently produced a seminal publication entitled, 4 Crucible
Moment: College Learning and Democracy’s Future, to serve as a call to action for investment
in student learning for strengthening U.S. democracy (NCLDE, 2012). The authors urged
institutions of higher education to educate students on how the political system functions and

students’ role in shaping democracy. The direct appeal to encourage engagement in the



democratic and political dimensions of society resulted in several commitments by national
organizations and countless colleges and universities. The American Association of State
Colleges and Universities (AASCU), for example, founded the American Democracy Project, a
driving force for advances in scholarship and practice (Hoffman, 2015). Similarly, NASPA —
Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education — established a Civic Learning and
Democratic Engagement (CLDE) constituent group and associated research arm to examine best
practices across higher education (Hoffman et al., 2018). Many national efforts responding to the
Department of Education, however, coalesced around the concept of democracy, falling short in
not explicitly naming political engagement.

Recognizing the lack of institutional action on college student political engagement and
participation, several third-party nonprofit organizations formed in recent years. Responding to
low college student voter turnout in the 2000 election, early efforts were created and
operationalized through national organizations like the New Voters Project, Campus Compact’s
Raise Your Voice, and Rock the Vote (Jacoby, 2006). Despite the brand visibility of these
national programs, early college student voter-engagement efforts failed to substantially change
behavior. Recognizing the importance of a link to the local community (Jacoby, 2006), several
organizations mobilized in more recent years to train and advise students to lead peer-to-peer
nonpartisan political engagement efforts. The Fair Elections Center founded the Campus Vote
Project (CVP) in 2012, now located in over 40 states across the country (campusvoteproject.org).
The organization works with faculty and staff to develop comprehensive political engagement
plans. In 2014, CVP established the democracy fellow program and now supports hundreds of
student leaders annually in their work to engage peers on their respective campuses. As part of

their role, students receive training and on-going advising to lead nonpartisan political



engagement efforts. The CVP is not alone in seeking greater college student political
engagement. The American Political Science Association (2021) curated a directory of over 20
civic engagement groups promoting nonpartisan political engagement. Third-party nonpartisan
organizations offer promising practices for increasing college student political engagement.

Along with the proliferation of nonpartisan political engagement organizations, there are
also sophisticated tools available to study college student political behavior. Founded in 2015,
Tufts University’s Institute of Democracy and Higher Education (IDHE) manages the National
Study of Learning, Voting, and Engagement (NSLVE), providing over 1,000 campuses with data
on college student voter registration and participation (idhe.tufts.edu/nslve). NSLVE serves as a
data source to help universities understand what kind of impact, if any, their political
engagement efforts hold from election to election. Campuses choose to participate in NSLVE
and receive detailed accounts of voter registration and participation rates broken down by
various identity categories (Thomas & Brower, 2019). Scholars recently used NSLVE data to
study political climates for learning about democracy, focusing on institutions with the highest
rates of student political engagement to identify promising institutional attributes and practices
(Thomas & Brower, 2019). Also seeking to promote the practical importance of political
engagement, NASPA and the CVP recently established an annual recognition of voter friendly
campuses (Bennett, 2019). All of the efforts made to encourage political engagement may hold a
long-term influence on student behavior.

Early voter engagement of young people is habit forming, meaning students tend to vote
in subsequent elections after participating at least once (Thomas & McFarland, 2010). A recent
study highlighted the importance of cultivating the noncognitive skills needed to carry out the act

of casting a vote (Holbein & Hillygus, 2020) The study argued for cultivation of self-regulation



and follow-through, soft skills necessary to register and ultimately cast a vote (Holbein &
Hillygus, 2020). Furthermore, college students are more likely to vote when taught the
importance of voting, how to register to vote, and the means to develop a plan to vote (Junco et
al., 2018; Pritzhiker et al., 2019; Verba et al., 1995). The interventions can vary in length and
depth of engagement. Findings from a study of 16 campuses with over 25,000 students
demonstrated a positive influence of a single educational presentation on voter registration and
voter turnout (Bennion & Nickerson, 2016). The influence on voter registration occurred no
matter who delivered the presentation, a professor or a peer educator, with negligible differences
between the two (Bennion & Nickerson, 2016). Another study found peer-led voting pledge
drives also influenced participation (Costa et al., 2018). Peer educators are typically associated
with health promotion activity (Wawrzynski et al., 2011), but the present study celebrates student
leaders educating peers on politics and government in a nonpartisan manner, such as teaching
peers how to vote when living out-of-state or how to view ballots ahead of election day. Due to
the habit-forming nature of voting, the work of a peer educator in a single election cycle holds
the potential to influence an entire cohort of informed college graduates.

Prior to the 2016 election, evidence suggested reason to decry the lack of political
engagement among young adults (Kanter & Schneider, 2013; NCLDE, 2012). Following the
2016 election, however, college students appeared especially motivated (Gardner, 2019; Glatter,
2017). Students were more likely to volunteer for political activities, to participate in
demonstrations, and to talk about politics than at any other point in the prior decade (Glatter,
2017). College voters received amplified attention after the 2018 midterm election, doubling
their turnout since the previous midterm election in 2014 and increasing the average institutional

voting rate from 19.7% to 39.1% (Gardner, 2019; Thomas et al., 2019). National voting rates are



still low compared to other age cohorts, but the trends suggest political engagement efforts may
be influencing behavior. The 2020 election marked a historic moment. In addition to the extreme
political division among college students (Stolzenberg et al., 2017), the study also reflected
student experiences of a world still reeling from the COVID-19 global pandemic. As a result,
many inside and outside of higher education remain interested even after the election to learn
about the experiences of students and how they made meaning during an unprecedented season.
Better understanding the lived experience of students participating in nonpartisan
political activity offers insight into the promotion of political engagement broadly. Students
participating in nonpartisan political activity seek to motivate and educate their peers on college
campuses across the country. Students in the study operated as nonpartisan political forces in a
particularly challenging political environment. At the time of the study, the United States
experienced a period of intense polarization (Abramowitz, 2010; Mason, 2018; Zeranski et al.,
2009), a trait reflected by the highest level of political polarization recorded among first-year
students in decades (Stolzenberg et al., 2017). Polarization and a negative national political
climate divert people’s attention away from engaging in politics at the local and state levels
(Hersh, 2020). Nonpartisan political engagement encourages students to consider not just the
national role of politics but also the importance of understanding and contributing to politics at
the local level, such as attending town hall events and getting to know the functions of locally
elected offices. Concerned about the state of democracy in America, scholars identified the
university as the social institution at the “nexus of the larger crises of democratic faith in the
U.S.” (Kramer & Hall, 2018, p. 6). Educators can either ignore or embrace their role in civic life.
When colleges and universities fail to promote learning in a purposefully nonpartisan

political manner, those outside of higher education are left assuming the worst. In addition to the



troubling political divide, conservative distrust of higher education reached an all-time high in
recent years (Pew Research Center, 2017). Although a greater number of faculty and staff
identify as politically liberal (Gross, 2013), student outcomes do not imply indoctrination, but
instead political affiliation holds firm to family preferences (Campbell & Horowitz, 2016).
Evidence suggested intentional nonpartisan political learning experiences do not influence
statistically significant shifts in college student political ideology or party identification
(Beaumont, 2013). Reacting to concerns of liberal indoctrination, various state legislatures acted
on policy in recent years, producing barriers for college student voters (Wines, 2019).
Lawmakers claimed the changes in voter registration, such as increasing eligibility parameters
for students from out-of-state, were developed in response to voter fraud (Wines, 2019). Some
politicians proposing new rules, however, openly expressed their distaste for increased college
student participation. Arguing for a repeal of same-day voter registration, for example, former
New Hampshire House Speaker William O’Brien pronounced, “They are kids voting liberal,
voting their feelings, with no life experience” (Nolan, 2011, para. 19). As anxiety mounted in
various states over signs of enthusiasm leading up to the 2020 election, elected leaders expressed
similar concerns over increased college student participation (Anderson, 2019). Typecasting an
entire generation as associating with only one political party, however, runs counter to research
on college student voters, who represent a wide range of political ideologies (Stolzenberg et al.,
2017). Furthermore, labeling young people as uneducated only heightens the importance of
preparing young people to engage in democracy and to make their own informed decisions. In
short, studying students pursuing nonpartisan political activity provides valuable insight into
behavior congruent with higher education’s civic mission. Supporting political learning and

democratic engagement among college students can be accomplished in a nonpartisan manner.



Statement of the Problem

Political theorist Harold Lasswell (1936) defined politics as distribution of power, best
demonstrated through the title of his book, Politics: Who Gets What, When, and How. Hersh
(2020) also expressed politics as amassing power to influence communities but argued politically
engaged, college educated Americans increasingly participate passively, consuming information
about politics but not acting within their local communities. To make matters worse, many
college students and recent graduates are not even passive consumers of politics (Hersh, 2020).
Evidence suggests college students and recent graduates remain disillusioned by politics and thus
avoid thinking about, discussing, or acting within the political system (Johnson, 2017; Johnson &
Ferguson, 2018). College students operate within, and graduate into, a world where politics hold
immense power and authority over their lives. Politics influence local, state, and national
communities in profound ways. The present study brings attention to college students involved in
the political dimension of civic life.

I framed the study through the lens of political engagement in part because of civic
engagement’s historic association with apolitical involvement in community service (Saltmarsh
& Hartley, 2011). Educators are particularly interested in the promotion of political engagement,
getting students involved in their government without accusations of partisan indoctrination.
Senior-level student affairs professionals described their own political impartiality as “vital for
fostering student learning” (Morgan & Orphan, 2016, p. 25). Political engagement is core to
higher education’s civic mission because political engagement is a component of civic
engagement (Rios, 2014). Conducting a study from a partisan lens, such as examining students
associated with a particular campaign or party, would limit the utility of the findings and risk

alienating a large number of readers. Studying students involved with nonpartisan political



activity, however, facilitates the investigation of politically engaged students during an election
season in a manner not approached narrowly. Learning more about politically engaged college
students involved in a decisively nonpartisan way offers awareness for educators, community
partners, and scholars committed to encouraging political participation.

Nonpartisan political work is a rich site for learning about politically engaged students.
The study focused on the lived experience of politically engaged students involved in
nonpartisan activities, such as educating peers on the voting process, conducting voter
registration drives, coordinating nonpartisan debate watch parties, organizing local candidate
forums and offering access to nonpartisan education on issues and candidates. Sharing the lived
experience of politically engaged college students provides important and practical insight for
increasing political participation in higher education. Making a compelling case for studying the
lived experience of students involved in political engagement work, Hildreth (2003) described
student learning experiences as “situational, emergent, and co-creative” (p. 8). The study offers a
snapshot in the course of time of a particular group of motivated students. Students involved in
nonpartisan political activity exhibit high political engagement and also seek to incite peer
involvement. Little research exists on the experience of politically engaged students, and even
less on nonpartisan activity. Studies within the lived experience tradition provide educators a
depth of understanding, probing how students make meaning of experience (Boylorn, 2012).

The few existing studies on the lived experience of college student political engagement,
however, stem from classroom interventions and practicum experiences (Hildreth, 2003; Longo
et al., 2006). Additionally, many of the efforts to understand nonpartisan political engagement
were studied through quantitative measures of constructs, such as civic skills, associated with

formal classroom learning. Responding to low political engagement and high political



polarization, political scientists and other interested faculty members studied nonpartisan
political learning in the classroom (Beaumont et al., 2006). Studies of experiential learning
focused on faculty-led interventions, such as organizing a local candidate forum or launching a
campus-based voter registration drive as part of course objectives and assignments (Bardwell,
2011; Mann et al., 2018). The study aims to examine the lived experience in cocurricular spaces.

Recognized for over 30 years as beneficial to student learning, development, and
persistence (Astin, 1984), college student involvement in cocurricular activity remains a well-
supported practice in higher education (Strayhorn, 2008). Cocurricular activity offers students
experiential opportunities to test their knowledge, skills, and ideas (Rutter & Mintz, 2016). Due
to the associated learning, scholars upheld cocurricular activity as a means to increase college
student civic and political engagement (Strachan & Bennion, 2016; Strachan & Senter, 2013)
Existing research on cocurricular activity, however, lacks directed attention to qualitative study
of college students involved in nonpartisan political activity as peer educators.

Understanding the lived experience of students participating in nonpartisan political
activity leading up to election day affords valuable insight to assist educators, both internal and
external to the academy, in promotion of the democratic aims of higher education. Specifically,
the lived experience of students carrying out nonpartisan political activity expresses various
unknown elements, such as what draws students to nonpartisan political activity, what challenges
exist in conducting nonpartisan work in a heightened partisan political climate, and how students
might characterize their future civic engagement following the election. Whereas prior studies
indicated civically engaged students were disillusioned and disconnected from politics after their
civic involvement (Johnson, 2017; Johnson & Ferguson, 2018), the current study presents insight

from students who are expressly involved in the political domain of civic engagement.
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Students involved in nonpartisan political activity offer a unique perspective on political
engagement in three ways. First, students engaged in nonpartisan political activity are
particularly committed, championing peer involvement in politics over their own political
interests. Much can be learned about what experiences brought students to nonpartisan political
activity specifically and, following their participation, what they grapple with as politically
engaged persons. Second, students involved in nonpartisan political activity develop valuable
skills and perspectives (Colby et al., 2010), especially as they navigate a challenging political era
and environment. Third, college students who engage their peers through nonpartisan political
engagement offer a unique vantage point in learning about the campus political environment
during an election season, providing insight to educators, third-party organizations, and anyone
concerned with the promotion of political engagement.

Finally, the study enhanced understanding of student aspiration for future civic
engagement following their experience of nonpartisan political activity. Limited research exists
to provide understanding of college student aspiration for future civic engagement following
meaningful involvement in cocurricular activity. In a study on young people’s future political
ambition, only 11% of students indicated a willingness to consider running for public office in
the future (Lawless et al., 2015). Willingness to entertain public office provides some, but not
much insight into how students perceive their future relationship with civic engagement
following their involvement. Research on the development of identity constructs, such as civic
identity and politically engaged identity, offers some understanding of the way college students
think about themselves in relation to civic and political life. Studies found civically engaged
students held a strong civic identity, caring deeply about their community (Knefelkamp, 2008)

but lacked understanding of and interest in the political dimensions of their work and society
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(Johnson, 2017; Johnson & Ferguson, 2018). Similarly, scholars characterized a politically
engaged identity as viewing oneself as generally concerned about politics and as committed to
political participation now and in the future (Colby et al., 2010). The study did not assume a
relationship between nonpartisan political activity and identity. Instead, learning how students
characterized their intended future civic engagement provided insight into the influence of
nonpartisan political engagement on the student carrying out the work. Better comprehending
how students viewed themselves in relation to civic life after their involvement deepened
understanding of the lived experience of nonpartisan political engagement.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the lived experience of politically

engaged college students participating in nonpartisan political activity. By gaining an
understanding of the lived experience of students involved in nonpartisan political activity, I
shared the student perspective of motivations for participation and gathered stories revealing the
phenomenon of nonpartisan political engagement at colleges and universities. Additionally, the
purpose of the study was to understand how students characterized their future civic engagement
following the peak of their involvement. Better understanding of what relationship, if any,
existed between students involved in nonpartisan political activity and their future involvement
provided further awareness into the nature of the lived experience and indication of possible
influence on future behavior. The study was guided by the following research questions:

e RQI: What are the lived experiences of politically engaged college students involved in

nonpartisan political activity leading up to the 2020 U.S. election?
e RQ2: How do these experiences of nonpartisan political activity influence student aspiration

for future civic engagement?
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The second research question (RQ2) offered deeper insight into the lived experience of
nonpartisan political engagement and probed the potential for nonpartisan activity to influence
future civic engagement behaviors. Together, the questions developed a complete picture of the
lived experience, from participating in the activity, to reflecting upon the experience afterwards.

Colleges and universities are complex political environments where students in the study
attempted to encourage the political education and subsequent political participation of their
peers. The 2020 election provided a multifaceted context for studying college student experience.
The study advanced understanding of the unique experiences of students participating in
nonpartisan political engagement in various state and institutional contexts. As a result, the
breadth of environmental diversity increased relevance of the findings. Finally, the study’s focus
on college students’ lived experience and acknowledgement of the influence of the campus
political climate informed the research design and theoretical framework.

Significance and Audience of the Study

The study holds both scholarly and practical implications. From a scholarly perspective,
the study contributed to the existing academic work on the lived experience of nonpartisan
political learning in academic classes. Furthermore, the study extended scholarly understanding
of nonpartisan political work by examining students involved in cocurricular activities, thus
building upon the small existing line of inquiry on political engagement in the co-curriculum.
The study offered a unique contribution to scholarship through the focus on the lived experience
in this particular election. The findings also provided an in-depth view into how students moved
about their respective campus contexts; a perspective not reflected in existing studies.

Although current research offers some guidance as to how students orient themselves to

civic engagement, there is little known about how students characterize their future involvement
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following engagement in nonpartisan political activity. Existing studies include projects
examining students self-identified as civically engaged or upon a particular identity construct
such as civic or political identity development (Gentry, 2013; Johnson, 2017; Morgan, 2016).
Accordingly, I did not presume a relationship between students and civic engagement following
involvement. Instead, the study contributed to the literature by gaining an inside perspective into
the experience of nonpartisan political activity, and in what ways students described their
projected future relationship with civic engagement.

In addition to extending scholarly inquiry, the study advanced practical insight in four
ways. First, the study offered further legitimacy to encouraging nonpartisan political engagement
as part of the civic mission within higher education. On many campuses, nonpartisan political
activity operates on the fringes, vying for institutional attention and support. Students, faculty,
and staff can benefit from increased awareness of the important work carried out by students in
the study. Second, the study advanced understanding of legally mandated, though under-
supported activity. The reauthorization of the 1998 Higher Education Act (20 U.S.C.
1094(a)(23), specifically Title IV, requires all colleges and universities to “make a good faith
effort” (Sec. 162) in promotion of student voter registration. Although colleges and universities
are bound by legal restrictions regarding political activity (Internal Revenue Service [IRS],
2020), the American Council on Education (2018) outlined activity permissible according to IRS
guidance, court rulings, and the Federal Election Campaign Act of 1971. Namely, colleges and
universities can support nonpartisan political engagement. Institutions may be able to use the
findings from this study to foster support for increased nonpartisan political engagement to meet
legal expectations and any future federal requirements in the planning and execution of

educational interventions. Third, the data can also assist campus-based and third-party
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organization advisors, like those at the Campus Vote Project, in providing support to students in
peer educator roles promoting nonpartisan political engagement on their respective campuses.
The findings can be leveraged for practical needs, such as aiding training for students leading
nonpartisan political activity. The more prepared peer educators are to engage their classmates in
political learning, the more likely they are to influence peers. Finally, the findings can be used to
develop innovative ways to increase political engagement more broadly within higher education.

Inferred by the scholarly and practical implications, the study is relevant to a variety of
audiences concerned about the health of college student political engagement within higher
education, including stakeholders outside of the academy. Students participating in nonpartisan
political engagement seek to increase voter participation and education, creating more informed
and invested community members. Given the nature of the study, the three primary audiences
include (a) third-party organizations already supporting nonpartisan political engagement work,
(b) faculty and staff within higher education, specifically the field of college student affairs
administration, and (c) stakeholders interested in the welfare of higher education.

First, third-party organizations can use the findings of the study to improve the training of
peer leaders and to cultivate confidence among supporters of nonpartisan political work, such as
donors, government officials, and university partners. Second, many higher education and
student affairs leaders are also beginning to take notice of the role of this work and may find the
study helpful in learning about peer-to-peer nonpartisan political engagement. Observing the lack
of espoused versus enacted values of the student affairs profession to promote democracy,
Johnson (2019) recently called upon the field of student affairs to integrate democratic learning
through deliberative practice. Deliberative practice calls for dialogue about and across social and

political differences (Strachan, 2019). Faculty and staff alike, realize their institutions are falling

15



short in educating for college student political participation and engagement (Matto, 2019).
Finally, in addition to faculty and staff invested in college student political engagement,
stakeholders outside of higher education maintain interest in learning about the dynamics of the
2020 election among young voters. Many people outside of higher education, such as researchers
at think-tanks, journalists and even partisan actors may wish to learn how college students
involved in political engagement work experienced a volatile election year. Additionally, federal
and state government actors may also wish to take notice of the role of nonpartisan political
engagement in preparing college students to participate in democracy. If leaders within the
academy are to uphold their institution’s civic mission, then support from state and federal
officials is paramount. The findings can be used to encourage the value of the work carried out
by students. Next, I review the research design and theoretical framework employed in the study.
Research Design and Theoretical Foundations

The study drew from qualitative traditions to prioritize the student participant’s voices,
sharing the stories and the complexities of their lived experience. I sought to move beyond a
simple inventory of activities and experiences toward the depth found in the qualitative tradition
of studying the lived human experience. Specifically, I accounted for the kinds of activities
students described, but I also attempted to elicit the lived experience, defined as how students,
“live through and respond to those experiences” (Boylorn, 2012, p. 2). Students shared the what
of their experience and I probed for the why and how, elements of the lived experience research
tradition (Boylorn, 2012). Furthermore, operating from a constructivist paradigm, I believe
knowledge is co-constructed through interaction between the researcher and participant.

Therefore, I used a semi-structured interview protocol and employed member-checking to
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establish trustworthiness (Jones et al., 2014). Recognizing the importance of reflection following
experience, | asked students to participate in focus groups after the 2020 election.

The participants were students associated with the national nonprofit, the Campus Vote
Project (CVP), a promising site for studying college students involved in nonpartisan political
activity. The students involved through CVP received training, regular advising, and participated
in on-going learning opportunities, therefore offering strong examples of students participating in
nonpartisan political activity through the cocurricular, out-of-class setting. After receiving
approval from my dissertation committee, the Michigan State University Institutional Review
Board, and CVP, I practiced purposeful sampling by sending an invitation to the organization’s
state coordinators requesting nominations from a pool of over 340 student democracy fellows.
Purposeful sampling aims to secure information-rich cases (Jones et al., 2014), and the
nomination process ensured data responsive to the research questions. Upon nomination, I
invited students to participate in the study (see Appendix A). I asked students to complete a short
intake form to gather demographic information (see Appendix B) which was helpful in gaining a
better understanding of the respondents. Data analysis and representation of findings were
informed by narrative techniques, where I detailed a profile and narrative account for each
participant in Chapter 4 and thematized findings in Chapter 5. Next, I state the study’s
delimitations to offer awareness into reasoning behind the research site and participant selection.

