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Predictors of Adult Civic Engagement
Rationale
Citing the decline in adult civic participation, Hart, Donnelly, Youniss, and Atkins (2007) examined the relationship between high school students’ civic knowledge, extracurricular participation, and volunteerism and their future adult civic engagement within this non-experimental longitudinal study. In a review of prior research, the researchers highlight a range of studies which suggest civics education, community service, and extracurricular participation in adolescence are related to future adult civic engagement. However, the researchers suggest a lack of prior research that examined these factors simultaneously, as well as over an extended time period, or research which assessed the relative importance of these factors on civic engagement. This noted gap in prior research is the rationale for this study.
Research Focus 
This study is an examination of the extent to which community service, extracurricular involvement, and civic knowledge in adolescence are related to young adult civic participation, including voting and volunteering. The study is designed to examine the relative importance and influence of (a) participation in voluntary and required community service, (b) the level and type of extracurricular participation and the individual’s role, and (c) the adolescent’s civic knowledge on the young adult’s future community engagement.
Variables


The study’s independent variables include factors associated with adolescent civic education and engagement, including (a) civic knowledge measured by the number of social science courses taken and 12th-grade standardized test scores on selected civics questions, (b) community service measured by the requirement and frequency of participation, and (c) extracurricular activities measured by the level of involvement and activity type (expressive versus instrumental). The dependent variable is young adult civic engagement as measured by voting in both local and presidential elections and engagement in both civic and youth volunteerism in the eight years after high school. Civic attitude and demographic (ethnicity, gender, family composition, and socio-economic status) measures are included as controls.
Method
This study is based on an analysis of five National Educational Longitudinal survey data collections between 1988 and 2000. The original sampling process in 1988 included a random sample of schools and a random sample of students from within each school resulting in approximately 25,000 participants. Given that over time many participants could not be located or refused to participate in subsequent surveys, the presented analysis is based on 12,144 cases with available data from the final 2000 survey.
Results

A series of regression analyses were conducted to examine the extent to which the noted independent variables influenced young adult civic voting and volunteerism. While no association was found between the number of social science courses and measures of adult civic engagement, the following summarizes the key findings.
Predictors of voting. While civic knowledge and performance of community service in high school are suggested to be a statically significant predictor of local voting, the frequency of participation is not. Community service, civic knowledge, and participation in high school extracurricular activities were all statistically significant presidential voting predictors.
Predictors of volunteering. The analysis suggests that the frequency, but not type, of high school community service is a predictor of civic volunteerism. Further, extracurricular involvement is suggested to be a significant predictor of civic volunteering, but there are differences in the influence of types of activities with instrumental extracurricular activities associated with the highest levels of civic volunteerism. The frequency and type of community service were both significant predictors of volunteering, but only for non-required service.
Critique
Strengths. Adding to prior research, the findings of this non-experimental longitudinal study offer guidance for both educational policy makers and researchers, as discussed below. The results suggest that that civic participation in adulthood can be increased through community service. Further, student participation within instrumental types of extracurricular activities, such as school government or service clubs, may have a greater influence than expressive activities, such as drama and athletics. However, findings suggest that efforts to promote civic engagement through increases in the number of required civics courses may not be effective.
Limitations. The greatest limitation of this non-experimental study is that factors that have been shown in prior research to influence civic engagement, such as personality and neighborhoods, are not controlled. This is an important limitation given that these factors could influence entry into both adolescent and adult civic activities.
Future research. The study sets the stage for future experimental research related to the development of civically active adults. While this non-experimental study offered insight into the relative influence of civic coursework, community service, and extracurricular activity in adolescence, factors that could impact both the dependent and independent variables should be controlled in future research. Further, as noted by the researchers, future qualitative and quantitative research should focus on the relative influence of various types of community service on generating future engagement. 
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