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This narrative inquiry brings together a re-emerging interest in the civic mission of 

higher education and inquiry about individual civic identity development, with a lens 

focused on the currently underrepresented voices of community college students.  The 

purpose of this study is to increase our understanding of the meaning that community 

college students make of their own civic actions and beliefs, in order to inform the work 

of faculty, administrators, and researchers regarding the role that higher education can 

play in the development of community college students’ civic identity.  Additionally, 

these narratives of currently underrepresented voices and civic perspectives inform 

efforts to address the growing civic empowerment gap within our campus and community 

environments. The narratives included in this study demonstrated an expressed interest in 

community engagement from participants and a wide-ranging feeling of responsibility 

towards their communities, paired with tremendous concern about issues present in their 

communities, such as violence, poverty and racism. Positive influences on civic identity 

and engagement included: finding a connection to the campus community, faculty and 

staff invitations to get involved or take on leadership positions, student organization 

involvement and strong civic influences from civically active family members and/or 



 

religious organizations. Barriers to involvement included a lack of trust and 

connection within the greater community context, feeling excluded due to the political 

climate, and an expressed lack of understanding of how to get engaged, specifically 

related to working for social change efforts. While all participants actively voted in 

elections, the sense of effectiveness of political engagement was mixed. Charitable 

volunteerism was common amongst participants, although most did not see community 

service as an effective route towards social change. A focus on campus as a crucial 

community context for civic-skill building and a critical problem-posing pedagogy, based 

on the work of Paulo Freire, is highlighted as one potential opportunity for purposefully 

engaging community college students in the community issues relevant to them, while 

developing civic skills, knowledge and attitudes that can last far beyond their community 

college experience.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