Delimitations

Articulation of delimitations provides clarity for readers to understand the intentional
design choices made in developing the study. I framed participant selection through three distinct
strategies. The three criteria students met to participate in the study included, (1) students

engaged in nonpartisan political activity through the CVP; (2) students nominated by the CVP
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for their nonpartisan political projects and activities on their respective campus; and (3) students
representing a diverse range of state and institutional contexts, cocurricular experiences, and
social identities. In addition to requesting nominations for students within an organization
representing vigorous nonpartisan political engagement, I utilized an intake form to gather data
to be used for formal invitations. The intake form invited students to share demographic
information, their institution’s name, area of study, and other cocurricular involvements.

I selected the CVP because the high level of training and on-going support students
involved with the organization received. The organization was also founded on a steadfast
commitment to political nonpartisanship in their activities. Furthermore, the CVP maintained a
vast reach throughout the United States with representation in various regional contexts. Worth
noting, students involved in the CVP did not need to be U.S. citizens, as political engagement
encompasses a wide range of activity all members of the community can enact. The survey
intake form included questions about the nature of the activity students participated in, not to
account for the kinds of nonpartisan political activity students contributed to, but rather to ensure
students participating in the study could demonstrate involvement beyond association with the
CVP in name only. Finally, I wished to represent as diverse a range of experiences and identities
as possible. Simply selecting a potentially information-rich research site was not enough.
Instead, I sought to gain sufficient coverage, which “relates to the relationship between one’s
methodological approach, research questions, data collection, and participant selection
strategies” (Jones et al., 2014, p. 109). Prior research demonstrated the importance of social
perspective taking (Johnson 2015; Strachan, 2019) and the role of social identity in civic and
political development (Johnson 2017, Morgan 2016). The purpose of my mindfulness of the

diversity of the sample then was not to achieve a positivist notion of generalizability, but instead
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to align with the theoretical and methodological approach of the study to gain suitable coverage.
In the following section, I offer definitions for two foundational concepts in the study,
cocurricular involvement and engagement.
Key Terms: Involvement and Engagement

Cocurricular activities offer meaningful opportunities for student learning and
development outside of the classroom (Peck, 2017). The study built upon decades of research
indicating the benefits of cocurricular learning in higher education (Astin, 1984; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1991) by focusing on the lived experience of students involved in nonpartisan political
work. The terms involvement and engagement are critical to understanding how scholars frame
cocurricular activity from a student and institutional point of view (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).

Involvement is the measure of student energy, both physical and psychological, invested
into the collegiate academic experience (Astin, 1984). Involvement represents student
responsibility for learning in college. To some extent, students possess the ability to mediate the
amount and depth of their involvement (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). Involvement theory placed
in-class academics at the center of the collegiate experience and deemed cocurricular activities as
supplemental evidence of student contribution of energy (Astin,1984). The input-environment-
output (I-E-O) framework is a model used in cocurricular research to control for student
characteristics as related to the environment. In the I-E-O model, involvement signified
interaction between students and their environment (Astin, 1984). For example, students in the
study were involved in cocurricular nonpartisan political activity, investing time and energy
(involvement) to create opportunities for political learning at their college or university

(environment), resulting in their own development (output). Whereas involvement literature

19



situates the student as the subject of analysis, the engagement literature focuses on institutional
practices (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).

Sometimes used interchangeably with the term involvement, engagement is a distinct
concept, popularized by Kuh’s (2001) introduction of the National Survey of Student
Engagement (NSSE). The NSSE offers colleges and universities important understanding into
how well educational opportunities are situated to enhance student learning and development.
Engagement is therefore focused on institutional action (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). Social and
academic engagement activities are both associated with post-college outcomes, including
increased graduation rates and early career earnings (Hu & Wolniak, 2013). Student affairs
educators design, organize, and support various social engagement opportunities, often referred
to as cocurricular activities (Tieu et al., 2010). Engagement through the co-curriculum, though
not often taken for academic credit, influences student learning (Strayhorn, 2008). The wide
range in structure, role, and purpose of cocurricular activity matters to engagement. Participation
in explicitly social opportunities, such as attending campus speakers, concerts, and entertainment
extend benefits to students, such as a sense of belonging (Strayhorn, 2008). Student affairs
practitioners, however, are often concerned about cocurricular activities whereby students
actively learn, plan, and contribute through more intentionally structured learning opportunities
(Strayhorn, 2008; Tieu et al., 2010). The study utilized the terms involvement and engagement
throughout the text. The term engagement is appropriate for describing the work carried out by
students affiliated with the CVP. Students elect to become involved through the CVP and
promote the political learning among their peers, whether or not they receive institutional
support. The term involvement represents the action of students to invest energy into their peer

educator roles. The word engagement represents the work students in the study exercise to
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increase the political learning and participation among peers. Throughout the dissertation,
engagement is used in conjunction with the terms civic and political. As part of the literature
review (see Chapter 2), I later delineate the terms civic, democratic, and political engagement.

In the next section, I provide a review of the political climate students in the study
operated within. The review of the context is situated in the introduction to build upon the
importance and relevance of examining students engaged in nonpartisan political activity leading
up to the 2020 election. Although the American political climate evolved by the time the study

was published, many of the identified trends were projected to hold true beyond the election.

Political Climate and Context of the 2020 Election
Reviewing the political climate and context of the 2020 election matters for two primary
reasons: first, to situate the dynamics students engaged in nonpartisan political activity operated
within, and second, to continue making the case for the timeliness of the study. I review the
nature and concern inherent in the polarized political climate to signify the need for nonpartisan
political engagement to encourage participation over partisanship. In the following section, I
share the state of political polarization, introduce the historical context of the political climate,

and review the political context as experienced within higher education at the time of the study.

Polarization and Partisanship in the United States

Understanding the polarized political climate of the 2020 election began with recognition
of the two-party system in the U.S., where public discourse remained divided between the
country’s two primary political parties, the Republican Party and the Democratic Party (Twenge
et al., 2016). The Republican Party was increasingly composed of people who identified with a
conservative ideology and the Democratic Party was increasingly aligned with people who

identified with a liberal political ideology (Abramowitz, 2010). Political ideology does not
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necessarily need to correspond with party identification. For example, individuals can identify as
liberal and vote Republican, or identify as conservative, and vote Democrat. In recent decades
however, voting outside of the political party’s ideological norm represented an increasingly rare
phenomenon (Abramowitz, 2010). Despite the ideological alignment in political parties, people
hold various policy positions across the political spectrum regardless of party affiliations.

The nature of the political climate continued to move away from consideration of policy
or issue priorities. In fact, Americans may not be as divided on political issues as some suggest.
Instead, a person’s association with a political party leads to greater behavioral division (Mason,
2013). The electorate is polarized on particular policy issues, but many people yield to
behavioral polarization, rooted in emotion (Hersh, 2020; Mason, 2013; Mason, 2018). When
emotion becomes negative and based upon group identity, issues become less important than
association with winning (Hersh, 2020; Mason, 2013). Inconsistencies in alignment of policy and
voter identification led to debate regarding how much of the population falls in the middle of the
political spectrum (Abramowitz, 2010), holding beliefs falling within either of the two parties.

Interestingly and concurrent with heightened party polarization, more Americans also fell
in the middle of the political spectrum, identifying as independent (Klar, 2014). A broad data
analysis conducted between 1970 and 2015 found more Americans identified as independent
since 2010 than in the 30 years prior (Twenge et al., 2016). Worth noting, identifying as
independent and maintaining a nonpartisan political stance are two different concepts. Research
demonstrated voters who identify as an independent tend to associate with a distinct identity
construct, similar to when a voter associates as a Republican or Democrat (Klar, 2014).
Furthermore, many people claim to identify as independent simply because of a distaste for

partisan politics (Klar & Krupnikov, 2016). Aversion to partisan in-fighting, however, does not
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indicate disassociation with expressing partisan ideas. On the other hand, a person operating in a
nonpartisan manner refrains from stating or signaling a party, candidate, or issue preference. The
functional practice of the U.S. political system further disentangles nonpartisanship from
independent affiliation. For example, candidates in various levels of electoral politics can register
as independents (Twenge et al., 2016). Candidates and voters registering as independent express
preference to a distinct set of political beliefs resulting in partisan choices. Alternatively, a
person identifying as politically nonpartisan would not publicly suggest or support a candidate,
even if an independent candidate were on the ballot.

While many believed the electorate was becoming increasingly polarized (Abramowitz,
2010), still others presented polarization as a phenomenon occurring among political elites
(Fiorina & Levendusky, 2006; Fiorina, 2017). Moving beyond a binary definition of polarization,
scholars described seven sub-groups to depict even more nuance in the division among American
voters (Hawkins et al., 2018). Abramowitz and Saunders (2008) side-stepped the question of
what or who is driving polarization, and instead suggested polarization may actually motivate
participation. If true, higher polarization may result in a temporarily more engaged electorate
(Hersh, 2020). While division existed since the dawn of American politics, a unique form of
political polarization emerged between 2016 and 2020.
Historical and Recent Context of Political Polarization

The modern polarization of the American electorate is often traced back to the 1960s
when White working-class voters in the South moved from the Democratic party to the
Republican party (Abramowitz & McCoy, 2019). The next wave of change occurred in the
1980s, which brought a surge of White evangelical and other religious conservative voters to the

Republican party (Abramowitz & McCoy, 2019). The major ideological shifts of the two
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dominant political parties were a reflection of associated social movements. The election of
President Barack Obama in 2008, the first African American president of the United States,
tested the notion of a post-racial America. Instead, scholars contend Barack Obama’s presidency
led to racial resentment among a large segment of the electorate, resulting in a widespread
friction among Americans leading up to the 2016 election (Abramowitz & McCoy, 2019).

The campaign and election of Donald Trump in 2016 reflected the turbulence and
complexity of political polarization in America. National politics increasingly focused on
conflict and outrage, where Americans “root for a team and spew anger at the other side” (Hersh,
2020, p. 82). The 2016 election of President Donald Trump reinforced the idea of negative
partisanship, whereby voters held more hostile feelings for the opposing party, policies, and
candidates, than favorable feelings toward their own party or candidates (Abramowitz & McCoy,
2019). Hersh (2020) believed the destructive feelings toward the opposite party was reinforced
when folks began treating politics as a spectator sport. President Donald Trump’s subsequent
term in office led to mass mobilization, particularly among college-educated women after the
2018 primary (Abramowitz & McCoy, 2019). Americans behaved more out of disgust for and
anger directed at the opposing party than promotion of the ideas advocated in their party.

Beyond disgust and anger, the modern era of American politics became characterized by
party identification in the United States often becoming predictable and differentiated based
upon social identity (Green et al., 2004; Mason, 2018). Race, religion, gender, and sexual
orientation alignment with political affiliation deepened and complicated the political
polarization of Americans (Mason, 2018). For example, if an elected official enacts policies
viewed as favorable or unfavorable to an entire racial, religious, or other social-identity based

category, then members of the specific group feel as if they have no choice but to support one
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particular political party over the other. For example, Muslim Americans experienced what many
perceived as a hostile political climate in 2017 because of rhetoric used and policies enacted by
President Trump, such as a restriction of immigration from several Muslim-majority countries
(Calfano, 2018). The increased alignment of social identity with party affiliation represented a
complicated and troubling trend.

Many Americans were concerned about the state of democratic processes leading up to
the 2020 election (Thomas & Brower, 2019). A poll found widespread American distrust of the
voting process, driven by concerns about disinformation, fraud, and voter suppression (Fessler,
2019). The poll indicated 44% of voters feared votes would be miscounted and approximately a
third of voters predicted foreign interference resulting in altered results (Fessler, 2019). Distrust
held consistently across the political spectrum. In addition to findings of Russian interference in
the 2016 election, the incumbent President, Donald Trump repeatedly expressed concerns
regarding voter fraud leading up to the 2020 election (Fessler, 2019). In fact, President Trump
questioned the integrity of the election system itself during and even after the election. The
polling numbers painted a troubling picture of the lack of trust in the political process by
government officials and the general American public.

The polarized and tenuous political climate grew more complex starting in the spring of
2020 as the COVID-19 pandemic swept across the country and world. In addition to the
devastating loss of life, ominous economic, political, and social realities clouded the 2020
election season. The pandemic resulted in, “canceled conventions, relegated fundraising and
campaigning to the digital realm, and forced many states to rapidly change how people get and
submit their ballots, with unpredictable and potentially disastrous results” (Ball, 2020, p. 2).

Political polarization’s complexity, especially given an increasingly diverse student population,
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positioned postsecondary institutions as hotbeds for political conflict and controversy. In the next

section, I discuss the trends of political polarization as reflected specifically in higher education.

Polarization on Campus

Universities bring together students from a diverse range of social, economic, and
political backgrounds. Notably, young people are more politically active during presidential
election years and political events tend to catalyze their participation (Wray-Lake et al., 2019).
Students involved in nonpartisan political activity may or may not hold partisan views but are
expected to maintain a nonpartisan political persona in carrying out their specific duties. In many
ways, students participating in nonpartisan political activity practice what Mindell (1995)
referred to as “staying centered in the heat of trouble” (p. 7), navigating conflict and diversity of
thought as a trusted, impartial party. Even if students in the study executed their nonpartisan
political engagement duties flawlessly, however, they operated in what seemed to be one of the
most polarized and volatile political climates in the history of higher education.

The political dynamics described previously about the American electorate mirrored the
realities on college campuses across the nation leading up to the 2020 U.S. election. The Higher
Education Research Institute (HERI) reported the highest level of political polarization among
first-year college students in decades (Stolzenberg et al., 2017). Demonstrating just got deeply
divided students were, a study found college students actively avoided selecting roommates of
the opposite political party more often than they looked for roommates who shared the same
political beliefs (Shafranek, 2019). Students went out of their way to avoid interactions with
partisans of the opposite political values, a direct reflection of what was described earlier as
negative partisanship (Abramowitz & McCoy, 2019). These findings were bolstered by findings

from another study of recent college graduates who described little encouragement during
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college to interact across ideological backgrounds, resulting in what scholars referred to as
ideological bubbles (Johnson & Peacock, 2020). Despite the high levels of polarization, national
norms painted an unexpected compositional picture of college students leading up to the study.

College campuses are often characterized as highly liberal places (Gross, 2013), but the
partisan divide among students was more balanced than many would expect leading up to the
2020 election. Around 32% of incoming students identified as liberal versus 20.4% as
conservative in 2017 (Stolzenberg et al., 2017). At the extreme ends of the political spectrum,
4% of students identified as far left, and 2% as far right (Stolzenberg et al., 2017). The majority
of students, 41.4%, identified their politics as middle of the road (Stolzenberg et al., 2017).
Knowing which way middle of the road voters lean politically is hard to determine and may be
contingent on the election cycle. Affiliation with political parties throughout the ages of 18 and
30 years of age hold a lasting impact on political participation over time (Wray-Lake et al.,
2019). The findings were consistent for both Democrats and Republicans, whereas youth who
identified as independent or undecided did not necessarily guarantee electoral participation
(Wray-Lake et al., 2019). Identifying with political ideology is influential in the way young
people organize their positions on various policy issues (Zeranski et al., 2009). Given the
polarized nature of the current political context, a student who identified with a certain ideology
likely also identified with a political party.

As a result of political unrest on campuses in recent years, including protests over
decisions on whether or not to accept controversial speakers, some questioned the political
tolerance or openness of institutions and college students to diverse political viewpoints
(Campbell & Johnson, 2018). Evidence, however, suggested a different dynamic. A study found

college graduates reported higher political tolerance to those with differing political beliefs than
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those who did not attend college (Campbell & Johnson, 2018). The same study demonstrated
college graduates became less tolerant of racists, racist language and racist behavior (Campbell
& Johnson, 2018). These findings are important to consider, especially as the electorate becomes
increasingly sorted along social identity lines (Mason, 2018). Understanding political tolerance
to diverse political ideas relates to the bigger question of how college may influence attitudes.

The literature on how college affects sociopolitical attitudes is contested. While research
demonstrated an increase in civil liberties and egalitarian gender-role beliefs, there was little
evidence college influenced partisan orientation (Campbell & Horowitz, 2016). Instead, research
revealed familial background held consistent alignment of party affiliation from start to end of
college (Campbell & Horowitz, 2016). As with many other measures, scholars need to take into
account precollege socialization, attitudes, and a whole host of other inputs (Astin, 1984). A
study found prior behaviors were reinforced, not changed in students with a history of interest in
politics; the potential influence of college on political behavior was contingent upon certain
characteristics and interaction with the environment (Dodson, 2014). If students entered with a
set of political attitudes and behaviors, many of those attitudes and behaviors solidified over
time. Students identified opportunities to reinforce their prior political beliefs by joining others
with similar beliefs (Dodson, 2014). Students in the study encountered an environment where
clear political divides existed, even among peers involved in the same organization.

As a way to examine the complexity of the issues facing higher education today, often
considered a liberal leaning social institution, some scholars advocated for more research into the
conservative college student experience (Gowen et al., 2019). In an ethnographic study of
students in a state university’s College Republicans student organization, identifying with the

party went beyond facts, figures, and policies, but represented a drive to be recognized as a

28



Republican as part of their identity (Kidder, 2016). Students expressed discomfort based on their
perception the majority of their faculty and staff held liberal views (Kidder, 2016). Indeed, 51%
of professors identify as Democrats, versus 35% of voters (Gross, 2013). More than a third of the
public is concerned about the high number of liberal-identified faculty members, believing bias
exists in higher education (Gross, 2013). In fact, 58% of Republicans contend higher education
inflicts a negative impression on the country (Pew Research Center, 2017). Morgan (2019) called
on faculty and staff to embrace the messy and polarized political climate and to view political
engagement and learning as central to the experience of higher education. Students involved in
nonpartisan political activity aim to promote political engagement above a partisan position.

In formal interventions of university courses designed to encourage political engagement,
evidence demonstrated no significant change in ideological or party affiliation (Beaumont,
2013). Association with a political party is unlikely to change in college or as a result of
nonpartisan political engagement learning experiences (Beaumont, 2013). If postsecondary
educators take more responsibility for political engagement, some may accuse the academy of
indoctrination. Yet, there is also risk in not promoting political learning and participation,
detracting from higher education’s civic mission to advance the greater public good (Cramer,
2016). The study serves to recognize nonpartisan political engagement as essential, especially as
a means to draw in students deterred by the caustic nature of the current polarized political
climate. The study also addresses the ways politically engaged college students move beyond
pontification and into participation. Many college-educated adults consume political information
but do not act upon their political convictions, resulting in what scholars refer to as political
hobbyism (Hersh, 2020). Instead, students participating in nonpartisan political work are action-

oriented and represent future college graduates who care about the state of their democracy.
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Conclusion

The first chapter provided an introduction to the study, examining the lived experiences
of politically engaged college students participating in nonpartisan political activity, set in the
context of the 2020 U.S. election. After a brief framing of the topic, I outlined the research
problem, purpose and significance of the study, research design, theoretical foundations, and
delimitations. I then reviewed two central topics related to cocurricular nonpartisan political
activity, involvement and engagement. Finally, I closed by reviewing the current political
climate in the United States, and specifically in higher education. The chapter sought to
introduce readers to the purpose of the study while simultaneously drawing attention to the need
for research on the lived experience of college students involved in cocurricular nonpartisan
political engagement. In the next chapter, I review literature to ground the study in the ongoing

scholarly discourse.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

The following chapter frames the study on politically engaged college students involved
in nonpartisan political activity by reviewing the literature through relevant lines of scholarly
inquiry. I detail conceptual boundaries for the study while simultaneously identifying the
necessity for research on the topic. Because a wide range of terminology is used to explain
various phenomena throughout the literature, I disentangle concepts from one another in the
early sections of this literature review. The review reveals understanding of what scholars know
about politically engaged college students and specifically, nonpartisan political engagement.

The chapter is organized as follows. First, I trace the concepts of civic, democratic, and
political engagement to situate the study within the political dimension of civic engagement.
Next, I discuss studies offering insight into the lived experience of students involved in
nonpartisan political activity. I then explore concepts related to political engagement of college
students and how they come to view themselves in relation to political and civic life. Finally, I
close by introducing the theoretical framework for the study.

Framing Civic, Democratic and Political Engagement

Many colleges and universities consider civic engagement and contribution to democracy
as core to the purpose of higher education (Bok, 2001; Melville et al., 2013; Rowe, 2017).
Although scholars and practitioners in higher education hold assumptions about the meaning
behind the term civic engagement, the wide range of terminology used causes difficulty in
understanding what the term means both in scholarship and in practice. In recent years, three
interrelated concepts appeared in the scholarly discourse: civic engagement, democratic
engagement, and political engagement. In this section, I parse out the areas of overlap and the

distinct meanings of the concepts as they relate to one another. I follow the conceptual line of
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inquiry from civic to political engagement because the progression mirrors the evolution of focus
within the scholarly discourse. By situating political engagement literature within the broader
civic and democratic engagement literature, I argue the lived experience of nonpartisan political
engagement as a noteworthy but under-studied topic within higher education research. Defining
the boundaries of political engagement also provides clarity and direction for the current study,
seeking to understand the lived experience of politically engaged college students involved in
nonpartisan activity and their future aspiration for civic engagement. Finally, I close this section
by reviewing three threads of scholarly discourse within the political engagement literature:
partisan political engagement, activism, and nonpartisan political engagement. I introduce a
conceptual map of ideas presented in the following section in Figure 1.

From Civic to Democratic Engagement

When describing college student civic engagement scholars use terms interchangeably
and inconsistently (Finley, 2011; Jacoby, 2009). Civic engagement is not simply about
exercising knowledge and skills, but also signals an assumption of community-based values
(Barrett & Pachi, 2019; Jacoby, 2009). Affirming this value-laden perspective, scholars defined
civic engagement as a student’s focus on the “concerns, interests, and common good of a
community” (Barrett & Pachi, 2019, p. 3). Students involved in civic engagement activity,
therefore, contribute to the advancement of a community and even society at large.

Sharing in the notion of civic engagement as community betterment, Ehrlich (2000)
asserted students can serve the common good through both political and nonpolitical means.
Students in the study directly engaged the political dimension of civic life on their campuses.
Civic engagement interventions and research in higher education, however, remain largely

nonpolitical, detaching learning experiences from the political systems shaping civil society
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(Finley, 2011; Saltmarsh & Hatley, 2011). Loeb (2010) stated, “Sadly, and ironically, in a
country born of a democratic political revolution, to be American in recent years is too often to
be apolitical” (p. 32). The apolitical nature of civic engagement is perhaps best exemplified by
the over reliance upon service-learning activities for civic learning (Colby, 2008; Finley, 2011;
Saltmarsh & Hatley, 2011).

While civic engagement enacted through service-learning is associated with favorable
learning outcomes and can introduce students to important societal issues, scholars remain
concerned service-learning does little to prepare students for engaging in the process of
American democracy (Finley, 2011). Expressly, service rarely educates students about political
features of community problems (Melville et al., 2013). Research on the student experience
reinforces the critique of service-learning activities, which seldom dedicate time or resources to
provide a clear understanding of how formal political systems influence civic life. In a
qualitative study of students participating in service-learning for example, students developed a
sense of “political consciousness” (Harker, 2016, p. 31), but not the skills or perspectives needed
to engage in politics. Students felt a need to address issues through the political system but either
did not understand how or deemed politics as too divisive (Harker, 2016). The results
demonstrated a need for interventions to activate the political dimension of civic engagement by
educating students about the relationship between civic problems and political systems.

The avoidance or hesitancy of the civic engagement movement in higher education to
include anything overtly political appears connected to a fear of betraying public trust (Saltmarsh
& Hurley, 2011). Conceptually, civic engagement means educating students on all aspects of
civic life, yet the movement within higher education lacked direct connection to promotion of

understanding and engaging with political systems, processes, or actors (Saltmarsh & Hurley,
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2011). Absence of political learning inhibits student understanding of democracy and students’
role in shaping their communities and the nation.

In response to the critique of apolitical civic engagement efforts, scholars urged the field
of higher education to do more to foster knowledge, awareness, and skills to prepare students to
be active members of American democracy (Colby et al., 2010). Moving from a civic
engagement to a democratic engagement paradigm in research emphasized the values and
behaviors underpinning democracy, such as voting, participating in the political processes, and
developing an awareness of current events and political challenges influencing government
decisions (Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011). A democratic engagement paradigm, however, seems to
sidestep the realities of American democracy, a system steeped in politics and division.
Additionally, those involved in nonpartisan activity discourage use of the term democratic to
avoid confusion with the Democratic Party. Although students participating in nonpartisan
political activity operate within both a civic and democratic engagement paradigm, a political
engagement lens best aligns with their work.

Political Engagement

Flanagan (2013) argued for defining political engagement as a unique “domain of
experience and knowledge,” whereby young people “are active constructors of meaning in their
world” (p. 17). The study used a purposeful framing of political engagement, offering a direct
focus on politics, considered within the context of civic engagement. In recent years, college
student political engagement received increased attention in the academic literature. Political
engagement is defined as “the wide range of ways that people, especially young people,
participate in American democracy” (Colby, 2008, p. 4), including efforts at all levels of the

government. Associating political engagement with systemic dimensions, policy issues, and
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electoral politics at the local, state, and national level distinguishes the concept from what was
previously described as civic and democratic engagement. In characterizing the relationship
between civic and political engagement, “civic engagement can be seen as a larger, more
encompassing term, whereas political engagement grows out of civic engagement either directly
or indirectly” (Rios, 2014, p. 14). Political engagement therefore overlaps with civic and
democratic engagement, concerned about the greater community, but holding a particular focus
on political systems, policy, and electoral politics.

The common thread tying scholarly understanding of political engagement together is the
interaction between the individual and the political system or problems addressed politically.
Barrett and Pachi (2019) understood political engagement as interaction with political
institutions and decision-making processes. Less focused on the structural aspects of the political
system, Hildreth (2003) defined political engagement as both formal and informal activity
intended to address community problems. Political engagement was understood as a social
process, not done in isolation, but in partnership with others, thus allowing more flexibility in
application by including both formal and informal activity (Hildreth, 2003). The study draws
directly from Hildreth’s (2003) definition of political engagement by retelling the lived
experience of nonpartisan political activity, performed in formal and informal ways. Although
college student political engagement is a specific form of civic engagement, little scholarship
existed until the past decade.

Even the field of study devoted to politics, political science, appeared more concerned
about the study of political institutions, theory, and behavior over practical or applied political
engagement work (Colby et al., 2010). In response to the gap within the field of political science,

including the lack of attention political engagement received in higher education broadly,
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scholars launched the Political Engagement Project (PEP), a national study of educational
interventions and practices intended to foster college student political development (Colby et al.,
2010). The PEP studied student development of knowledge, skills, motivation, and ultimately
participation (Colby et al., 2010). As far as politically valuable skills, the project described
“planning and running meetings, writing memos, various kinds of public persuasion” (Colby,
2008, p. 5) as beneficial to political engagement. Volunteering and participation in civic and
community organizations were deemed important drivers but not necessarily considered political
engagement (Colby et al., 2010). Scholars did not count most forms of community service,
excluding social and civic related organizations and activities, unless the purpose of the activity
became expressly political, such as a church petitioning the state government on a given issue of
importance to the community (Colby et al., 2010). Many civic organizations, unless directly
stated in their mission, remain apolitical, though members may leverage the group or
organization for political purposes. The scholars’ definition of political activity also excluded
many forms of individual actions such as recycling, unless overtly connected to politics (Colby
et al., 2010). Although beneficial to providing definition to political engagement work, the PEP’s
focus on quantitative measures did not lend itself to understanding students’ lived experiences.
Political engagement ranges in terms of the depth of the experience. Whereas horizontal
engagement represents surface level actions, such as passively posting personal opinions on
social media, vertical participation includes a complex understanding of issues and comprises
sustained engagement (Harward & Shea, 2013). The study was interested in vertical engagement,
involvement in activities beyond the surface or in name or affiliation only. Students involved in
nonpartisan political engagement participate in activities aligning with vertical participation,

whereby their effort and energy requires active, not simply passive, political action. All civic
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engagement, therefore, is not political engagement. Most political engagement, however, falls
under the umbrella of both civic and democratic engagement.

In an effort to visualize the position of the study within the broader scholarly discourse, I
developed Figure 1 as a conceptual aid to demonstrate the differentiation and intersection
between civic, democratic, and political engagement. The study seeks to understand the lived
experience of nonpartisan political engagement within the scope of civic engagement. The figure
represents the notion of civic, democratic, and political engagement as overlapping and
intersecting concepts. Civic engagement, as defined previously, encompasses general
commitment to betterment of the community. Democratic engagement represents a smaller range
of experiences and activities than civic engagement, aimed at promotion of democracy. The
figure accounts for political engagement activities falling outside of the goals and values
espoused through civic and democratic engagement, as signified by the partisan component of
political engagement partially out of range of the spheres of civic and democratic engagement.
Figure 1.

Situating Nonpartisan Political Engagement

Political
Engagement

Nonpartisan Activism




To further understand political engagement in relation to the study, I categorized
literature on political engagement as partisan, activist, or nonpartisan. As represented in Figure 1,
the activities or goals categorized as nonpartisan and activism can seem to blend together,
visually demonstrated by a light grey line between the two forms of political engagement. For
instance, categorizing the act of registering people to vote depends on the sociopolitical context
and even social identity of the student participating. Furthermore, many nonpartisan activities,
such as voter registration drives, were considered activism at points throughout U.S. history
(Hart & Gullan, 2010). Today, the legal citizenship of students participating in political
engagement activity can also influence whether or not their work is considered a form of
activism (Mendes & Chang, 2019). Additionally, Figure 1 represents the troubling nature of
partisan politics, whereby some activity conducted in the name of partisan politics may or may
not fall within the frame of civic or democratic engagement. For example, a student involved in
partisan activity may act in a purely self-interested manner, only seeking to advance their
candidate over any stated goals for improving the community, thus operating outside of values
espoused in a democracy or civic life. Students in the study participated in nonpartisan political
activity, but in their personal time, they also engaged in partisan and activist political
engagement. Differentiating the three concepts from one another was important to understanding
students in the study and in doing so, I argue the importance of nonpartisan political engagement.
Partisan Political Engagement

Partisan political engagement activities such as canvassing for a candidate or petitioning
representatives regarding a particular cause offers educationally meaningful experiences (Colby
et al., 2003). Although important learning can take place in a partisan context, activities

associated with partisan political engagement “often [involve] a deliberate polarization of issues
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and demonization of the opposition” (Colby et al., 2003, p. 71). Partisanship risks portraying one
side as always right, and the other as always wrong. Students participating in partisan political
activity, therefore, may not experience the goals espoused through civic engagement, namely
“problem solving and helping others” (Zukin et al., 2006, p. 7). In partisan engagement, the
activity risks becoming focused on winning instead of improvement of the community or society.

The current political context is increasingly clouded by what scholars refer to as negative
partisanship, whereby people hold stronger negative views toward those who do not believe what
they do over believing in the goals and substance of their own side of the political spectrum
(Abramowitz & McCoy, 2019). Studying student political engagement through a partisan lens
then is arguably short-sighted and limits understanding of the diverse perspectives across the
political spectrum. After all, parties and the issues they seek to address morph throughout the
course of history. Furthermore, studying student experiences set in the framework of partisan
political activity would limit the reach and utility the findings can have within the civic mission
of higher education, where students should be afforded the space to grapple with diverse political
ideas (Morgan & Orphan, 2016). Students should instead receive encouragement to think
critically to understand the issues and the records of political candidates, parties, and causes,
ultimately using their own intellect to make political decisions. Students involved in nonpartisan
political activity seek to engage their peers in the political process and discourse, over promoting
the goals of a particular partisan agenda. Sometimes students participate in political engagement
behaviors considered disruptive to the political system, a form of activity referred to as activism.
Activism as a Form of Political Engagement

Activists may operate within a partisan lens or outside of partisan politics altogether.

Throughout the course of U.S. history, college students advocated for social change using their
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voices, bodies, and words in defiance of the status quo (Broadhurst & Velez, 2019; Corrente et
al., 2018). The rich history of American college student activism positions college campuses as
“contested ground upon which social and political ideologies have been tested” (Dailey et al.,
2018, p. 44). College campuses were, and are still, often at the center of major social change
efforts, from race, to gender, ability, sexual orientation, and other causes with regard to equal
treatment under the law (Broadhurst & Velez, 2019; Dailey et al., 2018). Although social
movements arise in waves, a brief focus on activism is important to the study for three distinct
reasons. First, there is an argument to be made for understanding activism in the context of
political engagement and as related to nonpartisan political activity. Second, students involved in
nonpartisan political activity may view their activism as a complementary component of their
political engagement. Finally, from a methodological standpoint, the activism literature offers
strong examples of ways to study the lived experience of political engagement, which is
particularly beneficial to the design of this study. To further exemplify the role and relevance of
activism in relation to the study, I next review a recent national study on identity-based activism.
Scholars conducted a study exploring the experiences of student activists engaged in
identity-based activism (Linder et al., 2019). In discussing the relationship between student
activists and their actions, the authors clearly articulated an approach to position student voice
over objectively stated outcomes (Linder et al., 2019). Instead of using a positivist approach, the
authors studied the wisdom students derived from “integration of experience, knowledge, and
discernment” (Linder et al., 2019, p. 76). The study probed specifically for student integration
and depiction of their experiences over measurement of civic constructs. Students came to
participate in activism for four primary reasons: social identity, community, anger, and

responding to local and national events (Linder et al., 2019). Regarding identity, students were
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more likely to be involved with activism directly related to identities they held. Many
undocumented college students, for example, practiced political engagement openly,
representing what many consider as a form of activism (Mendes & Change, 2019). Other
undocumented students engaged in politics by practicing forms of silent activism, such as writing
and contributing to political causes (Mendes & Change, 2019). Next, some students became
involved with activism as a result of a particular community encouraging them to do so. Anger
arising from recognition of injustices motivated others to become activists. Finally, the student
narratives emphasized various local and national drivers for involvement in activism-related
work (Linder et al., 2019). The differences between students involved in identity-based activism
versus nonpartisan political activity may reveal more about the way students think about politics.
Students in the activism study acknowledged formal political systems as powerful, yet
viewed the system as limited in bringing about change (Linder et al., 2019). Participating in
identity-based activism requires emotional energy and courage, but not necessarily trust in the
political system. There was a time when nonpartisan political activity, such as registering women
and people of color to vote, was considered a deliberate act of activism (Hart & Gullan, 2010).
As the U.S. political system evolved over time, nonpartisan political activity today is not
typically categorized as activism. The presence of voter suppression within the U.S. political
system, however, makes nonpartisan political activity — especially attempting to increase
participation of young and more racially diverse populations — potentially controversial to some
partisan actors (Wines, 2019). Referring to college student political engagement as controversial
does not mean the nonpartisan political activity operates outside of formal political system.
Typically, activism is designated as such because the activity seeks to interrupt, rather

than perpetuate the current political operations. The deliberate actions in activism are often taken
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because the formal system has not been responsive to the needs or voices of particular
communities. Political action can be categorized as conventional or nonconventional, both of
which seek to influence, disrupt, or participate in the recognized political system (Barrett &
Pachi, 2019). Unconventional forms of political engagement include behaviors like participating
in marches, protests, graffiti, blog posts, and other informal actions (Barrett & Pachi, 2019).
Formally structured channels of political engagement, such as calling a political representative,
attending a town hall event, or voting are all examples of conventional forms of political action
(Barrett & Pachi, 2019). Given the description of formal activities, nonpartisan political activity
naturally fits within the conventional frame.
Nonpartisan Political Engagement

Political engagement involves an overarching identification as someone who cares about
politics (Colby et al., 2010). A politically engaged person is interested in the local, state, and
national levels of government and politics. Political engagement is chosen voluntarily, requires
collaboration, and often involves conflict (McIntosh & Youniss, 2010). Nonpartisan political
activity meets each of the traits of political engagement, however, people involved in nonpartisan
engagement seek to remain impartial despite the presence of conflict. The focus on impartiality,
core to the standards of nonpartisan political activity, is congruent with notions of educational
practice. In a study of senior student affairs administrators, for example, leaders upheld the ideal
of nonpartisanship whether they worked at a public or a private institution (Morgan & Orphan,
2016). In adherence to the civic mission of higher education broadly, the assertion of political
neutrality was viewed as “vital for fostering student learning” (Morgan & Orphan, 2016, p. 25).
The administrators subscribed to a nonpartisan political approach in their roles, not because of

some code or professional pledge, but in response to a perceived, unwritten rule stemming from
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institutional and community stakeholders (Morgan & Orphan, 2016). Next, I review existing
research on college students’ nonpartisan political activity, experiences, and subsequent learning.
Studying College Student Nonpartisan Political Engagement

Despite the proliferation of third-party organizations devoted to increasing nonpartisan
political activity among young people and college students specifically, there are few studies on
cocurricular nonpartisan political activity. The following section begins by reviewing the
existing examples of studies on the lived experience of political engagement. Next, I review what
is known about nonpartisan political engagement in formal curricular interventions, classroom-
based, or guided projects and associated studies. I close by examining relevant findings from
research on cocurricular activities and campus-wide events.
Lived Experience of Political Engagement

Scholars increasingly call for research on the lived experience of college students. Binder
and Wood (2014) advocated for a qualitative approach to study politically engaged students
stating, “The largely quantitative, social psychological approach cannot depict the types of
interactions that students have on their distinctive campuses, or how students make sense of
those experiences” (p. 222). Similarly, Strachan (2019) more recently argued, “Students’ lived
experiences, often shaped by their demographic identities, affect the way they respond to
learning activities” (p. 1). Educational interventions should consider student self-identified
characteristics, backgrounds, and experiences. The study centers the lived experience of students,
illuminating the meaning derived from nonpartisan political engagement. Although much of the
research on political engagement is quantitative in nature, two examples, though outdated, offer

qualitative insight into the lived experience of politically engaged college students.
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First, a study of a course and associated practicum relied upon semi-structured interviews
to understand the lived experiences of political engagement among college students. Utilizing
four levels of questioning, the authors garnered descriptions of experiences, what students had
learned, if students had used those skills in other spaces, and whether or not change had occurred
as a result of the course and practicum (Hildreth, 2003). The findings demonstrated how students
could develop political skills in the real world. Students applied what they were learning about
political engagement in their interactions with peers, family, and student organizations. A critical
finding revealed “students’ experiences in the field can be difficult, emotionally charged, and full
of unexpected outcomes” (Hildreth, 2003, p. 3). The challenges students experienced in the field
reflected the reality of conflict as an imbedded aspect of political engagement (Mclntosh &
Youniss, 2010). Conflict served as a motivation for some students, but also a barrier to interest.

Another study on the lived experience of politically engaged students suggested initial
student resistance to involvement in politics (Longo, Drury & Battistoni, 2006). The findings of
resistance aligned with more recent work suggesting student distrust of politics (Harker, 2016).
Despite the experience of negative partisanship (Abramowitz & McCoy, 2019), the study
revealed political learning can still thrive in “practicing the messy, ever difficult process of
democracy” (Longo, Drury & Battistoni, 2006, p. 315). Notably, students viewed learning
outside of the classroom as more practical than learning tied to course credit (Longo, Drury &
Battistoni, 2006). The findings therefore demonstrated the importance of out-of-class activity.

The two studies discussed here examined the lived experience of politically engaged
college students, offering valuable insight into the phenomenon. Because the studies focused on
faculty-led interventions, the findings revealed little about co-curricular activity. Additionally, by

nature of research, the studies reviewed reflected the political context at the time of the
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respective studies. As suggested by the two studies reviewed here, the vast majority of research
on nonpartisan political engagement exists within the context of formal curricular interventions.
Formal Curricular Interventions

Although most studies of nonpartisan political activity emphasize learning associated
with academic courses, the findings still offer important insight for the study focused on
cocurricular political engagement. I now review faculty-led nonpartisan political learning and
engagement efforts, highlighting findings from experiential learning activities. Over the past two
years, the American Political Science Association (APSA) called for increased participation in
nonpartisan student voter engagement, a call some political science faculty mobilized to address
(Matto, 2019). Experiential nonpartisan political learning interventions were weaved into
courses, becoming more common across higher education. Many of the activities reflect the kind
of work participants in the study engaged in, though not linked to a course. The following studies
on political engagement in academic courses included research on civic measures and courses
with integrated voter registration efforts, campus programming, and observational research.

Two quantitatively driven studies offered insight into nonpartisan political engagement
tied to classroom learning. Perhaps the most comprehensive study to date, the Political
Engagement Project (PEP), utilized pre- and post-survey instruments to study the effects of 21
select courses and programs across the U.S. (Beaumont et al., 2006). The programs were chosen
using a framework developed to identify the most promising practices to foster student learning
and political engagement. The study demonstrated PEP-identified courses resulted in improved
political understanding, skills development, and self-reported intention to remain engaged in
politics (Beaumont et al., 2006). In another quantitative study of civic skills and values, faculty

focused on three separate nonpartisan projects tied to a single course: the design and contribution
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to a fact-check blog, the authorship of a voting guide, and organization of a voter registration
drive (Bardwell, 2011). Utilizing pre- and post-test surveys on various self-reported items for an
intervention and control group, the results indicated statistically significant movement in various
civic skill and attitudinal items. Reflective assignments offered insight into the experience of
nonpartisan political engagement, suggesting students were particularly energized by the ability
to witness an immediate impact of their efforts (Bardwell, 2011). The findings revealed students
participating in nonpartisan political activity may benefit from tangible interpersonal
experiences. Quantitative studies of formal classroom interventions are limited with regard to
understanding the lived experiences of students engaged in less formal learning experiences.
Standardized quantitative measures tend to “miss the story involved in how students learn”
(Hildreth, 2006, p. 286), thus making the case for moving beyond quantitative measurements of
classroom-based interventions.

Two mixed method studies focused on connecting coursework to out-of-class voter
mobilization efforts. First, students who enrolled in a course took part in a door-to-door outreach
effort to encourage voting during a local congressional race (Bennion, 2006). From an
educational perspective, students felt participation in a nonpartisan political activity allowed
them to obtain a more holistic and personal experience with politics (Bennion, 2006). The
students encountered community members who voted consistently in elections over the span of
many years, serving as a source of inspiration. Students also witnessed lack of enthusiasm about
politics, examples of negative partisanship, and rudeness from some of the community members
(Bennion, 2006). Despite some negative experiences, students felt a deeper connection to
candidates and the campaign staff and volunteers who dedicated a great deal of energy to their

roles (Bennion, 2006). In a similar, more recent, study of a course dedicated to planning and
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implementing a get out the vote (GOTV) scheme, students gained a new appreciation for how
much time and energy went into campaigns as a candidate, staff member, and active supporter
(Rank & Tylock, 2018). Both studies revealed positive and negative experiences related to voter
mobilization but differ from the present study because of the link to an instructor and classroom.
Some faculty involved students in planning, organizing, and attending nonpartisan
political events on their campuses such as local candidate forums, debates, and watch parties. In
one study, faculty members organized a congressional candidate debate and engaged students in
the planning and execution of the event (Boeckelman et al., 2008). Students assisted with
logistics, publicity, and even developed debate questions for the candidates (Boeckelman et al.,
2008). Findings suggested students struggled with understanding how to navigate university
bureaucracy (Boeckelman et al., 2008). The study revealed institutional roadblocks and
understanding how to plan and promote events through the university channels as likely barriers
many students face in nonpartisan political engagement. The student organizers also experienced
challenges in getting partisans to work together and to agree on items, such as the debate
structure and format (Boeckelman et al., 2008). Students who attended the debate were asked to
write reflection papers, offering insight into the experiences of attendees (Boeckelman et al.,
2008). The overwhelming feedback from the papers indicated the debate encouraged students to
get to know candidates in a more informed way (Boeckelman et al., 2008). Students gaining
proximity to the political process furthered their education of candidates and issues discussed.
Finally, in a faculty-led study, over 500 college students observed polling places on
election day in 2016, making note of processes and detailing inefficiencies (Mann et al., 2018).
The design of this study is especially relevant to the study because many of the studies conducted

on experiential learning in political science occur on a single campus. This faculty-led study,
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however, took place at 23 different colleges and universities. The students first received training
on a polling place observation protocol, then were sent to a randomly assigned polling location to
take extensive notes for two hours (Mann et al., 2018). Experiential contact with the electoral
process via polling center observations encouraged student interest in future civic engagement
and electoral science research (Mann et al., 2018). Participants were engaged in a purposefully
nonpartisan political manner on multiple campuses across the country, suggesting mere
proximity to political engagement work can result in common findings regardless of academic
setting. Students in the study are unlikely to participate in the exact political engagement activity,
but they may volunteer at polling locations on election day, experiencing similar learning.

Although the faculty-led studies reviewed offer some insight into the lived experience of
nonpartisan political activity, few studies employed qualitative methods to gain insight into
student experience of nonpartisan political engagement. Additionally, none of the studies
focused specifically on student-driven, out-of-class or cocurricular involvement in nonpartisan
political engagement work. In a recent study of classroom interventions supporting first year
student voting, scholars encouraged more colleges and universities, “to attempt more evidence-
based interventions to promote voter turnout—with the potential to expand the pool of young
voters in future elections” (Bergan, et al., 2021, p. 19). Students in the study engaged in student
led, out-of-class activities, sometimes associated with student organizations. Thus, [ now turn to
research on activities not tied to academic programs to offer existing scholarly understanding.
Cocurricular Activity

Cocurricular experiences are noncompulsory, meaning students decide whether or not to
apply to or volunteer for such opportunities. Trolian and Barnhardt (2017) described joining

cocurricular associations as important “levers for understanding, infusing meaning and
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appreciating the relative status conferred through one’s membership, as well as the power or
status that comes from acting as part of a collectivity” (p. 143). In short, cocurricular activities
are opportunities with which students choose to associate, not mandated as part of the academic
curriculum, but become meaningful to student learning and development.

Evidence supports the importance of peer relationships in the political engagement of
young adults (Barrett & Pachi, 2019). If a student’s peer group is politically engaged, they are
more likely to be engaged (Barrett & Pachi, 2019). Colleges and universities support a plethora
of opportunities for students to associate with various groups or communities outside of the
classroom. A key component to political engagement “involves learning within a politically
active group or community—people consciously engaging in politics and trying to get things
done around some shared political concern” (Beaumont, 2013, p. 51). The existing research on
cocurricular activity indicates evidence of the development of civic learning through student
organizations (Strachan & Bennion, 2016; Strachan & Senter, 2013; Trolian & Barnhardt, 2017).

Studies of student involvement in cocurricular activities offer insight during
transformative periods of life (Strachan & Senter, 2013). Involvement in student organizations,
specifically Greek organizations can “cultivate members’ civic identities, political skills, and
political efficacy” (Strachan & Senter, 2013, p. 385). Studying student organizations prioritizes
learning of politically relevant skills and perspectives (Strachan & Senter, 2013). Despite the call
by researchers like Strachan and Senter (2013) to examine how cocurricular experiences
influence civic and political measures, little research has advanced this line of inquiry.

A study sought to understand whether or not relationships exist between self-selected
cocurricular involvements and how likely students were to characterize social and political

involvement as important upon graduation from college (Trolian & Barnhardt, 2017). Results of
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the study indicated participation in two specific kinds of cocurricular activities led students to
view social and political involvement as important beyond college: religious organizations and
peer education activities (Trolian & Barnhardt, 2017). Association with religious organizations
suggested affiliating with a third-party organization outside of the institution holds meaning in
developing a sense of future civic and political involvement. The authors contended “the
combination of one’s skills, content knowledge, and community connections cultivates social
capital, and reinforces the idea that community involvement is valuable” (Trolian & Barnhardt,
2017, p. 152). Peer educators support their campus community by engaging their peers in
learning, typically in health-related efforts. The National Peer Educator Study found peer
educators demonstrated strong gains in various learning outcomes, including civic engagement
measures (Wawrzynski et al., 2011). The authors stated, “Due to their role on campus and the
visibility that comes with it, peer educators are seen as role models for appropriate behavior”
(Wawrzynski et al., 2011, p. 26). Peer educators therefore influence their peers through campus
life. Unfortunately, little is known about peer educators promoting nonpartisan political
engagement through organized programs. Next, I turn to research on campus-wide events.
Campus-Wide Events

In the following section, I review three studies to offer insight into the student experience
of organizing campus-based political engagement events. Studies of campus-wide events and
programs maintain relevance to the study because students engaged in cocurricular nonpartisan
political activity are often involved with planning and executing public events.

A study on a festival-style event as part of a national debate watch effort from the
Commission on Presidential Debates, provided insight into the experience of both organizers and

over 600 student, faculty, and community attendees (Howard & Posler, 2012). Students planned
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many aspects of the program including fundraising and staffing a voter registration table. To
understand experiences of participants, researchers employed both quantitative and qualitative
methods, using pre- and post-test surveys. Student attendees did not shift their political beliefs
about candidates or issues (Howard & Posler, 2012). The organizers discovered the importance
of incorporating aspects of entertainment to attract and retain attendees (Howard & Posler,
2012). The study provided some insight into the student experience of organizing and hosting
one specific nonpartisan political engagement event on a single campus.

Next, a study reviewed a mid-sized public university’s annual Citizenship and
Democracy Week, where faculty and staff organized over a dozen interdisciplinary programs for
students and community members (Forren, 2017). Over 95% of students indicated programming
increased their interest in politics and community affairs (Forren, 2017). Perhaps most relevant
to the study, findings indicated program organizers created “a rich web of interpersonal
networks” (Forren, 2017, p. 227). The networks resulted in knowledge-sharing between
members of the community invested in increasing political engagement opportunities.

Finally, an interdisciplinary grant-funded effort organized by several faculty members at
a mid-sized liberal arts college, included a blend of cocurricular and formal classroom
interventions (Yanus et al., 2015). Students planned and organized three out-of-class colloquia
events intended to increase discourse across political differences (Yanus et al., 2015). The study
found formal coursework provided the lowest impact on political engagement and efficacy
compared to out-of-class events, attributing this finding to preexisting high political interest of
students who enrolled in the courses (Yanus et al., 2015). Although the project offered a

compelling campus political engagement model, the absence of student voice limited
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understanding the activities from the student point of view. Next, I review literature focused on
informal encounters in the lived experiences of students involved in nonpartisan political work.
Informal Political Engagement Experiences

The previous section focused on formal activities and experiences in political
engagement, specific to nonpartisan political activity. However, students participating in
nonpartisan political activity also experience informal interactions in carrying out their role. In
the following section, I review literature to account for informal interactions. The following
literature in particular influenced the questions I asked students in the study. I encouraged
students to not only share about their formal interactions, but I also invited students to share
about the casual interactions as part of their lived experience. The literature I now outline
provides further understanding in what is known about the types of informal experiences.
Civic Talk

Although political communication between and among everyday people is one of the
oldest human interactions, the phenomenon remained understudied until recently (Schmitt-Beck
& Lup, 2013). Scholars now refer to the informal interactions among people as civic talk,
sometimes described as “discussing politics and current events in one’s social network”
(Klofstad, 2009, p. 857). Civic talk is understudied because naturally occurring interactions are
so obvious, but also so difficult to study (Schmitt-Beck & Lup, 2013). Over the course of the
past two decades, however, scholars increased focus on informal interactions. Walsh (2003)
argued, “Informal interaction should not be overlooked, because it is a way in which people
collectively develop fundamental tools of political understanding” (p. 2). Research suggested
politically engaged college students may develop their tools of political understanding and

influence peers through informal interactions.
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Further, evidence indicated civic talk influences civic participation (Klofstad, 2009). The
positive relationship between civic talk and participation is noteworthy because civic
participation is necessary for a functioning democracy (Gil de Ziiiga et al., 2016). A study about
the relationships between and among residential hall classmates found discussion among
roommates more consistently influenced political participation than interactions with peers in the
general hall context (Klofstad, 2015). Similarly, a study found family, friends, and roommates
were influential in processing political information (Kiesa et al., 2003). These examples
suggested proximity and the nature of the relationship matter and students involved in
nonpartisan political activity thus influence peers in their network.

Political networks are defined as “the social network members with whom an individual
discusses politics, elections, or government” (Sinclair, 2012, p. xii). Overwhelmed by the amount
of information and distrust of the motivations behind sources of information, people turn to
individuals in their network to learn more about candidates and current events (Sinclair, 2012).
Students involved in nonpartisan political activity therefore serve an important role on their
campuses, offering trusted, nonpartisan information about politics, how to register to vote,
candidates, and more. Informal conversations result in knowledge exchange whereby voters
synthesize competing information (Sinclair, 2012). The political network, those whom someone
has conversations with, can profoundly inform and influence attitudes and behaviors (Sinclair,
2012). Students engaged in nonpartisan political activity seek to influence the political
engagement of their network.

When engaging in informal exchanges regarding politics and current events, there is
some research on the stocks of knowledge people use in conversation. One study utilized

transcripts and fieldnotes from two separate ethnographies of political talk and in-depth
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interviews to better understand how people come to their political convictions on a variety of
topics (Cramer & Toff, 2017). Findings suggested people utilized personal experience just as
much as facts garnered through the media to formulate their opinions. Cramer and Toff (2017)
explained, “Even when they [community members] are discussing facts, they do so with
reference to and often filtered through the perspectives developed through their own lived
experiences” (p. 765). The finding further situated the role of lived experience in the study of
political engagement. Students involved in nonpartisan political engagement likely pull from
their own experiences to influence their peers.

The literature offered two explanations for why someone would engage in an informal
conversation about politics, social and civic motivation (Gil de Zuiiga et al., 2016). Social
motivation entailed allowing political conversation to emerge naturally, related to relationship-
building (Gil de Zuiiga et al., 2016). Civic motivation, on the other hand, was tied to goal-
oriented outcomes like attempting to change someone’s mind on a topic or trying to get someone
to behave differently (Gil de Zuiiiga et al., 2016). Scholars found no matter the motivation for
conversation, either motivation led to civic participation (Gil de Zaniga et al., 2016). Young
people were more likely to hold social motivations for engaging in political discussion (Gil de
Zuniga et al., 2016). Some students, then, may be motivated to be involved in nonpartisan
political work because of the benefit of social connection and as a byproduct, influence peers.
Political Disagreement

Whereas civic talk refers to naturally occurring conversations about politics and current
events (Klofstad, 2009), political disagreement is defined as “conversations where individuals
are exposed to viewpoints that are different from their own” (Klofstad et al., 2013, p. 121). A

study on political disagreement examined the relationship between political disagreement and
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various measures of political preference found within the 2008 American National Election
Studies data (Klofstad et al., 2013). Findings demonstrated individuals with stronger partisan
beliefs encountered more political disagreement in their political networks (Klofstad et al.,
2013). Individuals who hold firm to their convictions are likely to encounter friction in everyday
conversations about politics. Encountering different perspectives in conversation offered the
opportunity for participants to reexamine their beliefs (Klofstad et al., 2013). Students engaged
in nonpartisan political activity confront ideas different from their own, while maintaining a
nonpartisan political stance.

A quantitative study sought to determine whether or not disagreement negatively
influenced motivation to participate in elections (Pattie & Johnston, 2009). Supporting evidence
viewed disagreement as constructive, leading to increased political tolerance and even suggesting
motivation to participate (Pattie & Johnston, 2009). The findings suggested students may derive
motivation, in part, from encounters across political differences. Students participating in
nonpartisan political engagement likely encounter different opinions than their own and may find
motivation to continue such engagement because of these very interactions. Next, I review
literature on how politically engaged college students orient themselves to civic and political life.

Student Relationship to Political and Civic Life

The study attempted to gain an understanding of the lived experience of nonpartisan
political activity and how students relate to political and civic life following their involvement.
Although research does not conclusively substantiate concerns, evidence suggests today’s
college students demonstrate less ambition for future involvement in politics than previous
generations (Lawless et al., 2015). When students are involved in purposeful activities, however,

research indicates a positive influence on future interest. For example, students involved in
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various course-based experiential learning activities expressed intent to continue involvement in
similar activities (Mann et al., 2018; Trolian & Barnhardt, 2017). Additionally, the habit-forming
nature of political engagement (Thomas & McFarland, 2010) reveals students may seek to
cultivate their civic involvement into the future. Research is limited, however, in providing
insight into understanding how students involved in nonpartisan political activity characterize
their lived experiences and what relationship, if any, the experiences hold in their future
aspiration for civic engagement.

Next, I turn to literature relevant to explore the way politically engaged students relate to
political and civic engagement. I begin by exploring political motivation, a concept
demonstrating why some students become politically engaged in the first place, barriers to
motivation, and factors for continued involvement. I then discuss two distinct but related topics,
civic duty and political trust, suggesting possible conceptual explanations as to how students who
participate in nonpartisan political activity orient themselves prior to and after involvement.
Political Motivation

Politically motivated people, like the students under examination in the study, seek
education to develop their political skills (Colby et al., 2010). Exercising the skills cultivated
through education can in turn increase motivation, but some level of motivation must first exist.
Knowledge, skill, and motivation are dynamic and self-sustaining concepts, all contributing to
student political engagement (Colby et al., 2010). For example, political knowledge such as
understanding of political systems, processes, history, and current events can serve as motivation
for political participation. Students then cultivate skills, such as lobbying political officials,
organizing community members regarding a problem in the community, or navigating voter

registration. Emotions can serve as motivation in one of two ways. Negative emotions, such as
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fear and anger motivate political learning and participation, while positive emotions, such as
optimism and a desire for joining something bigger than oneself, also serve to direct participation
(Colby et al., 2010). Both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations are relevant to understanding
political engagement (Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017). Research suggests motivation presents
differently in political participation online versus in person. Offline political participation is
associated with intrinsic, internal motivation and online participation is associated with extrinsic,
external motivation (Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017). Students involved in nonpartisan political
activity engage peers through in-person and online encounters, perhaps representing more
meaningful interactions and reinforcing intrinsic motivation. Political efficacy is considered an
important component of political motivation (Colby et al., 2010).

Scholars differentiated political efficacy as internal and external (Colby et al., 2010).
Internal efficacy is considered a psychological factor defined as “the self-belief that one can
understand and participate effectively in politics” (Barrett & Pachi, 2019, p. 12). External
efficacy, conversely, is understood as an individual person’s perception of the political system’s
responsiveness to citizens (Barrett & Pachi, 2019). Whereas internal political efficacy consists of
an individual person’s belief to navigate, participate, and influence the political arena, external
political efficacy represents motivation derived from belief in the political system itself. As a
result, one can have high internal political efficacy, but believe the local government is not
responsive to the needs of the people, resulting in lack of motivation for political engagement.
Instead, one might have a low internal political efficacy, and thus disengage completely from the
political system altogether.

Aside from a conscious choice to disengage, there are arguably more barriers to political

involvement than reasons for participating in the first place. Investment of time, money, and
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skills all serve as barriers for anyone seeking to become involved in politics (Verba, Schlozman,
and Brady, 1995). Additional barriers for students include navigating voter registration,
identifying their polling location, learning about items on the ballot, and a peer group equally
inexperienced (Plutzer, 2002). Not seeing the result of energy and time spent, or perhaps feeling
disillusioned when a cause one cares about is struck down, stand as barriers to continued political
motivation. Political engagement rarely produces an immediate reward such as, “knowing that
our actions made a crucial difference in a political outcome we care about” (Colby et al., 2010, p.
139). Students may become disappointed if treated poorly or if unable to achieve the goals they
set out to accomplish on their respective campuses. When individuals persist in their political
engagement despite the many reasons not to do so, they pull from intrinsic motivation, such as
personal values what some scholars refer to as a sense of civic duty (Blais & Achen, 2019).
Civic Duty

The concept of civic duty offers one possible explanation as to how students involved in
nonpartisan political activity may orient themselves to politics prior to and following their
cocurricular involvement. The notion of civic duty is rooted in philosophy and rational choice
theory. Duty is demonstrated through Kant’s categorical imperative, described as follows: “Act
only according to that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it become a
universal law” (Kant et al., 2011 [1785], p. 71). Therefore, when deciding upon possible actions,
such as to vote or abstain, the categorical imperative upholds a duty to select the action that
would be better if everyone chose the same action. Simply put, “the dutiful person votes because
she believes that it is the right thing to do” (Blais & Achen, 2019, p. 478). The act of casting a
single vote, however, is not necessarily a rational choice as one vote is unlikely to decide the

outcome of an election (Blais & Achen, 2019). Therefore, scholars contend the act of casting a
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vote must be motivated by something else, perhaps a belief in the importance of acting
politically, or a sense of duty. Recent research on civic duty renewed the old argument in favor
of sense of duty as an enduring concept to explain voting behavior and political engagement
(Blais & Achen, 2019).

The study determined two factors influenced the decision to vote: political preference and
sense of duty. Political preference held a central role, whereby, “People vote when an election
seems important and engaging, and they stay home when it does not” (Blais & Achen, 2019, p.
474). Politically engaged students may be drawn to involvement because of the perceived
significance or stakes of the current political moment. Although the authors found strong
political preference influenced voting, their research also confirmed convincing evidence of an
ethical consideration in a person’s decision to vote (Blais & Achen, 2019). Even in absence of a
strong political preference, many voters acted out of a sense of civic duty, believing voting was
simply the right thing to do (Blais & Achen, 2019). In addition to influencing voting behavior,
“the data show that politically engaged citizens are more likely to have a sense of duty” (Blais &
Achen, 2019, p. 494). Applying the concept of civic duty to the students involved in nonpartisan
political activity served as a natural extension of civic duty research.

Some scholars, however, suggest not all students embrace a sense of duty and instead
align with a different characterization of their political engagement. Scholars theorized a change
in the way young people understand democracy, representing a departure from the dutiful citizen
model (Bennett et al., 2009). Whereas a dutiful citizen may hold a sense of duty to vote and
educate themselves about political issues, an actualizing citizen focuses on lifestyle politics
above participating in politics through traditional outlets, such as attending town hall forums,

contacting public officials, and showing up to vote. Instead, the actualizing citizen participates in
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“political consumerism, volunteering, and social activism” (Bennett et al., 2009, p. 107).
Political consumerism is best described as making a political statement through the choices of
where and how to spend money. An actualizing citizen may care deeply about an issue and
volunteer for an organization, but then fails to leverage the formal political systems to advocate
for the same issue. Students involved in nonpartisan political activity encounter the tension
between the dutiful and actualizing citizen in their peer interactions. Finally, the actualizing
citizen participates in social activism, a valuable form of political engagement, not always
reflecting trust in the system. Though distinct from the concept of civic duty, political trust
maintains relevance to the study.

Political Trust (and Distrust)

While civic duty may arguably drive student involvement in nonpartisan political activity
and characterization of their future civic engagement, how students articulate their trust or
distrust in the political system and process is also relevant. Better understanding whether or not
political trust or distrust influence student behavior prior to or after student involvement in
nonpartisan political activity offers important insight into the nonpartisan political experience. In
the following section, I define political trust and distrust by examining research on activism in
the 1960s and 1970s. I then demonstrate depth in understanding political trust in college students
by reviewing a study highlighting the importance of precollege experiences in relation to
political trust. Finally, I place the concept of political trust within the current political context.

Research on political trust stems from research on youth activism in the 1960s and 1970s.
In 1964, the Student Non-Violence Coordinating Committee organized a voter registration drive,
now known as Freedom Summer, to register Black citizens in Mississippi (McAdam, 1988).

Over a thousand people, many White college students from the north, were met with violence,
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resulting in arrests, beatings, and the death of three young activists (McAdam, 1988). During the
same era, young people expressed frustration, sometimes violently in many cities, resulting in
riots (Hart & Gullan, 2010). Comparing research on students participating in Freedom Summer
(McAdam, 1988) with students participating in riots (Paige, 1971), Hart and Gullan (2010) held
strong evidence both student populations were politically engaged. The difference between
young adults participating in conventional forms of political engagement and students taking part
in activities considered destructive rested in different notions of trust in the political system (Hart
& Gullan, 2010). Students involved in riots lacked trust in the political system, while students
who boarded busses to Mississippi placed trust in the political system, or at a minimum believed
in their ability to influence or to change the system by leveraging tools within the system.

Fortunately, students participating in nonpartisan political activity today do not typically
face the same political climate and fear of imprisonment or violence for their involvement in
nonpartisan political engagement. Although students face some risks, their social involvement, at
a minimum, entails some level of becoming “psychologically vulnerable” (Loeb, 2010, p. 29).
Also, as mentioned previously, many undocumented students avoid political engagement
activity, both because the formal political system does not recognize their voice through the right
to vote and also out of fear (Mendes & Change, 2019). Political trust, therefore, represents a
certain level of social privilege in the ability to engage in the political system.

Although the activities performed today by students are similar to those of the students
volunteering during Freedom Summer, current research does not offer insight into whether or not
political trust remains a key component of student relationship with civic engagement following
nonpartisan political engagement. Identity-based activism research, however, suggested students

participating in activism expressed frustration with formal political systems (Linder et al., 2019).
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Frustration or distrust of the political system differs from apathy, or lack of interest. Some young
people may be referred to as apolitical, where they “may simply not have any interest in political
matters” (Barrett & Pachi, 2019, p. 4). Conversely, some young people may actually be
“antipolitical and vehemently refuse to engage with political matters” (Barrett & Pachi, 2019, p.
4). Due to their actions and commitment to educating peers, students participating in nonpartisan
political activity arguably hold a fair amount of trust in the political system, possibly stemming
from precollege experiences.

Research on precollege notions of political trust offers insight into understanding key
concepts which may provide insight into why college students initially become involved in
nonpartisan political activity and how they characterize their future involvement. A study found
“primary agents of socialization” (Gentry, 2013, p. 59), such as parents, socioeconomic status,
citizenship, and education, as formative to political development. In a different study, scholars
sought to better understand various ideas of precollege characteristics leading to political trust
(Flanagan & Gallay, 2008). Two findings related directly to students involved in nonpartisan
political activity. First, the higher the level of parental education, the higher the level of trust
students held in political structures upon entering college. Second, ethnically underrepresented
students were less likely to trust elected officials, or “to believe that the government was
interested in ordinary people” (Flanagan & Gallay, 2008, p. 15). As a result, the study indicated
social identity shaped notions of political trust. Students involved in nonpartisan political activity
may enter the activity holding political trust, though to varying degrees, as influenced by
precollege experiences and social identity. Little is known, however, about whether students hold
a sense of political trust following their experience, which may in turn influence future

perception of civic engagement.
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Although politically engaged college students may be drawn to and continue to be
motivated by a sense of political trust, they remain immersed in a political climate where their
peers distrust politics (Johnson & Ferguson, 2018). In addition to the influence of disillusioned
peers, the political climate remains disrupted by distrust. Beyond distrust in the system, there
existed widespread distrust of the political establishment leading up to the 2020 election (Fessler,
2019). Also referred to as anti-politics, some Americans viewed politics as “broken and a
political class characterized as uncaring, untrustworthy, and out of touch with ordinary people”
(Clarke et al., 2018, p. 2). Little is known about whether or not being immersed in a climate of
political distrust influences students’ future relationship with civic and political life. The study
revealed insight into how students described their future civic engagement, accounting for
references to political trust and distrust.

Thus far, I reviewed relevant literature providing insight into the lived experiences of
politically engaged college students. I then explored work to offer conceptual insight into how
students characterize their relationship with civic life. In this final section, I construct a
theoretical framework for the study to narrow conceptual gaps unclear in the existing research.

Theoretical Framework

Students in the present study engaged in nonpartisan political activity on a number of
college and university campuses throughout the United States. The study sought to not only
understand the lived experience of college students involved in nonpartisan political activity but
also to learn how students viewed their future civic engagement, employing a qualitative
approach to address both research questions. Qualitative research design combines research,
theory, and experience to develop a conceptual understanding of the phenomenon studied,

meaning a theoretical framework is “constructed, not found” (Maxwell, 2012, p. 41). The
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theoretical framework of the study is comprised of three primary components: student experience
in nonpartisan activity, emerging adulthood theory (Arnett, 2018), and the campus climate for
political learning and engagement in democracy (Thomas & Brower, 2018). Figure 2 represents
the visual I developed to depict my conceptual understanding of student experience in
nonpartisan activity. I briefly describe the model, then explain the theory informing each
component of the model.

Figure 2.

Conceptual Framework for Nonpartisan Political Engagement in Higher Education

Political

Environment: Campus Climate for Political
Learning and Engagement in Democracy

Lived
Experiences:
Nonpartisan
Political Activity

uewingy

\

Perspective: Student as
Emerging Adult

The visual (see Figure 2) helped clarify ideas and assumptions in the study. I adapted the
campus climate for political learning and engagement in democracy framework (see Figure 3) to
represent the environment for the lived experiences of nonpartisan political activity (Thomas &
Brower, 2018). My adaptation included the four major conceptual elements from the original
model, the structural, political, human, and cultural frames. The collegiate environment is
represented by the light grey rectangle in the middle of the model. The magnifying glass

symbolizes the student perspective as an emerging adult (Arnett, 2018), suggesting amplification
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of experiences in the context of the student’s current life stage. Within the magnifying glass, the
checkered design in focus represents the many experiences and interactions the student
encounters in their role. Furthermore, each student’s experience is shaped by their unique lens.
As the visual suggests, the environment, lived experience, and student perspective are embedded
within one another inside the central, grey shaded area. For instance, a student may become
involved with nonpartisan political activity as a result of an aspect of their experience as an
emerging adult. Once the student engages in the experience of nonpartisan political activity,
aspects of the campus political climate influence the experience and possibly even the student’s
sense of self as an emerging adult.

In the following section, I describe the three components of the theoretical framework
and the research and theory informing each aspect of the study’s design. Then, I discuss a
secondary conceptual framework informing my second research question, conceptualizing future
aspiration for civic engagement following involvement in nonpartisan political activity.
Conceptualizing Nonpartisan Political Experience

The following section offers conceptual grounding for the lived experience of
nonpartisan political experience, represented in Figure 2 as the checkered area within the
magnifying glass. Experience and the connection to learning occupy an enduring history in
educational philosophy and theory. Dewey (1938) endorsed the importance of experience,
stating, “Amid all uncertainties there is one permanent frame of reference namely, the organic
connection between education and personal experience” (p. 25). Experience was believed to
entail either positive or negative implications, all of which influenced subsequent future
experience (Dewey, 1938). In the study, students chose to engage in nonpartisan political activity

through a national not-for-profit organization with a mission to encourage political engagement.
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Applying the role of experience to learning, the theory of political socialization clarified
assumptions about the relationships between experience and learning in the political arena
(MclIntosh & Youniss, 2010). The theory rested on a thesis of action and experience:
“Acquisition of skills and attitudes that constitute the elements of citizenship occurs in the doing
within a political context” (McIntosh & Youniss, 2010, p. 23). The model utilized situated
learning theory, adult scaffolding, and perspective taking as bodies of literature to frame the
theory. First, situated learning theory is “based on the idea that individuals acquire habits and
identities when they become meaningfully involved in a community of practice” (McIntosh &
Youniss, 2010, p. 30). Students engaged in nonpartisan political activity belong to a community
of practice. Their community of practice encompassed a national network of peers and a local
context on their respective campuses. Second, regarding the concept of adult scaffolding,
Mclntosh and Youniss (2010) suggested three necessary elements: “training, access to a real
political system, and support while participating in that system” (p. 32). Students in the study
received all three components of support, most notably connection to an advisor through the
Campus Vote Project. Finally, the theory of political socialization referenced the importance of
perspective taking, or “the ability to see and understand an issue for a perspective different from
one’s own” (Mclntosh & Youniss, 2010, p. 33). The study accounted for whether or not, and if
so, how much students incorporated perspective taking as part of their lived experience of
nonpartisan political activity.

Whereas the theory of political socialization offers framing of the student experience of
nonpartisan political activity, emerging adulthood (EA) theory extends and deepens
understanding of the population of focus in the study. Next, I describe the aspect of my

theoretical framework as represented by the magnifying glass in figure 2.
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Emerging Adulthood Theory

Students in the study were legal adults caught in between adolescence and adulthood.
Societal shifts over the past 50 years resulted in a call for a “new life stage concept” (Arnett,
2018, p. 11), leading to the development of emerging adulthood (EA) theory. EA theory grew
out of recognizing fundamental demographic and societal changes revolutionizing the life
experience between the years of 18 and 29 years old. Changes included encounters with racial
and gender diversity in higher education, postponed age for major traditional life events, and the
emergence of technology and the knowledge economy (Arnett, 2018). Since its first iteration
which focused on cultural and social features influencing the call for a new way to think about
the life stage (Arnett, 2000), EA evolved to include the following five features: identity
exploration, instability, self-focus, feeling in-between, and optimism (Arnett, 2018). In my study,
I assumed students involved in nonpartisan political activity navigated these aspects of EA, in
turn influencing how students felt and interpreted their lived experiences.

I now describe the five features of EA theory, all relevant to the study. First, emerging
adults grapple with identity, meaning “they clarify their sense of who they are and what they
want out of life” (Arnett, 2018, p. 15). EA theory does not describe developmental stages, but
instead, a general understanding people experience identity formation during this period of life.
At the same time students explore their identity, they experience instability represented by the
temporary nature of relationships, economic standing, roles, responsibilities, and more (Arnett,
2018). Emerging adults are focused mostly on themselves during these formative years, not
necessarily exhibiting selfish behavior, but rather defining who they are, what their commitments
will become, among other efforts (Arnett, 2018). Next, students feel caught in-between their

youth and adulthood, not quite youth and not quite adults yet (Arnett, 2018). Finally, the
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emerging adulthood model includes the experience of optimism, representing the hope students
hold to chart a life forward and make contributions into the next stage of life (Arnett, 2018). EA
theory offered the study a framework represented by the life stage influencing both the lived
experiences of nonpartisan political activity and the aspiration for future civic engagement.

The formation of values and political beliefs, developed in the early-adult years, maintain
relevance and often persist late into adulthood (Flanagan & Levine, 2010). The period of
emerging adulthood then holds great relevance for students in the study and for their future civic
engagement. In addition to navigating their own commitments to political engagement, students
in the study also tried to influence the political engagement of their peers who also operated in
the emerging adulthood life stage. Theorizing the enduring aspects of generational differences,
scholars contend the political experience of a particular cohort takes place in a unique
environment shaped by the political climate, events, and possibilities in a given era (Flanagan &
Levine, 2010). Developmental life stages, coupled with the particular experiences of a
generational cohort ultimately shape political and civic behavioral differences among generations
(Zukin et al., 2006). Due to the importance of the political climate for the population in the
study, the theoretical framework includes complex consideration of the environment.

Campus Political Climate

The environment is an important aspect of the student experience in the study. Dewey
(1938) described the environment as “whatever conditions interact with personal needs, desires,
purposes and capacities to create the experience which is had” (p. 44). Young people are not
passive consumers of their environments, but instead operate as “highly active agents who
actively select information to which they attend in their environments” (Barrett & Pachi, 2019, p.

111). Students in the study navigated the environment as representatives of political engagement
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to their peers, faculty, staff and even external stakeholders. Civic and political participation are
influenced by “a wide range of macro, demographic, and social factors” (Barrett & Pachi, 2019,
p. 110). Macro factors include environmental factors such as the political context and history,
laws and politics, the media, and more. Demographic factors include socioeconomic status,
gender, sexual orientation, race, and ability, among other identity categories and intrapersonal
psychological factors (Barrett & Pachi, 2019). Social factors include civic and political behavior
shaped by the political context (Barrett & Pachi, 2019). Altogether, the physical location, context
of the sociopolitical period, self-identified demographics of participants, and political climate
make the study unique and not necessarily replicable. The current study does not intend to extend
understanding broadly, but instead provides a snapshot in time of a particular sample of students
and dynamics of the political era and institutional climates for political learning in 2020.

In seeking a comprehensive way to understand the complex dynamics students
experienced in the collegiate environment, I turned to Thomas and Brower’s (2018) framework
on campus climate for political learning and engagement in democracy (see Figure 3). Campuses
range in their approach to support political learning and democratic engagement (Thomas &
Bower, 2019). In a study of colleges and universities characterized by high student voter
engagement, common attributes included “gatherings, celebrations, discussions, high emotions,
and excitement” (Thomas & Brower, 2017, p. 13), especially but not only during election years.
Campuses with high levels of political learning and engagement fostered a cohesive and
integrated approach, whereby no single department, person, or structure drove the efforts
(Thomas & Brower, 2017). In the study, students worked on campuses with diverse campus
political climates. The campus climate for political learning and engagement in democracy

conceptual framework offers a means to develop a comprehensive understanding of the lived
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experience of politically engaged students. The authors posited, “Campus climates reflect widely
shared sets of norms, patterns of behaviors, and attitudes, as well as structures and programs that
manifest or reinforce those institutional attributes” (Thomas & Brower, 2017, p. 15). Next, I
review each element of the framework relevant to the study.

Figure 3.

Campus Climate for Political Learning and Engagement in Democracy Conceptual Framework

Political
Organizational
m Political Learning g
& Engagement 2
Climate 1
Co-Curricular
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Note. © 2018 Nancy Thomas and Margaret Brower. Reproduced by permission of Nancy
Thomas and Margaret Brower 2/12/2020. Permission to reuse must be obtained from
rightsholders.

Thomas and Brower (2018) proposed the political campus climate model to assist in the
examination of “campus conditions for political civic learning and engagement” (p. 259). The
authors characterized campus political climate as “a complex ecosystem of interconnected
structural, cultural, human, and political factors that affect college student learning” (Thomas &
Brower, 2018, p. 247). The model expanded upon Bolman and Deal’s (2017) four frames model
for understanding organizations through the elements of structural, human resource, political,

and symbolic. In place of the symbolic frame, Thomas and Brower (2018) redefined the area as

the cultural frame in recognizing “no two colleges and universities are alike” (p. 254). The
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structural aspect of the model included four areas, namely organizational, curricular,
cocurricular, and spatial (Thomas & Brower, 2018). By definition, students in the study operated
through the cocurricular aspect of the environment but moved through curricular, organizational,
and physical aspects of the environment. Next, the political frame defined “how decisions are
made, who has power, voice, and authority” (Thomas & Brower, 2018, p. 256). The political
frame included both internal and external dimensions. The internal political frame included how
the institution itself made decisions, who held power, and ways budgets were designed and
allocated. The external dimension largely included how external actors viewed the campus. For
example, the external political dimension included whether or not local candidates and political
officials visited the campus to speak with students. Finally, the human frame accounted for the
breadth and depth of diverse perspectives and experiences present among students, faculty, staff,
and stakeholders. The human dimension included factors like precollege experiences and the
interaction of skills and behaviors in the environment. The study used the campus climate for
political learning and engagement in democracy framework in research design and data analysis.
Theorizing Future Aspiration for Civic Engagement

In an earlier section of the present chapter, I discussed research and theory offering
insight into students’ relationship to civic and political life. I began by exploring political
motivation (Colby et al., 2010), then I discussed two distinct concepts, civic duty (Blais &
Achen, 2019) and political trust (Flanagan & Gallay, 2008). All literature reviewed offered
conceptual insight into how students related to civic and political life prior to, during, and after
involvement. None of the concepts reviewed, however, were designed specifically for students
involved in nonpartisan political activity. Accordingly, I utilized these bodies of literature to

address my second research question, theorizing future aspiration for civic engagement.
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In an effort to visualize the complex dynamics influencing aspiration for future civic
engagement, I constructed a model informed by a variety of underlying concepts. As
demonstrated in figure 4, the study sought to understand which, if any, of the following
dynamics informed how students characterized their future desired involvement in civic life
following their nonpartisan political activity. The image demonstrates overlapping, intersecting,
and unknown elements contributing to how students described their intentions. Using my
conceptual framing on aspiration for future involvement in civic life, I first explored the ways
students enter into the activity, attempting to garner an understanding of student motivation for
nonpartisan political engagement. An underlying assumption I accounted for prior to conducting
the study is students involved in nonpartisan political activity hold a sense of civic duty and
demonstrated trust in the political system.

Figure 4.

Conceptualizing Student Aspiration for Future Civic Engagement

Possible
influences on
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Accordingly, I identified whether or not the students involved in nonpartisan political

activity remained driven by a sense of civic duty (Blais & Achen, 2019) and held trust in the
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political system (Flanagan & Gallay, 2008) following their involvement. In the study’s findings,
I accounted for ways students characterized their future aspiration for involvement in civic life in
relation to civic duty and political trust. I coded for ideas not captured by the theories described
in the model, represented by the word unknown in the model. Finally, I revisit this proposed
conceptual model in the data analysis and implications of the study.
Conclusion

This second chapter situated the study in the scholarly discourse. First, I framed the study
by defining civic, democratic engagement, and political engagement. I categorized research on
political engagement as partisan, activist, and nonpartisan political engagement. Next, I outlined
the ways scholars studied college student nonpartisan political engagement leading up to the
study. I began by reviewing the few existing studies on lived experiences of political
engagement, then looked to nonpartisan political interventions in the classroom and in
cocurricular activity. I closed by discussing campus-wide events and programs. By reviewing the
ways nonpartisan political engagement efforts are represented in the literature, I established a
conceptual foundation, while simultaneously drawing attention to the need for more research.
Next, | reviewed literature on informal political engagement experiences, representing the
everyday interactions students in the study may encounter. I then reviewed theories related to my
second research question, including political motivation, civic duty and political trust. In the final
section, I established a theoretical framework for the study: A three-part model representing the
campus political climate, lived experience of nonpartisan political activity, and student
perspective by way of emerging adulthood theory. Finally, I offered a theoretical guide for my
second research question, attempting to understand how students characterize their future

aspiration for civic engagement.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

The study prioritized the perspectives of college students navigating nonpartisan political
engagement and sought to understand how their lived experience influenced future aspiration for
civic engagement. A political scientist known for employing qualitative methods to study
complex dynamics among the electorate stated, “Perhaps the main inputs to political preferences
are not concrete facts from mass-mediated news, but instead lived experience” (Cramer, 2016, p.
446). Flanagan (2003) echoed these sentiments in the context of studying politically engaged
young people, declaring, “It is incumbent on those of us who focus on this period of life to be
more clever in listening to what young people have to say and in hearing the political insights in
their conversations” (p. 261). The research methodology employed in this study encouraged
students to share their lived experience and used reflection as a means to gather insights into
their experience. The two research questions of the study are outlined below.

e RQI1: What are the lived experiences of politically engaged college students involved in
nonpartisan political activity leading up to the 2020 U.S. election?

e RQ2: How do these experiences of nonpartisan political activity influence student aspiration
for future civic engagement?

In the subsequent chapter, I outline the research design and methodology used to address
these research questions. The chapter is organized in the following order (1) a review of the
research paradigm; (2) an account of the methodological approach; (3) a description of the
methods; (4) an explanation of the data collection process; (5) an outline of the data analysis
strategy; (6) a narrative of efforts to promote trustworthiness and ethical research choices; (7) an

articulation of the limitations of the study; and (8) a brief positionality reflection.
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Research Paradigm

Although some scholars use the terms paradigm or theoretical perspective
interchangeably, Broido and Manning (2002) framed the concepts in relation to one another,
stating, “Research can be understood as arising from particular paradigms that inform particular
theoretical perspectives” (p. 435). Paradigms offer an overarching philosophical stance from
which theoretical perspectives follow. Consistent with this framing, Jones et al. (2014) referred
to a paradigm as “a set of interconnected or related assumptions or beliefs” (p. 3). Generally
speaking, the two overarching paradigms are the objectivist and the constructivist paradigm
(Broido & Manning, 2002). Whereas objectivist researchers rely on certainty and control,
constructivist researchers view the world as contextual. As a researcher, I operated from a
constructivist paradigm, where “the researcher-respondent relationship is subjective, interactive,
and interdependent” (Broido & Manning, 2002, p. 436). My constructivist paradigm aligned with
the research questions and goals of the study, requiring me to develop strong rapport with student
participants to gain insight into their experiences.

The nature of knowledge and structure of reality, defined as epistemology and ontology
respectively, underlie all research including the present study (Jones et al., 2014). In line with my
epistemological stance, I believe knowledge is co-constructed between researcher and
participant. Jones et al. (2014) encouraged researchers to not only state their epistemology and
ontology, but also to develop an awareness of “what it is they say they are rejecting” (p. 12).
Therefore, I confront the notion of purely objective social science research. In all qualitative
research, the researcher is the instrument and thus drives the direction of research goals, process,
and interpretation (Saldafia, 2011). Even a researcher claiming to operate from an objectivist

paradigm makes deliberate decisions in their research design, data collection, data analysis and
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presentation of research findings. I described the study broadly as qualitative, which is “best
approached provisionally since this mode of inquiry is emergent and evolutionary in its process”
(Saldana, 2011, p. 66). I established a methodology and subsequent methods for carrying out
data collection and interpretation but remained responsive to the needs of the study to address the
research questions. In every decision, the student participant voice and perspective took
precedence to address each research question and underlying research problem.

Methodology

The methodology of a research study offers “a strategy that guides the actual research
plan” (Jones et al., 2014, p. 75). In seeking a methodological approach, I drew from qualitative
traditions to demonstrate the “expressive, symbolic components of constructing a political self in
interaction with others” (Binder & Wood, 2014, p. 222). To gain insight into the complex
dimensions of how students experience nonpartisan political activity, I engaged in conversations
with students to co-construct the meaning of the data with participants. All themes were
developed in consultation with participants. The lived experience tradition in qualitative research
privileges the unique perspectives of human lives, “creating a space for storytelling,
interpretation, and meaning-making” (Boylorn, 2012, p. 2). To understand how students
characterized future civic engagement following the election, I encouraged reflection. I defined
the methodology of the study as a qualitative approach influenced by narrative traditions.

In narrative inquiry, stories serve as the foundation of the research approach. Narrative
inquiry was defined as “a way of honoring lived experience as a source of important knowledge
and understanding” (Clandinin, 2016, p. 17). The first research question sought to gain insight
into the lived experience of a particular student involvement in a unique sociopolitical context.

Clandinin (2016) claimed narrative inquiry as “both a relational methodology for studying
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experience as well as an aspect of experience” (p. 17). Social science scholars conduct narrative
research with one of two goals in mind, either descriptive, sharing the lived experience of
participants, or explanatory, offering an answer to questions seeking to understand why
particular phenomena exist (Polkinghorne, 1988). The study aimed to achieve the descriptive
goal found in the narrative tradition, representing data as stories, while also sharing student
profiles and weaving together perspectives of the lived experience.

Throughout the course of the project, students told stories of their lived experience. There
is a distinct difference between a story and a narrative. Whereas participants tell stories,
researchers seek to identify the “structures that storytellers rely on” (Frank, 2000, p. 354) in
constructing a narrative. The scholar uses existing literature and social context to structure stories
in a manner the storyteller may not give voice to in their stories (Riley & Hawe, 2005). In the
study, I brought the data together and retold stories through a narrative presentation. In line with
my constructivist approach, I encouraged student interaction with my representation of the
findings. Narratives bring data to life in a meaningful and organized way, providing readers with
a “linear story line” (Saldafa, 2011, p. 12). Story lines provide a memorable and insightful
reading experience, offering a glimpse into the context of the lived experience. The study’s
research questions aligned with the use of narrative techniques to “account for particular
episodes to more general life stories” (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 163). I employed Clandinin and
Connelly’s (2000) three-dimensional narrative inquiry space to not only encourage students to
reflect internally and externally, but also to consider “temporality—past, present, and future” (p.
50). Specific to the study, the narrative approach conveyed the meaning students made of their
lived experience. Following the election, through focus groups, I asked students to reflect upon

how they orient themselves to civic life following their nonpartisan experiences.
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Research Methods

Hollander and Longo (2008) emphasized the value of underscoring student voice in
scholarly research on political engagement stating, “We could not continue to talk about
students, but we had to have conversations with students” (p. 1). The study relied upon three
research methods: semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and document analysis. I conducted
semi-structured interviews with 15 college students involved in nonpartisan political activity
leading up to the 2020 election to address my first research question. Interviews offer actual and
affective insight into the lived experience of participants (Saldafia, 2011). I invited the same
participants to join a focus group discussion following the 2020 election. I selected a qualitative
tradition of lived experience as a means, “to evoke an emotional response from readers and
scholars” (Boylorn, 2012, p. 2). In the following section, I detailed my participant and research
site selection, sampling strategy, data collection, and data analysis strategy.
Participant and Research Site Selection

Participants in the study were politically engaged college students involved with
nonpartisan political activity. I did not account for specific activities in which students
participated, instead, I selected students who worked for the Campus Vote Project (CVP), an
organization with a nonpartisan mission to increase political engagement of college students.
CVP is involved with hiring, training, and advising over 340 college students across the nation to
encourage voter participation and involvement in politics at the local, state, and national levels.
The students therefore participated in a number of nonpartisan political experiences in a variety
of state and institutional contexts. Although CVP was the organization students affiliated with,
students in the study attended a diverse range of colleges and universities across the country. In

detailing my results, I provided a profile of each student, including institutional characteristics,
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and context using information provided through the intake form (see Appendix B) and through
publicly available information.

I selected CVP as the research site for three reasons. First, the organization held a strong
commitment to their nonpartisan political mission to support college and university campuses.
As discussed previously, I hope the study demonstrates the role higher education and student
affairs can play in the promotion of political engagement through nonpartisan cocurricular
activity. Second, CVP maintained connections to a broad range of state and institutional
contexts. The theoretical framework accounted for the environment as a key feature of student
experience, so working with CVP allowed the study to investigate diverse institutional contexts
at the same time. Finally, students affiliated with CVP received training and staff support
throughout their experience. The organizational structure of CVP played an instrumental role in
the participant recruitment strategy for the study.

Participant Recruitment

To narrow the pool of over 340 potential student participants, I requested nominations
from the state coordinators employed by CVP (see Appendix A). These state coordinators served
as advisors to the students participating in nonpartisan political engagement activity throughout a
variety of state and regional contexts. In their role with CVP, the students were referred to as
democracy fellows. The state coordinators conducted student training and held monthly check-in
meetings with the fellows in their state or region. Additionally, the fellows were required to
submit summative updates about their activities on a regular basis. As a result, state coordinators
were uniquely positioned to nominate students who were particularly engaged. Seeking the
insight from the state coordinators was critical as I wanted to avoid interviewing students who

affiliated with CVP in name only and to acquire data from students genuinely engrossed in the
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lived experience under examination. After receiving nominations, I invited students and
requested they complete an intake form (see Appendix B). The form gathered relevant
information about the student, including their area of study, year in college, and self-identified
demographic questions. I also noted whether or not the institution received the voter friendly
campus designation. I indicated relevance of recording the voter friendly campus designation in
the study’s findings. Also, given the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on student
experiences, I also tracked the institutional response to the virus throughout the year.

I did not predetermine a specific number of participants before beginning data collection.
Instead, I employed an emergent form of data collection where “the researcher identifies
additional sites or individuals who hold the potential of yielding theoretically relevant data”
(Jones et al, 2014, p. 114). As such, once I developed themes, I noted patterns of theme
reoccurrence and interviewed additional students until I reached saturation. Scholars described
saturation as the point “when the researcher begins to hear the same or similar kinds of
information related to categories of analysis” (Jones et al., 2014, p. 114). Therefore, I ended
interviewing when I collected enough information for development of themes (Creswell & Poth,
2017). Next, I address two possible concerns regarding my sampling strategy: I share rationale
for having an arguably small sample size and I defend my use of an emergent design.

Some methodological approaches offer guidance on possible ranges in numbers of
participants, but not a definite number all researchers must adhere to in their study (Creswell &
Poth, 2017). The narrative approach to research, for example, often focuses on a small number of
cases (Creswell & Poth, 2017). The small size of the sample allows the researcher to focus on the
particular case or cases in depth. Jones et al. (2014) stated, “Regardless of methodological

approach, sampling is usually a fluid, flexible, and ongoing process” (p. 115). Qualitative
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research traditionally holds a practice of depth over breadth “to study a few sites or individuals
but also to collect extensive detail about each site or individual studied” (Creswell & Poth, 2017,
p. 158). Small sample size is not emblematic of poor qualitative research. Instead of focusing on
obtaining a certain number of participants, the sampling should seek what many scholars refer to
as information rich cases: “What constitutes information-rich cases will depend upon the
phenomenon under investigation, the methodological approach, and the questions designed to
illuminate understanding of this phenomenon” (Jones et al., 2014, p. 107). Stating an arbitrary
number prior to the start of a study would have undermined the depth of focus, concept of
emergent design, and fluidity to adjust with each interview in this qualitative study. Prioritizing
the theoretical value of strong, information-rich cases may yield greater understanding of a
phenomenon. While quantitative research seeks to generalize and find correlative relationships
between variables, qualitative research seeks to give a richness in shape, meaning, and
perspective to lived experience (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The study offers a snapshot of an
understudied student activity in a unique context, not ever likely to be reproduced exactly the
same way. In detailing my data collection methods, however, I offer greater transparency and
confidence in the veracity of the findings.
Data Collection

My data collection process allowed me to gain access to important information to address
my two research questions. Consistent with my belief in the co-construction of knowledge, I
treated “interviewees as experts” (Saldafia, 2011, p. 39). I built trust by sharing my admiration
for their role as nonpartisan actors seeking to encourage political engagement in their
community. I named the power dynamic inherent in research and I asked students to respond

authentically to questions, resisting the urge to share what they thought I wanted to hear as the
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researcher. I conducted semi-structured interviews with students from August through November
2020. I selected the semi-structured interview format to fit each student’s unique personality and
communication style. Following the election on November 3, 2020 I invited students who
participated in an interview to take part in a focus group with other fellows.

I developed my interview questions using major concepts discussed in the literature
review and theoretical framework (Appendix C). The interview questions allowed for flexibility
by incorporating probes to gain clarity. Follow-up questions encourage the researcher to “pick up
on cues offered by the interviewee” (Patton, 2015, p. 466). The loose structure of interview
strategies used in assessing civic and political engagement encourages “freedom for respondents
to develop their own thoughts and follow their own thought processes” (Bennion, 2013, p. 418).
The interview questions were separated into three overarching interview sections: (a) political
motivation and preparation; (b) nonpartisan political activity; and (c) civic duty, trust, and
learning. I grounded each section in relevant concepts discussed in the existing research. The
questions sought to encourage students to share stories of their lived experience.

Because I interviewed students situated in various physical locations across the United
States, I conducted interviews via video conference hosted through a university maintained
online platform. After informing participants I intended to record the session, I used the
recording feature in the online system so I could focus fully on the interview and revisit the
recording later for transcription and data analysis. Using audio recording allowed me to listen
intently and increased the quality and responsiveness of my semi-structured interview questions
for each interview. I stored the recording device and the data in a secure location. I used
encryption for storage of digital files to ensure confidentiality of the student data. I employed an

automated transcription service to produce an initial transcript but listened to all interview
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recordings to ensure line-by-line accuracy. Listening to all interview recordings allowed me to be
immersed in the data. Immediately following the interview, I shared the transcription of the
interview text with participants, asking if they wanted to expand on any components discussed or
to adjust statements to improve accuracy of their lived experience. My correspondence served as
a means to continue to establish trust with participants while also providing space for reflection.
Data collection remained on-going and iterative. Following early data analysis, I used
purposeful sampling “to locate participants who are going through some dimension or particular
stage of the trajectory” of experience (Jones et al., 2014, p. 81). I maintained flexibility to find
new participants among the nominated pool of students. Theoretical sampling remained “concept
driven, not person driven” (Jones et al., 2014, p. 81). I did not set a projected number of
interview subjects, as the goal was to reach a point of saturation (Creswell & Poth, 2017).
Instead, I gathered enough information to address both of the research questions. Throughout
data analysis, I engaged in memo writing, a reflective process of writing ideas throughout the
analysis (Jones et al., 2014). The memos became part of my data and were used for analysis.
Following the election, I invited students to participate in one of four focus groups, all
conducted using online video conferencing. Although some students continued working through
the fall and spring semesters, the major thrust of their involvement culminated on election day.
Although video conferencing is a relatively understudied mode of conducting focus groups,
evidence suggests participants actually prefer the convenience of the modality, affording a time
effective way to access research participation (Archibald et al., 2019). The interactive nature of a
focus group allowed participants to share openly, and also allowed “participants to highlight
issues of importance to them” (Hennink & Leavy, 2014, p. 3). I sought to establish common

understanding of the shared virtual space, and to promote interaction between participants
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(Hennink & Leavy, 2014). I remained attentive to nonverbal cues, such as head nods, to invite
others into the conversations. The use of “group probes” (p. 77), such as inviting participants to
affirm or share differencing experiences or perspectives, allowed me to gain further depth
(Hennink & Leavy, 2014). I also encouraged students to react in the text chat as others shared.

The focus group protocol (see Appendix D) encouraged students to reflect on their lived
experience leading up to the 2020 election since their individual interview and to ponder the
influence of their involvement on their future aspirations for civic engagement following the
peak of their involvement. In addition to the interview and document analysis, I employed
member checking throughout the research process to increase trustworthiness. I sent student
profiles and findings to participants and incorporated their feedback. Data analysis, described in
the next section, was ongoing and initiated at the start of data collection.
Data Analysis Strategy

I conducted this constructivist qualitative study on the lived experiences of students
involved in nonpartisan political activity in an iterative manner. I began analysis of data as soon
as | started data collection. I listened to audio recordings multiple times from start to finish and
revisited transcripts to gain new insights. My data analysis comprised of a coding protocol and
incorporation of narrative techniques for data analysis. I made constant comparison of data
throughout the study, as “making constant comparisons is at the heart of data analysis and
coding” (Jones et al., 2014, p. 79). I then employed line-by-line coding while engaging in careful
and close reading of the interview transcripts. This detailed, line-by-line coding encouraged me
to get close to the data (Glesne, 2011). Next, I used focused coding, whereby the codes
represented “more integrative and theoretically rich categories” (Jones et al., 2014, p. 80).

Finally, I drew larger themes from the categories. I sent excerpts of my draft analysis to students
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to ensure I did not misrepresent their experiences. Student responses and feedback were
incorporated. As shared previously, I described the project as a qualitative study informed by
narrative techniques. Next, [ outline the narrative techniques employed in data analysis.

Using the data from the intake form, I developed an initial student profile. In addition to
the coding process, I employed narrative techniques in data analysis, examining stories of lived
experience to develop an “evocative portrait of participants” (Saldana, 2011, p. 130). Following
the interview, I developed a narrative account for each student. Baughan (2017) detailed stages
of narrative data analysis as “writing a short biography of each informant, exploring key
questions in relation to these biographies and the transcripts, considering how narratives were
told, rewriting comprehensive biographies, and developing overarching themes” (p. 5). I then
mirrored these stages of data analysis to write about each student’s lived experience, all while
developing integrated themes. I used the narrative technique outlined by Riley and Hawe (2005),
attending to the sentence structure of stories students told. I subsequently considered the meaning
of each story as either “descriptive, consecutive, consequential, evaluative, or transformative”
(Riley & Hawe, 2005, p. 230). Although narrative inquiry often incorporates a larger life history,
the study and my use of narrative techniques provided depth and shape to the lived experience of
nonpartisan political engagement within the context of the 2020 election season.

I engaged in memo writing, also known as memoing, as part of the data analysis process.
My memo writing yielded an additional data source and method of analysis for the study. The
memos allowed me to capture my initial reactions. I used memo writing as a way to generate
immediate ideas otherwise lost and underdeveloped: “By writing memos to yourself or keeping a
reflective field log, you develop your thoughts” (Glesne, 2011, p. 189). In qualitative research,

the researcher is the instrument, so memos in turn become part of the co-constructed data. Memo
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writing contributes to synthesis and recognition of patterns, as well as “seeing the bigger picture’
(Saldana, 2011, p. 90). The memos were instrumental in gaining new insights throughout the
data analysis process.

To keep my data orderly and accessible, I used a secure data organization software,
Dedoose. The software helped me to systematize data upon collection and later locate analysis
during the writing phase. I used Dedoose for each stage of my line-by-line coding process.
Finally, I employed axial coding, whereby “the investigator presents a coding paradigm or logic
diagram in which the researcher identifies a central phenomenon” (Creswell & Poth, 2017, p.
87). Axial coding allowed me to make conceptual relationships between the data and literature.

Trustworthiness

As a qualitative study, I incorporated several trustworthiness strategies. Given the
purposes of quantitative and qualitative research differ fundamentally, “It is only reasonable that
criteria for evaluating research grounded in different epistemologies be different” (Jones et al., p.
30). After all, qualitative research seeks to address different questions than quantitative research.
Glesne (2011) highlighted the differences in stating, “Unlike quantitative studies, which identify
sets of variables and seek to determine their relationship, qualitative studies are best at
contributing to greater understanding of perceptions, attitudes, and processes” (p. 39). The two
terms, reliability and validity, are misplaced in a qualitative study, where “concepts are socially
constructed” (Glesne, 2011, p. 49). Replicability of qualitative research is also unlikely, as the
researcher is the instrument, time and context changes, and participants all offer a unique lens.
Indeed, even the interpretation of the data is researcher dependent. In short, one cannot judge
qualitative research by objective, postpositive notions. Because qualitative research cannot rely

upon statistical analysis and tools from which the community can judge quality, scholars
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advocate for specific techniques to meet what some refer to as “goodness criteria or
trustworthiness” (Jones et al., 2014, p. 30). I emphasized trustworthiness because qualitative
research, though not seeking objective truth, should elicit confidence in the findings.

All research benefits from adhering to general research guidelines (Jones et al., 2014).
Beyond common strategies for evaluating quality, such as a demonstrated awareness of the topic
and consistency in research question, data collection, and analysis, there are specific criteria
driven by the selected paradigm. The goal of trustworthiness is to instill greater confidence in the
findings (Jones et al., 2014). Thus, I utilized several techniques to increase trust in my research
study. I worked diligently to establish rapport with participants, including an openness to their
questions, transparency in the purpose of the study, and my adherence to nonpartisanship in
carrying out the study. Member checking is a way to help a scholar ensure their interpretations in
fact reflect the feelings of a participant (Jones et al., 2014). I incorporated member checking by
sending my interpretations to students, ensuring I did not misrepresent student voice in my
analysis. Students helped clarify ideas in this process. The use of the post-interview reflection,
member checking, and memoing increased my ability to triangulate data. Triangulation is the use
of multiple sources of data to confirm understanding (Jones et al., 2014). Finally, I understand
there is not a predetermined amount of time necessary for data collection, but through descriptive
data analysis, I hoped to demonstrate to readers the rigor with which I carried out the study.

Confirming findings with external reviewers, or experts in the field demonstrates a level
of thoroughness in attempting to accurately represent findings. In addition to the review of my
study by members of my committee, I invited a leading scholar in college student civic
engagement, Dr. Matthew Johnson, to serve as an external reviewer. Dr. Johnson received access

to the interview transcripts and my draft findings. He authored a memo accounting for clarity,
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evidentiary adequacy, and representativeness of the constructed themes. I addressed each item in
the memo and participated in a verbal debrief meeting. The external review sharpened my
themes, clarified assumptions, and ultimately increased trust in the findings.

The manner the data is presented and how the author arrived at the results influences the
credibility of the research. Dependability of results can be judged by whether or not a researcher
outlines the steps and procedures taken to conduct the study (Jones et al., 2014). This
trustworthiness technique is not intended for others to follow the same steps to reproduce the
study, but rather allows the reader to gain insight into how the data were gathered and
interpreted. Connecting data with analysis and understanding from the field is a form of
confirming the results (Jones et al., 2014). The interpretation of data is a key step where the
researcher can enhance trustworthiness (Glesne, 2011). In qualitative research, the scholar does
not seek generalizability, but “transferability,” whereby “findings are meaningful to the reader”
(Jones et al., 2014, p. 37). I situated my findings in existing theory or research, both in my
study’s discussion and implications to ground the study in the broader scholarly context.
Ethical Considerations

Beyond obtaining Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, I considered various
ethical decisions of planning and carrying out this qualitative research project. Because
constructivist qualitative research entails establishing strong rapport with participants, I called
attention to the power dynamic of the researcher and participant through conversation with the
students in my study. I encouraged students to speak freely, not simply sharing what they
thought I wanted to hear. Beyond informed consent, I explained to participants my attempts to
maintain anonymity, such as assigning pseudonyms and encrypting data. I used pseudonyms and

decontextualized information to provide greater assurance of the privacy of my participants.
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In data analysis and writing, I resisted the urge to jump to conclusions too early, instead
relying on “sufficient empirical evidence” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 171) to support my work. Jones et
al. (2014) emphasized the importance of maintaining strong ethical considerations, especially for
those claiming a constructivist approach. I demonstrated these ethical decisions throughout my
data analysis by centering student voices through evidentiary examples. Additionally, as a
constructivist study, researchers become part of the study, from data collection to analysis
(Charmaz, 2014). As a result, researcher positionality is part of the ethical responsibility of
qualitative research. In qualitative research, the researcher is also the instrument. The researcher
selects topics, problems, and questions directly influenced by their paradigm and subsequent
theoretical perspective, often unaware of their own assumptions (Glesne, 2011). The researcher’s
perspective shapes the kind of problems scholars attempt to address, research questions asked,
and how they carry out the research. Qualitative research “requires the researcher to become
embedded in the context” (Jones et al., 2014, p. 11) and to define their relationship with the
topic, subjects, and environment. In an effort to offer a level of transparency to build trust in the
study, I reflect on the roots and driving factors of my interest in politically engaged college
students involved in nonpartisan political activity.

Positionality

Coming of age in Ohio, keeping up with local, state, and national politics felt like a
natural part of the ebbs and flows my life as young person. Ohio was consistently referred to as a
swing state, whereby the state and counties within the state vacillated between electing leaders in
the Republican and Democratic parties, leading to frequent attention by politicians, parties, and
pundits. Even before I could vote, I remember watching debates, discussing politics around the

dinner table, attending political events, and volunteering for local campaigns. On September 11,
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2001, I entered my eighth-grade social studies classroom where our teacher tearfully broke the
news of an attack. I already followed current events and politics, but terrorism and the impending
war in Iraq drew me in further. In high school, my peers and I were taught to vote our conscious,
a line often used, though not exclusively, in Catholic communities to encourage discernment of
issues and candidates. Attending a Jesuit high school, I immersed myself in community service
throughout the city of Cleveland, bringing initial awareness of a complex, broken society.

I remember attending my first political science course at Emory University as a college
freshman in 2006, hearing about how deeply polarized our country was politically, a fact I was
well aware of due to my Ohio roots. In one specific class session, our professor taught us about
swing states, described then as key political battlegrounds where candidates spend a tremendous
amount of time and treasure to win elections. The professor pulled up a red and blue checkered
map of the state of Ohio and zoomed in on Cuyahoga County, describing the location as one of
the key counties, often deciding which presidential candidate wins the state and in turn a large
number of electoral college votes in the national election. I knew Cuyahoga County well, home
to my family and entire precollege experience. I began to comprehend how much my upbringing
informed my understanding of and interest in politics.

Throughout college, I realized how fortunate I was to grow up where and how I did. My
legal citizenship and my involvement with politics was assumed and also fostered by my family,
community, and an excess of educational opportunities. My inherited privilege contributed to
feeling I could join the political discourse prior to and during college. After all, many of the
country’s leaders looked like me: White, male-identified, able-bodied, Christian, and
heterosexual. Throughout my educational journey, I practiced democracy with my peers by

getting involved in student government. Meanwhile, my chosen area of study, political science,
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fostered a deeper and more nuanced understanding of U.S. government and politics. The election
of the first African American, President Barack Obama arguably clouded my reality of what
political engagement looks like on a college campus. Members across the political spectrum
could agree on one thing: Obama’s historic ascendance to the presidency brought a surge of
palpable energy among young people, even among those who did not vote for him.

The rift between members of the two major political parties took on a new complexity
during Obama’s presidency. I remained fascinated and frustrated by political polarization, both
in government, my family, and my university. In response to my frustration, I advocated for and
organized a program through Student Government called bridging gaps, designed to bring
students together in a public space on campus to discuss controversial topics. I hold vivid,
arguably romanticized, memories of the College Republicans and Young Democrats debating
issues on the steps near the clocktower in the center of campus. I ran for student body president
later that same year, advocating for greater campus dialogue across difference and unity. I found
myself wedged in the middle on many issues, but I basked in the ideal of bringing people
together to find common ground. After all, if these kinds of conversations could not happen on a
college campus, where could people come together across political and social differences?

Another salient college memory stands out to me as influencing my view of politics. A
professor invited us to investigate the university archives for a class project. The Civil Rights
Movement, which always felt so distant in my history textbooks, came to life through old
headlines and photos of student demonstrations showcasing some of the very same places on
campus | came to love. Of course, many of the stories from the Civil Rights Movement centered
on young people fighting for everyone’s right to vote. In class, I learned about Freedom Summer,

where college students from various parts of the country joined in a voter registration effort in
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1964 Mississippi. Three young students were murdered by the Ku Klux Klan for trying to
register African Americans to vote. I was inspired by the bravery of civil rights leaders and I
remember asking myself, if I were alive during that period of time, would I have risked my life
as a White ally? The reality of our nation’s ugly past, too easily ignored through my lens of
privilege, was continually humanized in my interactions with peers, representing a wide range of
social identity perspectives. I learned about the continued discrimination and disenfranchisement
of people based upon factors out of their control, from the color of their skin to their zip code.
The free exchange of ideas, opinions, and yes, even the friction inspired me.

For this reason and many more, I entered the field of college student affairs
administration, where I could encourage student development and learning in out-of-class
experiences through campus life. After all, my learning came alive outside of the walls of my
formal classrooms. Working in a variety of functional area capacities, from university housing to
new student orientation, student conduct, financial wellness, student activities and leadership
development, I facilitated examination of goals, exploration of values, and conversations about
and across social differences. A decade into my career, although proud of my work to bring
students together to learn, I realized I was complicit in assuming political engagement occurred
organically on a college campus. As an educator, I did not do my part to encourage purposeful
political engagement. I worried about students perceiving me as politically biased, so I avoided
speaking about politics altogether. Only recently, as a doctoral student, I came to understand
political engagement as something to be fostered as part of higher education’s civic mission.

About two years ago, a close friend began working for a nonprofit committed to the
nonpartisan political engagement of college students. I found myself fascinated by the students

hired, trained, and advised by my friend and her colleagues. I learned about the way campuses
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across the nation, often led by students working for third party organizations, sought to educate
and convey the importance of political engagement in a nonpartisan manner. [ attributed the lack
of institutional support for encouraging nonpartisan political engagement as part of the reason
these organizations existed in the first place. Of the six college campuses I have had engaged
with directly as a student or employee, only one expressed a direct institutional commitment to
educate students about political engagement outside of the political science department. I believe
students involved in nonpartisan political engagement hold part of the key to helping
reinvigorate higher education’s commitment to the political dimension of civic engagement.

Partnering with a local nonpartisan political engagement organization on a prior campus,
I learned how hard advocates work to fight for institutional support for educating students. Not
only do students and grassroots leaders attempt to leverage institutional support, but they often
encounter barriers in conducting their work. During the spring of 2019, for example, as a staff
member I sought to collaborate with a local voting coalition to incorporate voter registration as a
step in the new student orientation check-in process at the university. An outdated institutional
policy for the student union building classified political activity as prohibited in the building’s
handbook. When interpretation of the policy was challenged, the question was routed to a senior
student affairs administrator who backed the reasoning to block the incorporation of voter
registration into new student orientation. Nonetheless, the encounter and resistance to promote
political engagement left a lasting impact on my enthusiasm for this important work.

The low political participation rate of young people concerns me deeply. I do not think
low political participation can be placed squarely on the shoulders of young adults. Instead, I
acknowledge the very real, systemic barriers present to voters, especially first-time, young voters

and those who feel marginalized by the U.S. political system. I therefore understand social

93



identity as a key factor in determining whether or not a young person believes the political
system includes them. Furthermore, I contend our country’s extreme polarization, particularly at
the national level, deters many young people from developing an interest in politics. In not
educating students about the importance of voting, how to vote, where to access nonpartisan
political information about candidates, and taking action to foster a healthy campus political
climate, higher education as a social institution is limited in the potential to influence the future
generation. People lost their lives fighting for the right to participate fully in the promise
originally espoused by our democracy and I believe higher education is obligated to play a larger
role in encouraging political engagement.

Politically, I do not intend to disclose which party I typically agree with and vote for on
election day. I do so in solidarity with the students who navigate the challenge of remaining
politically nonpartisan in encouraging political engagement. I also do so for the sake of my
current and future students. As someone who wishes to continue as a leader within the field of
higher education, I would never want a student to feel they cannot approach me because of an
overtly partisan stance. Of course, one may read my work and make assumptions about the
political issues and candidates I support. Operating in a nonpartisan manner does not erase what
it is I value. Similarly, I believe institutions and educators can and should make statements,
written, symbolic, and through policies to reflect and honor their values and commitments.
Sometimes making a statement of values means making what some may consider a political
statement, perceived as partisan. I believe educators need to champion political engagement in a
manner reflecting inclusion of all people. Encouraging political engagement in a nonpartisan
manner is an enduring ideal, aligned with higher education’s civic mission. Educators should

encourage students to engage in our democracy, no matter how party positions shift and change.
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Limitations

Reviewing the study’s limitations prior to presenting the findings allows readers to
account for them as they process their reaction to the study. The limitations also serve as
opportunities for future research, later discussed in chapter 6. The four areas representing
limitations included the sample’s racial diversity and citizenship status, overrepresentation of
cisgender female students, and confounding factors of a unique election season.

The sample provided rich examples of the lived experience of nonpartisan political
engagement, yet one limitation of the study was the lack of racial diversity present in the study.
Just over a quarter of the participants held minoritized racial identities. As a result, I relied
heavily on the perspectives of White students participating in nonpartisan political engagement.
Findings suggested disparate experiences for students of Color. Additionally, the study did not
account for the experiences of international or undocumented students. Undocumented students
may not view nonpartisan political spaces as viable, instead choosing to participate in less
revealing forms of political activity (Mendes & Change, 2019). Similarly, international students
likely may not view political engagement in American democracy as relevant or inclusive.

The gender identity of participants also presented a limitation of the sample. From a
gender identity perspective, all participants indicated they were either cisgender male or
cisgender female. Although there is not a way to determine the collective identity breakdown of
students participating in nonpartisan political engagement, the over representation of cisgender
females matches prior research on college student involvement (Kenzie et al., 2007). Relying
upon the nomination process also may have led to the unintentional exclusion of students not
identifying within the gender binary, either because students may not have been recognized by

the nominators or were fearful to participate in a study with someone they do not know well.
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Finally, the findings represented students’ lived experiences of nonpartisan political
engagement in a truly unique election context, complicated by the dynamics of a global
pandemic. Although I anticipated the findings would represent an incomparable snapshot of the
student experience through the 2020 election, the 2020 election season was particularly
exceptional given the additional layer of the global pandemic. Student participants spoke heavily
about COVID-19 and the role of the virus and government and institutional responses as the
major influences on their lived experiences. Without those disruptions, I wondered if students
may have discussed other relevant experiences when not preoccupied with COVID-19. As a
result, these findings may only represent some of the usual experiences of students involved in
nonpartisan political engagement during an election not occurring in a global pandemic.

Conclusion

In Chapter 3, I began explaining the research paradigm as constructivist. Next, I shared
the methodological approach as a qualitative study, using narrative techniques to portray student
experiences of nonpartisan political activity. I then shared the research methods of the study.
Using semi-structured interviews and focus groups, I studied students involved in the Campus
Vote Project by way of nomination from the organization. I did not name a set number of
participants but instead employed an emergent design, seeking saturation of themes. I engaged in
data analysis immediately following interviews, and used memo writing to gather my thoughts
throughout the process. I also used member checking to confirm understanding of student
responses. I demonstrated the trustworthiness of the study through techniques such as
triangulation, member checking, external reviewers, and clear explanation of each step taken in
the study. I offered a positionality statement, whereby readers learned more about me as the

researcher conducting the study. I closed the chapter by outlining the study’s limitations.
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CHAPTER 4: STUDENT PROFILES AND BACKGROUND

The study’s conceptual framework, informed by the model posited by Thomas and
Bower (2018), “considers the life experiences of people prior to coming to the organization” (p.
258). In the following section, I introduced each of the study’s participants, including what pre-
college experiences were influential in encouraging their interest in nonpartisan political
engagement. I also shared how participants discovered the Campus Vote Project (CVP) and
democracy fellow position once at their respective college or university. I included reasoning if
the student shared why they became involved in nonpartisan work specifically. I separated the
student profiles into a stand-alone chapter for organizational purposes and ease of reference. The
profiles provided important contextual information to afford a deeper understanding of students’
lived experience and future aspiration for civic engagement.

Student Profiles

CVP funded over 340 student leaders to serve as democracy fellows in 2020, providing
support to students as they engaged in nonpartisan political activity on their respective campus
communities across the United States. CVP fellows worked between 10 to 15 hours per week to
encourage political engagement of their peers. The following 15 students were nominated by
full-time staff members working for CVP, serving in the role of state coordinator. Students were
nominated because of their demonstrated commitment to nonpartisan political engagement.
Upon nomination, I contacted students to invite them to participate in the study. Students
completed a consent and short intake form where they voluntarily disclosed some of the
demographic information represented in Table 1. In Table 1, I included relevant information
about the 15 participants. The presentation of Table 1 provides as an at-a-glance tool for readers

as they review the findings and discussion presented in Chapters 5 and 6 respectively.
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Table 1.

Student Participant Overview

Student Months Gender | Racial
Alias School Alias Major Standing with CVP | Age Identity | Identity
Ohio Commuter Public Political Science &
Catherine | University Liberal Studies Senior 36 months | 18 —23 | Woman | White
Diane Michigan Community College | Prelaw/Paralegal Sophomore | 21 months | 18 —23 | Woman | Latinx
Political Science &
Dona VA Mid-Sized Public English Senior 10 months | 18 —23 | Woman | White
Ella VA Small Public University | Political Science Senior 3months | 18 =23 | Woman | Black
Henry N.C. Small Private University | Political Science Junior 20 months | 18 —23 | Man White
N.C. Arts and Sciences & Political Science/Master | Graduate
Joan N.C. Research University of Public Administration | student 27 months | 18 —23 | Woman | White
International Studies &
Judy TX Large State University American History Senior 10 months | 18 —23 | Woman | White
Government and
Political
Kelly Texas Large Public Communications Sophomore | 10 months | 18 =23 | Woman | White
Political Science and Asian
Lyn TX Large State University Economics Senior 10 months | 18 —23 | Woman | American
Nancy Michigan Associate's College | Business Administration | Sophomore | 7 months | 18 =23 | Woman | White
Asian
American
Naomi PA Large Public Political Science 2020 grad. | 12 months | 18 —23 | Woman | & White
PA Associate's College & Psychology & Criminal
Richard | NJ Research University Justice Junior 14 months | 24 —29 | Man White
Ohio Public Research Media Production &
Roger University Economics Senior 9months | 18 =23 | Man White
Sue TN Public University Elementary Education Sophomore | 9 months | 18 —23 | Woman | White
William | MI Doctoral University Political Science Sophomore | 13 months | 18 —23 | Man White
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Students represented 8 states and 16 unique colleges and universities. They ranged in
class year and stage of their educational journey. Although 9 students studied political science or
government as their major or area of study, 6 students pursued other academic disciplines. Table
1 also displays students’ class standing and length of involvement with the Campus Vote Project
measured in months. Finally, I included students’ age group, gender identity, and racial identity.
The participants navigated 16 different institutional contexts, all with a variety of classifications,
control, and size. The alias chosen for each institution indicated the state and control, either
public or private. Three students attended two-year community colleges, holding slightly
different Carnegie classifications from one another. Nine of the institutions were classified as
Doctoral Universities with high research activity. Only one student attended a private institution
and the other 14 students attended public colleges and universities. The enrollment ranged from
4,000 students to over 50,000 students, with five schools having an enrollment under 10,000
students and four schools with enrollment over 30,000 total students. The institutions were
situated in eight different states across the country, with three institutions in each of the states of
North Carolina, Michigan and Texas. Next, I introduce each participate in alphabetical order.
Catherine

Catherine was a rising senior at Ohio Commuter Public University (OCPU) studying
political science and liberal studies. She identified as a White woman between the ages of 18 to
23 years old. She started attending OCPU as a dual-enrolled high school student in 2015 until
she began as a full-time student in August 2017. Because she planned to live at home and
commute to campus, she still wanted to experience elements of what she viewed as a traditional

college experience. She began immediately to look for ways to get involved in campus life as a
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first-year student. Her first involvement was with the student government, which was actually
how she found her way to CVP in November 2017.

Catherine’s interest in politics was heavily influenced by her pre-college life. She
indicated her parents always exercised their right to vote and discussed politics, but their
involvement did not extend beyond voting. One aspect of her pre-college years she remembered
the best were political discussions held around her family’s dining room table. Catherine’s Mom
had one rule, namely “if you want to join the political discussion and have an opinion, you have
to do the research.” To prepare for family discussions, her mom would sit down with her at their
home computer and they would research topics and form opinions on issues and candidates.

Catherine discussed the influence two presidential elections had on her political
engagement, the 2008 and 2016 elections. During the 2008 election, she was particularly
captivated by the presidential race between Barack Obama and John McCain. Living in a very
rural place, she described her peers and social groups as, “extremely conservative.” The 2008
election was the first time she recalled gaining an interest in politics. At the time, Catherine
found her opinions did not align with many of her peers, so she would spend a lot of time reading
about issues to engage in conversations about politics. Prior to 2016, she envisioned herself in
foreign service, dreaming about representing the United States as a diplomat. Following the 2016
election, however, she felt dejected, saying, “there’s no way I could ever represent a country
with these kinds of morals,” implying dissatisfaction with President-elect Trump’s record and
rhetoric. Catherine distanced herself from politics for a short time but, “realized that working in
the system to make change was more important than protesting the system.” She learned about
CVP because at the time, her mom was working for her university’s service-learning office. The

director decided only student government students could apply for the CVP role at her college.
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After just a short period of time with CVP, Catherine said her admiration for democracy
returned. Specifically, she said her involvement with CVP “brought my love back to American
elections. I have to have faith in this idea of democracy. I have my faults with it, of course.” She
described her involvement in CVP as a true learning experience, gaining many new skills.
Catherine believed political engagement was most effective because she approached other
students as an understanding peer. She said part of the magic of the role is that “we are a friend,
we are a peer, we are a buddy of voting rights. We are that bridge between things.” Catherine felt
energized by helping to demystify political participation for her peers.

Diane

Diane was a first-year student at Michigan Community College (MCC), intent on a pre-
law academic track. She identified as a Latinx woman between the ages of 18 to 23 years old.
Before coming to college, Diane had three different experiences in K-12, all offering a distinct
socio-political view of the world. She first attended a private school she described as “sheltered,”
where she said messages were passed on to her and her peers, receiving edicts such as, “this is
why we vote this way.” She later transferred to a charter school, where she said she came across
thoughts and opinions that were a lot more open minded. Moving from one school to another
created dissonance. She described encountering differences between the prevailing values at the
two schools as a confusing time in her life. She transferred again to a smaller, but much more
racially diverse school where she started to gain an awareness of her own cultural background
and the history of race. Once in high school, Diane said taking Advanced Placement (AP)
courses in history, government, and comparative government sparked her interest in politics,
specifically stemming from her interest in civil rights. Being around peers who were interested in

discussing politics and government in her AP courses made a huge difference in her enthusiasm.
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Diane became involved through CVP in February 2018 by way of her involvement in two
student organizations at her college: pre-law club and a UNICEF chapter. Her friend Susan led
both of these student organizations and was also a CVP fellow. Susan mentored Diane and
“decided she would take me under her wing, and when she left, I would take over pretty much
everything she was doing.” Susan told their faculty advisor for CVP about Diane and soon after,
Diane was invited to lead the college’s voter engagement efforts. When Diane started working
with CVP, she benefitted from a shared semester where Susan was still at the college. She said
nonpartisan political engagement provided her with an outlet to, “see change” instead of simply
talking about wanting to make a difference.

Diane described the benefits of being nonpartisan as follows: “I have more of a reach if
I'm not from a political party. People are more willing to talk to me. People are more willing to
listen to what I have to say because they don't feel like I'm going to preach at them what I want
them to vote for.” Diane felt working through partisan spaces drew folks who were already
partisan and therefore already interested in voting. Conversely, doing the work from a
nonpartisan standpoint allowed her to reach folks with less formed opinions, or who were

disconnected from politics altogether.

Dona

Dona was a senior at Virginia Mid-Sized Public University (VMPU), majoring in
political science and English with a concentration in American literature. She identified as a
White woman between the ages of 18 to 23 years old. Before college, Dona said her parents and
family did not discuss politics, but the absence of political discourse in her family allowed her
and her siblings to formulate their own political ideas. In high school, her AP U.S. History

course raised her political awareness, and she focused her attention on the 2016 presidential
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primaries. For a final senior capstone project that required an internship, Dona worked for a
partisan organization. For the service component of the capstone project, she founded a political
awareness club at her school. Dona said the service project was the first time she engaged in
nonpartisan political dialogue and voter education. In fact, Dona registered nearly every eligible
member of her senior class to vote. As opposed to her partisan internship, she felt more
connected to her classmates through the political awareness club. Another salient but searing pre-
college memory influencing Dona’s involvement was residing near Charlottesville in 2016, the
location of the infamous White supremist march and associated violence. She witnessed the
incidents firsthand and felt concerned about the status of democracy.

When Dona moved to college, she began as an intelligence analysis major, with a
concentration in data science. She received feedback from faculty members that her work was,
“too political.” The major’s focus was preparing materials for policy makers, but she realized she
would rather be on the side of making determinations about policy. She changed majors to
political science, which better suited her academic interest, but felt like she was not getting the
most out of the academic experience by not actively practicing politics. She became involved
with student government and other civic programs. She said the civic engagement department
hosted on-going political engagement programs, and she “started attending organically.” Dona
learned about CVP through the department and became a fellow in January of 2020.

When asked why she felt drawn to a nonpartisan role, she said her experience in the
partisan space in high school made her realize how limiting the work can be when working for a
particular candidate. She attended a traveling town hall for Senate candidates, and that’s when
she realized organizing in politics did not need to be partisan. The nonpartisan space allowed

people to ask thoughtful questions, engage in discourse, and perform “a public good.”
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Ella

Ella was a senior studying political science at VA Small Public University (VSPU). She
identified as a Black woman between the ages of 18 to 23 years old. She learned about CVP
from a faculty member who encouraged her to apply. She liked their nonpartisan mission, saying
CVP, “wants to educate and get people to vote.” Ella felt her peers were more likely to respond
when not approached from a partisan lens. Ella had been involved in nonpartisan political
engagement as a democracy fellow for only a total of three months at the time of her interview.

Ella’s interest in politics began at a young age, specifically leading up to the election of
President Barack Obama in 2008. Ella, only 7 years old at the time said her entire family was
drawn into this historic moment. She said she would never forget her “Nana calling as soon as
the balloons and confetti dropped” on election night. Her Nana was crying happy tears because
she never thought she would live to see a Black president. As a Black woman, Ella heard stories
from her family members, like her father and grandmother, who went on about how they never
thought they would witness anything like this in their lifetime. Ella said her parents really wanted
her to understand what was going on. She recalled her mom making her watch the entire
inaugural address. Growing up during the Obama Presidency, her parents would pass on articles,
books, and speeches for her to read. Ella was involved in her local NAACP chapter in high
school and shadowed a local judge before college. She said, “I shadowed her for the last two
years of high school, which made me want to submerge myself in public service.” These
experiences demonstrated the importance of community and set a strong foundation for college.

When Ella arrived at VSPU, she felt intimidated to do much outside of her sport, but after
her first semester, she reached out to the NAACP chapter and became involved. Ella found

inspiration through a female activist, Jess Glass who said, “you don’t have to believe in politics,
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but you have to believe in policy.” Ella referenced how important nonpartisanship was to
achieving trust in the community. She witnessed partisan organizations reaching out and only
speaking with folks who wanted to engage in partisan politics, a practice she found to be less
fulfilling than engaging all of her peers. In addition to 2020 being a busy year with the election,
Ella planned to graduate a year early in May 2021.
Henry

Henry was a junior at N.C. Small Private University (NCSPU), majoring in political
science with minors in history, civic responsibility, and social innovation. He identified as a
White man between the ages of 18 to 23 years old. Prior to coming to college, Henry said he kept
up with current events, but was not necessarily thinking about studying political science until late
into high school. Everything changed in 2017, when a shooting occurred near Henry’s house.
Two news reporters were killed while they were delivering the news. He recalled the feelings of
fear when getting off the school bus that day. Police swarmed the area, and the city was on
lockdown as they tried to find the shooter. Henry felt shaken by the experience of violence
within his community, and decided, “it’s not enough to just sit on the sidelines and watch.” He
drew a direct connection between policies decided by elected officials and the very real impact
politics can have on local communities. Soon after, Henry learned about a man who worked at
the news station who had lost his girlfriend in the shooting. As a result of the violence, the man
decided to run for a public office. Henry sent the candidate a message on Twitter expressing
interest in helping with his campaign. The candidate invited Henry to serve as his assistant.
Henry described being part of the campaign season as, “one of the most exhilarating things I’ve
ever done.” The candidate was subsequently elected. The experience of getting involved with the

campaign solidified Henry’s passion for politics as an avenue for influence.
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When Henry started college, he became involved in engaging his peers through a partisan
political organization, promoting the election of candidates who supported particular social
issues. He said he struggled with the partisan approach because the organization he worked for
asked volunteers to strategically target specific student subpopulations. He was driven to
increase the political participation of his peers, but found that, “it was very hard to get a working
relationship with administrators when you had that partisan badge on.” He was therefore drawn
to nonpartisan work, saying, “I wanted to make sure I was a part of an organization that valued
every voter, no matter who they decide to vote for every election cycle.” Around the same time,
N.C. Small Private University was recognized by the Campus Vote Project as a Voter Friendly
Campus, a distinction that caught his attention. Because of the designation, the campus had a tie
to CVP. Henry joined CVP in March 2019 as a democracy fellow. CVP’s mission empowered
him. He said, “We are registering every voter, no matter who you are.”

Joan

In August 2020, Joan started her first semester of graduate school at North Carolina
Research University (NCRU). She identified as a White woman between the ages of 18 to 23
years old. She graduated from North Carolina Arts and Sciences (NCAS) in May 2020, so her
experience of leading nonpartisan political engagement in the context of the 2020 election
spanned two institutions. Like other students, Joan’s interest in politics began prior to college.

Joan came from a small town, she emphasized, “nobody really knows where it is,” and
could not recall much political activity occurring around her. Joan did not mention when politics
became interesting to her, but in high school she remembered trying to engage her peers in
conversations about politics. Reflecting on her efforts to start formal political engagement

activities in her high school, Joan said these efforts were received, “with a very stark ‘no thank
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you’ from administrators.” Despite this resistance, she began college knowing she wanted to
study political science. In fact, she selected NCAS because the year prior, the university was
recognized on a website as a top school, “to make a difference.” Joan attended college between
2016 and 2020, she indicated as significant because of two very important bookends in her
understanding of politics: “My college experience started with Trump being elected and ended
with the Coronavirus.” When she arrived at the college, everyone seemed to hold political
opinions, but she was frustrated by the lack of action. Aside from a protest here or there, she felt
like her peers were not taking steps to proactively engage in politics.

Looking to get involved with something, she joined the political science club at NCAS.
The club’s advisor was also her favorite political science professor. She did not join the club out
of a deep-rooted passion for elections, but rather to just find something to get involved in. The
club’s advisor learned about CVP and invited Joan to apply for the democracy fellow position
her junior year, August 2018. She continued her involvement in CVP through three years of
college and carried on into graduate school. A major question driving her involvement
throughout college was why her peers were so passionate about the issues but did not do what
she saw as the critical act of voting.

She started to do political engagement work leading up to the 2018 midterm election.
Something her campus and the political science club was just starting to get involved with was
voter registration. She described the political climate at NCAS in terms of avoiding partisanship,
a common response she received was, “Oh, I don’t want to do Republican and Democrat things.
I don’t like that. I don’t follow politics.” Joan described nonpartisan voter registration as a way

to generate interest in politics from students and her administration alike. Although she held
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strong partisan convictions, she was committed to working from a nonpartisan mission because

she could bring more students in due to the trust forged from the transparent approach.

Judy

Judy was a rising senior at Texas Large State University (TLSU) studying international
economic development, American history, and minoring in political science, Spanish, and legal
studies. She identified as a White woman between the ages of 18 to 23 years old. A major
personal health concern motivated her activism and civic engagement. In January 2019, she
suffered a grand mal seizure and later learned she had epilepsy. She noted this abrupt change in
her health status, “completely changed everything about my life.” Judy could no longer enjoy
simple freedoms, like driving herself. She described an acknowledgement of her unearned
privilege during this time and began to empathize with folks in society who face challenges,
marginalization, and barriers outside of their control. She began to realize how important politics
was to decisions made regarding those living on society’s margins.

The roots of Judy’s political engagement began in high school. She described herself as,
“a closeted gay kid with a horrible family situation and a lot of economic insecurity.” As a result,
she rarely spoke up, feeling “the moment you speak out, you have something that can be used
against you.” Growing up, her mom was in and out of hospitals, only further straining her family
under medical debt. Her father lost his job and just around that time, she herself started having
medical issues. Her political awareness did not occur at home, but in school. She said her high
school experience highlighted the socio-political strife and division in the country. For example,
her sexual orientation was accidently disclosed by a friend in the hallway and then rumors began
to circulate. She and her friend founded a Gay-Straight-Alliance (GSA) and some anti-LGBTQ

organizations sprung up in response. In another salient experience, the day after the 2016
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election, she recalled a football player pulling a student’s hijab off in the hallway. The division
playing out in her high school over LGBTQ rights, coupled with witnessing marginalization of
her peer because of their religious beliefs, further motivated her interest in civic engagement.

One of the first and major draws for Judy to not just follow politics, but to actively
engage in political organizing occurred when a beloved local business was under the threat of
eminent domain by TLSU. The business held sentimental value for Judy. Her parents actually
met at the restaurant decades earlier, and years later, her brother and sister-in-law would frequent
the establishment. To make matters even more personal, the business was where Judy took her
girlfriend on their first date. She felt the issue of eminent domain was one many of her peers
could really get behind. Although the university ended up buying the business out for, “millions
underneath the owners’ hands,” she gained skills in political organizing and activism. Even
though her activism did not save the business, Judy viewed the eminent domain issue as a
turning point in the political climate of her campus, one typically apathetic to politics.

Judy became involved with student government, passing some bills to garner the
attention of the university administration. She still felt restless about her campus political
engagement and sought external opportunities to develop professionally. Her search outside of
her campus led her to the Civic Ambassador Program and New Political Forum at the Annett
Strauss Institute. She sought these professional development opportunities at the Annett Strauss
Institute because she felt like her own campus was politically apathetic. She described the
campus political climate as follows: “We had low voter turnout rates, we had low voter
registration efforts, and we saw very little civic engagement.” Judy learned about CVP through
one of the people involved with the Institute. She applied to and joined CVP as a democracy

fellow in January 2020. She felt strongly about the nonpartisan mission of CVP. She went so far
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as to refer to partisanship as, “selfish” and “inherently privileged,” whereas she felt a nonpartisan
approach allowed her to incorporate, “different perspectives and different people” into her social
circle. By associating with and working for a political party, Judy felt partisan politics
automatically closed people out of the conversation who could otherwise be engaged.
Kelly

Kelly was a second-year government and political communications major at Texas Large
Public University (TLPU). She identified as a White woman between the ages of 18 to 23 years
old. When asked about pre-college influences on her interest in being politically engaged, she
said she could not pinpoint one exact moment. Her family talked about politics, listened to
National Public Radio (NPR), and discussed current events. She said, politics “is kind of
everywhere if you don’t ignore it, and I feel like I had no reason to ignore it.” She became
involved in activities like debate and model congress in high school. She recalled a pivotal
conversation with a peer prior to college in 2017. She told her friend she could not wait to get
involved in politics in college and her peer asked, “Why are you waiting? Are you sure there’s
nothing you could do right here?”” She looked up congressional races and volunteered to canvass
for a political candidate. She enjoyed the experience, but when asked why she no longer works
within a particular political party or for a candidate, she said she did not want to simply talk with
people she agreed with, but rather, to do something active like getting peers registered to vote.

Kelly found her way to CVP by way of an existing student organization on her campus,
TLPU Votes. Instead of joining a partisan organization where they just, “talk politics,” she said,
“I wanted to do politics.” Nonpartisan political engagement seemed like the perfect fit. She said
she found TLPU Votes the summer prior to starting college when she looked up the various

opportunities to get involved in. The student organization was highlighted on a blog and when
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she visited their social media, they seemed like an organization she would enjoy. When she came
to campus that fall, the organization had a kick-off event featuring free food and entertainment.
The event was well attended and even had a television film crew present. The fanfare over
political engagement and being connected to other students who wanted to make a difference
hooked Kelly from that point forward.

She applied to be a democracy fellow in December 2019. The position was the first time
Kelly had to write a cover letter and resume, pointing to some of the professional skills gained by
applying. She knew about CVP because someone she knew took on a full-time job working for
the organization after college. Interestingly enough, she was not originally offered a paid fellow
position. CVP asked her if she would be willing to volunteer for a semester. Just a short time into
that semester, however, she was invited to serve in a paid position to help organize the Texas
Voting Summit for college students. Later on, she received a democracy fellow position to do
political engagement work on the TLPU campus. Kelly said her commitment to nonpartisanship
stemmed from the fact that being nonpartisan allowed her to partner with the university and to
access school sanctioned events and to enter classrooms to do the work. She said, “I am aware
that being nonpartisan is an essential part of us being able to make that impact.” In her view, the
institution was afraid to do anything appearing partisan.
Lyn

Lyn was a third-year senior at Texas Large State University (TLSU) studying political
science and economics with a certification in legal studies. She identified as an Asian American
woman between the ages of 18 to 23 years old. Her political awareness awakened as a high
school student in 2015, following the Obergefell v. Hodges landmark civil rights Supreme

Course case, guaranteeing the right to marry to all people, including same-sex couples. Lyn was
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16 years old at the time and said, “I didn’t know that it affected me yet, but it was the first time I
realized that there were going to be things in my life that I wasn’t gonna get to have or I was
going to get to have because of the law or because of politics.” Lyn started becoming interested
in keeping up with current events and politics, but noticed her peers were not interested because
they could not see the relevance of politics in their lives. Everything changed two years later, on
February 14, 2018 when a high school student opened fire on classmates and teachers at
Stoneman Douglas High school, leaving 17 people dead. Lyn saw young people from Stoneman
Douglas speak out and she felt called to do the same.

Despite the physical distance, Lyn drew direct parallels between her community and their
community, finding similarities in the socio-economic, racial, and political composition of the
towns. She witnessed students from Stoneman Douglas, many Black and Brown, many involved
in activities like speech and debate, and she said she saw herself in these students and their
emerging movement. Lyn described life as a daughter of immigrants, wherein following the
Parkland shooting, “A switch kind of flipped for me where I was like, this isn’t my American
dream. This isn’t what my parents came for.” Lyn and her friend got together and decided they
wanted to do something. What started as an organized walk out for just her high school caught
the attention and interest of students from neighboring schools, all over the city, representing
thousands of students. On March 19, 2018, over 3,000 students walked out of their schools in
protest at 10:00 a.m., finding their way outside where Lyn was part of an effort to help new
voters get registered. Facing threats of expulsion from her own school and even death threats
from hateful members of the community, Lyn did not tell her parents about her involvement until
they saw her on the local news. Lyn later co-founded an organization to encourage youth

involvement in local politics near her hometown.
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In doing gun violence prevention work with youth in her town, Lyn recognized, “many of
my peers, especially in Texas, especially in the kinds of communities that I belong to, didn’t
have access to the ballot.” When Lyn arrived at college, she continued her involvement in voter
registration, getting involved with a partisan political organization. National attention landed on
Texas in 2018, as the well-known Republican incumbent, Senator Ted Cruz faced off against his
Democratic challenger, Congressman Beto O’Rourke. As a first-year student, Lyn emailed every
professor at her university, asking them if she could visit their classroom to register students to
vote leading up to the 2018 midterm election. The last-minute campaign caused quite the stir,
especially because the organization she was associated with had a partisan mission. Her emails
elicited a response from the Provost about Lyn to all faculty warning them not to work with her
since she was affiliated with a partisan group. When asked what drove her to send these emails,
Lyn said, “I feel like every 18-year-old who’s involved in politics feels this way, that if I don’t
do this, democracy will die.” Despite the Provost’s warning, many faculty members responded.
After developing a system for managing the requests, Lyn organized volunteers to assist with
presenting to classes. She broke the record for the most voters registered in one day by a single
volunteer in the state of Texas.

Later on, Lyn served as student body vice president, but soon realized her passion still
rested with more direct forms of civic engagement work. She found out about CVP because of
her involvement with student government and started as a fellow in January 2020. She was
passionate about encouraging young people to register and exercise their right to vote and she
hoped that doing so through a nonpartisan organization would garner more university support for
the work. Lyn found nonpartisan work to be particularly essential, especially in the heavily

conservative county and state she operated within. With experience both doing partisan and
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nonpartisan voter engagement work, Lyn said association with a particular candidate or
campaign was not as effective as being able to say, “Hi, I'm Lyn, I'm a nonpartisan voter
registration deputy." Ultimately, Lyn felt being nonpartisan allowed her to get into a lot more

spaces and to reach more people than if she approached the work from a partisan lens.

Nancy

Nancy attended Michigan Associate’s College (MAC), planning to graduate in spring
2021 with her degree in business administration. She identified as a White woman between the
ages of 18 to 23 years old. Nancy said her interest in politics started at a young age and really
emerged when she was in 5" or 6" grade. The 2012 election stood out in her memory because of
how engaged her family was in the election. She said she was too young to really understand
what was going on in 2008, but the 2012 election was influential to her thinking. She specifically
recalled watching the debates at her grandparent’s house. When Nancy went to high school, she
wanted to talk politics but did not feel like she fit in with the Young Republicans or the Young
Democrats. She described herself as an American first and voter second. Instead of getting
involved with political organizations, Nancy became involved in student clubs and volunteering.

When Nancy arrived at MAC in 2019, she decided to get involved in cocurricular
activities because she was taking her courses online and she wanted to get connected to the
community. She joined student government, Women in Business, and Phi Theta Kappa, an
honors program. Nancy learned about CVP from a few of her advisors in winter 2019. After the
third time someone brought it up to her, she went online and applied. Nancy said she was drawn
to the organization because of the commitment to being nonpartisan, and her own personal
identification as, “a very centralized political person.” Notably, Nancy began with CVP after

much of the country and her college had entered quarantine in the middle of spring 2020.
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Naomi

Naomi graduated from Pennsylvania Large Public University (PLPU) in May 2020,
earning a degree in political science, with minors in communication arts and sciences and civic
and community engagement. She secured a job in a role directly related to her passion for civic
engagement. She identified as a biracial woman between the ages of 18 to 23 years old.

Before college, Naomi attended a Catholic high school in a small conservative town,
where they had a requirement for volunteer hours. In addition to her involvement in the
community, she graduated high school in 2016, leading up to the 2016 election. Subsequently,
this was the first year she could vote in an election. Naomi described the excitement of voting for
the first time. She said she worked hard to formulate her own opinions about candidates and
issues, “trying to not be influenced by the people around me and trying to think through things
myself.” When asked about what drew her to study political science and related fields, Naomi
said she learned about political science by reading the college catalog and said her high school
involvement in community service and volunteering lent itself well to this area of study.

As Naomi advanced into her major courses in political science, she realized she did not
want to become a politician nor a lawyer, causing a bit of a personal crossroads. A friend told her
about a special program in Washington D.C. offered by her university where she would take
courses in D.C. while serving in an internship. After reading about various organizations, she
reached out to CVP and they offered her an internship at the national headquarters. In fall 2019,
Naomi went to D.C. and worked for CVP as an intern, charged with learning about ways to
better support the democracy fellows. Following her internship, Naomi continued her
involvement but transitioned back to campus as a democracy fellow in 2020. Naomi’s pathway

to nonpartisan political engagement therefore stemmed from her curricular path at the college,
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specifically from the D.C. program. Although she graduated in the middle of the 2020 election
cycle, she remained engaged, taking on a position at an organization devoted to democracy.
Richard

Richard was a junior studying psychology and criminal justice at New Jersey Research
University (NJRU) and a recent graduate from Pennsylvania Associate’s College (PAC). He
identified as a White man between the ages of 24 to 29 years old. He was raised in Ohio in an
ideologically diverse family he described as follows: “On one side of my family are Protestant
Reagan Republicans. And another side of my family are Russian Jewish Communists.” As a
result, he said he was exposed to a diverse mixture of political ideas growing up, including the
notion people should not just critique the way things are, but rather, people should be engaged to
change things. He moved from a rural part of Ohio to an urban place in Maryland, a move that
highlighted stark political contrasts. Prior to beginning at PAC, Richard was involved in
organizing in partisan spaces for close to a decade. Unrelated to politics, he was part of a punk
rock band and did not attend college right out of high school. These life experiences shaped his
learning about the world in tangible ways prior to starting college. Three major factors drove
Richard’s interest in political engagement, namely mental health outcomes, prison reform, and
policing. He viewed voting and political engagement as directly related to health outcomes.

Once at PAC, he assisted with his college’s National Voter Registration Day in 2018. He
found out about CVP in September 2019 through the on-campus department that hosted the
event and where the democracy fellow position reported. He was drawn to political engagement
in a nonpartisan space where he said he was happy he did not need ““a party apparatus I’d have to
respond to.” His earlier experiences in partisan spaces turned him away from working from a

partisan lens on a campaign. Comparing his experience with those working for partisan political
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candidates and organizations, Richard said, “the difference between organizing for a political
party and organizing in a nonpartisan space is the number of doors that get slammed in your
face.” In his experience with partisan work, he said a lot of people simply did not want to be told
who to vote for or what to think. He enjoyed organizing through a nonpartisan lens and the
Director of the campus department invited Richard to apply to become a democracy fellow.
Richard started his work with CVP in fall 2019, but he would go on to graduate from PAC in
May 2020. He continued working with nonpartisan political engagement at PAC through the
2020 election because he maintained employment there and felt a disconnect at NJRU.

Roger

Roger was a sophomore majoring in both media production and economics at Ohio
Public Research University (OPRU). He identified as a White man between the ages of 18 to 23
years old. Growing up, Roger was attracted to comedy, holding dreams to one day make
entertainment his career. Leading up to and following the 2016 election, Roger said he witnessed
many comedians who began to discuss politics more, influencing how he consumed the news. He
described a shift in his own mindset from, “I want to be funny and famous,” to a desire to “make
a difference.” To Roger, politics seemed like a place he could contribute and thrive.

Roger’s personal experience of voting for the first time in the 2017 primary and election
made him feel intimidated and completely unprepared to vote. He recalled feeling “mortified.”
Neither did he know much about any of the candidates, nor did he recognize the functions of the
various roles represented on the ballot. He described the feeling as similar to, “taking a test I
didn’t study for.” That summer, he heard a local candidate needed help making a video, so he
thought he could put his skills to use and contribute. Roger described involvement with the

campaign as a pivotal moment in building his excitement for politics.
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Roger became a resident assistant and during training in August 2018, he learned about a
student organization at OPRU devoted to nonpartisan voter engagement named OPRU Votes.
When learning about the organization, an idea occurred to him about using his skillset in video
production to produce content to help demystify the ballot. He thought about his first experience
voting and how he could have benefitted from instructional videos. Roger approached a senior
member of OPRU Votes and told them about his negative experience with voting for the first
time and possible ideas to help other new to voting. Sooner after, he was creating videos about
how to register to vote, what items were on the ballot, and about the various government
positions and their functions. In short, Roger’s interest in politics, personal experience with
voting, and role as a resident assistant all brought him to be involved with OPRU Votes. He also
became involved in other political campaigns in the broader community and participated as an
intern for his city’s office.

In the winter of 2019-2020, members of OPRU Votes received an email invitation
inviting students to apply for various paid positions, ambassadors, fellows, and other leadership
roles. He applied, was accepted, and began as a CVP democracy fellow in early 2020. Roger tied
his motivation for involvement in nonpartisan political engagement to a larger vision for
democracy. He viewed adhering to a single political party as short-sighted. In his opinion,
whereas political parties morph and change over time, democracy should endure for generations.
Roger expressed his belief that, “it is more representative of democracy to get more people into
the door and then to give them the information they need to make the choices that best help
them.” He felt his role as a fellow was not only designed to encourage more people to
participate, but also to point voters to trusted information about candidate records and platforms,

typically their congressional records and other factual sources like candidate websites and
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platforms. Roger was particularly drawn to the idea of bringing new people into civic
participation, referencing the idea that voting is habit-forming.
Sue

Sue was a sophomore at Tennessee Public University (TPU), studying elementary
education with a goal to teach English as a second language (ESL). She identified as a White
woman between the ages of 18 to 23 years old. Sue was very involved in her Christian church
and associated ministries for the homeless, preschool, and student worship. Sue learned about
CVP through a history professor at TPU. She was not originally supposed to enroll in the course,
but she ended up switching to an honors history class, studying post-civil war America. At first,
Sue felt overwhelmed by the rigor of the class. The course focused quite a bit of time on the
suffrage movement, and this is where Sue learned and wrote about the 100" anniversary of the
19" amendment. In January 2020, the semester following her time in the class, Sue ran into her
professor in the Honor’s building and she invited Sue to apply for the open CVP democracy
fellow position. Sue said, “I had no idea what she was talking about,” but she trusted her
professor’s advice. The professor served as the advisor for the American Democracy Project, a
nonpartisan political engagement effort in higher education organized through the American
Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU). Sue was drawn to nonpartisan political
engagement because, “it doesn’t have a specific political motive.” She started with CVP in early
2020, participating in the Tennessee Voter Summit for college students.

When asked about influential pre-college experiences that may have contributed to Sue’s
interest in nonpartisan political engagement, she recognized two main inspirations. First, Sue
spoke about her family’s influence. Her parents took her and her two siblings to the polls up until

she started college. She said, “I think seeing my parents vote, and asking them questions, not
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necessarily who are you voting for? But why do you vote?” had a strong influence on Sue. Her
family’s religious beliefs also meant her family spent time discussing and encouraging Sue to
invest time learning about political issues and how those, “align biblically.” In addition to her
family’s influence, Sue discussed the role of her high school courses and extracurriculars on her
passion for politics. She spoke about her U.S. History course in 11" grade, American
Government and Politics course in 12" grade, and experiences on student council as the student
body president. These curricular and cocurricular experiences animated Sue’s interest in being
politically informed and interested in encouraging others to be engaged as well.
William

William was a sophomore at Michigan Doctoral University (MDU) studying political
science. He identified as a White man between the ages of 18 to 23 years old. When asked about
what, if any, pre-college experiences influenced his interest in nonpartisan political engagement,
William identified a key involvement from high school. He described the role and work of the
unique student group as follows: “We ran programs around certain traits, like courage, or
curiosity, or leadership. And then we also ran programs that were about conflict resolution and
finding a way to solve issues you may have with other people.” The experience with this
organization taught him about the importance of coming together across differences for the sake
of a stronger community. In listening to William, I gained a sense of his genuine passion for
helping others and working for a purpose greater than himself. Eventually, his passion for
community-building made him consider the role of politics in shaping a better world.

Upon entering college, William knew he wanted to get involved early on and joined
student government. Within his campus’ student government, there was a committee that worked

on political engagement activities, such as voter registration and assistance with absentee voting.
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William was drawn to this committee because he thought civic engagement was a great way to
help students. By being involved in student government and on this committee specifically, he
learned about CVP. Another student on the committee provided William with a recommendation
and William was eventually brought on to serve as a democracy fellow in the fall of 2019.
William appreciated the ability to reach pockets of campus life he otherwise would not have
been able to connect with if not for his nonpartisan stance. William felt partisanship closed the
door on certain demographic groups at MDU, indicating the increasingly divided electorate
based upon social identity. When asked how he would describe his role, William said, “I don’t
know that I would say I’'m an educator, but I try to help others understand what’s important.” He

felt the role with CVP provided him with the tools to engage his peers effectively.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I introduced the 15 student participants at the center of the study through
descriptive profiles. Within those profiles, I included their motivations for participation in
nonpartisan political engagement. I then detailed key demographic information about the
students and shared their self-described pre-college experiences informing their interest in
nonpartisan political engagement work. I also briefly introduced the variety of institutional
contexts in which students operated. This chapter provided necessary context and framing prior
to discussing the findings of the study. While beneficial to understanding students’ lived
experience of nonpartisan political engagement, the next chapter directly presents findings of the

study’s two research questions.
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS
Individual interviews with the 15 participants occurred between the months of August
and November 2020. The interviews lasted approximately 75 minutes on average. Following the
election on November 3, 2020, I conducted four separate focus group interviews with the same
participants, each lasting an average of 90 minutes. The 27 hours of interviews generated 378
single-spaced pages of transcribed data. In the following chapter, I reviewed the study’s findings
with respect to the two research questions.
e RQI1: What are the lived experiences of politically engaged college students involved in
nonpartisan political activity leading up to the 2020 U.S. election?
e RQ2: How do these experiences of nonpartisan political activity influence student aspiration
for future civic engagement?

Aligned with the study’s constructivist approach, the chapter begins by framing the
students’ involvement in their words, specifically defining civic and political engagement. Next,
I organized the presentation of the findings according to each of the two research questions.
First, I began with findings associated with RQ1 where I reviewed six co-constructed themes to
illuminate students’ lived experiences in the context of the 2020 election. I then reviewed
findings for RQ2 about how these experiences with nonpartisan political engagement influenced
student aspiration for future civic engagement.

In Their Words: Characterizing the Work
Previously, I created Figure 1 to situate nonpartisan political engagement within the
broader scholarly discourse. The framing provided necessary insight into the topic, but my
research design called for an understanding of how the participants defined and related to the

terms civic and political engagement themselves. Student input about their relationship to these
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terms provided additional context for addressing my research questions. Generally, the
participant responses matched the relationships articulated in Figure 1, with some important
nuance. Students felt their peers, faculty, and staff associated them with voter engagement. Joan
for example, said she became “known” on her undergraduate campus as, “the voting person.”
When questions about voting came up, students, staff, and community members were pointed in
her direction. Other participants shared a similar phenomenon. Simply put, students embraced
their nonpartisan role to promote student political participation. In the next section, I share the
ways students framed their work within the context of the terms civic and political engagement
and then offer four ways they characterized the roles they assumed in their communities.
Framing Civic and Political Engagement

When asked about how they would characterize their nonpartisan work, students felt their
role and activities were portrayed by both terms, civic and political engagement. Nancy
explained, “political engagement and civic engagement can be used interchangeably. They're not
always the same thing, but they can be.” Diane also referenced the interchangeable nature of
civic and political engagement. However, the terms held distinct meaning for participants. Joan
explained, “people use civic engagement and political engagement interchangeably, and I don't
believe that they're the same thing. I think that they're two circles and they overlap sometimes.
Maybe they make a Venn diagram, but they are different things.” Kelly asserted, “We don’t do
any civic engagement that’s not political engagement.” Some of the participants felt strongly
however, that the term civic engagement was frequently used to describe their work, when in
reality, political engagement was more accurate. William said, “The stuff that I’'m trying to do,
we use the term civic engagement because it seems a little bit less argumentative almost.

Because when people think of politics, they tend to think you’re just yelling at each other.”
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William’s response represented a proactive approach that participants used in framing their work
in reaction to negative public sentiment toward politics. Building on this notion, Kelly expressed
the need to use the term civic engagement when describing their work to administrators, faculty,
students, and stakeholders so as to not drive them away. She concluded her sentiment by saying,
“I feel like civic engagement is what people who are doing political engagement use when they
don’t want to use the word political.” In summary, students considered all political engagement
as civic engagement but used the terms interchangeable given their audience.

Despite general congruence, three of the 15 participants disagreed with the representation
of some forms of civic engagement existing outside of political engagement. Namely, these
participants characterized everything as inherently political. For example, Lyn said, “I never see
anything as not being political. The shirt I’'m wearing, the people who made it. It’s political.” In
Lyn’s characterization, there would be no civic engagement not also considered political
engagement. Several students emphasized political knowledge or keeping up with what is going
on in the community and beyond, as a key part of political engagement. On the other hand, most
students attributed more community and volunteer activities with the term civic engagement.

In situating partisan and nonpartisan work, several participants described civic
engagement as a seemingly more nonpartisan term. Naomi acknowledged the idea that
everything is political but was sure to differentiate partisan from nonpartisan political work,
saying, “Political doesn’t have to mean partisan because politics touches every single aspect of
your life, whether you know it or not.” Also grappling with the distinction between nonpartisan
versus partisan, Joan articulated her thoughts about civic engagement, saying, “I don't know if
it's always nonpartisan, but it’s a more nonpartisan term, where your goal is to help everybody

no matter what your ideology is. It is more community based.” As evidenced by this quote, most
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students seemed to be working out their definition of the terms civic and political engagement in
their answers yet held some assumptions in line with scholarly understanding of the terms. What
was clear, however, was students viewed both civic and political engagement as terms depicting
the activities they participated in as part of their role. This confirmation was particularly
important in addressing the study’s second research question which sought to understand student
aspiration for future civic engagement following their involvement.
One Role, Many Hats

When thinking about nonpartisan political activities, the first thing to come to mind for
participants was voter registration. In addition to voter registration, however, I accounted for
over 80 unique activities, roles, or actions students in the study took part in. Describing the
various activities fellows managed, Catherine said, “I think we wear so many hats, we are
activists, we are organizers, we are educators. And it really does depend on the situation we're in.
We're just going to carry our backpack full of hats to change as we go.” Sue said she appreciated
the flexibility CVP gave them to decide their approach to the work, emphasizing the fact that no
single community is the same, so students may need to approach the work in a different manner
to meet the needs of their students. Beyond the activities carried out, students spoke about
general and overarching ways to characterize their work. The four approaches were: peer
educator, voting advocate, campus organizer, and learner.
Peer Educator

The first and most referenced role was that of being an educator. Because she 