
The 
Wingspread 
Statement
on Student 
Civic Engagement

Second Edition

The New
Student 
Politics

By Sarah E. Long, Providence

College undergraduate and 

participant in the 2001 Wingspread

Summit on Student Engagement
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students, and that amplify their voice, as they engage
in serving and learning—enduring features of civic
responsibility and political action in a democratic 
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ered at the Johnson Foundation in Racine, Wisconsin
for the Wingspread Summit on Student Civic Engage-
ment. The students were nominated by faculty and
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a candid group discussion focused on their “civic expe-
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Instead, we hope it captures the tensions and promise
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and our development as citizens of American
Democracy.
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“As a generation, we have many problems to deal with.

We embrace our identities, we are a multi-tendency

and cross-cultural group of citizens untangling prob-

lems on a local level that, for the first time in history,

are inseparable from the global critique.…We will be

criticized for a “lack of focus,” for being whiners, and

social critics from movements past will scratch their

heads as we united for political prisoners on Monday,

dispossessed indigenous persons on Tuesday, workers

rights on Wednesday and spend the rest of the week

quietly reading Howard Zinn to grade school kids, but

unlike our predecessors, we will not sell out after the

“revolution.” We were sold out in the cradle, and now

we’re expected to counter the most widespread, per-

vasive and well-founded monolith that mankind has

ever seen. We were raised to believe that the monolith

was as the world is. It is all that there ever has been.

When we realize that a good portion of humanity is

being crushed beneath it we don’t know where to

begin chipping away. Service is a small hammer. By

itself it can send small chips flying. Politics act like a

chisel. To its own, it can gouge the perfect surface.

Together, with our hard work and inspiration, the ham-

mer and chisel begin to carve something new, less per-

fect, and more human.” 

Fabricio Rodriguez

Mesa Community College

Wingspread Summit Participant
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F
rom March 15 to 17, 2001, a group of 33 juniors and seniors representing 27 col-
leges and universities gathered at the Johnson Foundation in Racine, Wisconsin
for the Wingspread Summit on Student Civic Engagement. The students were
nominated by faculty and community service directors and asked to participate in
a candid group discussion focused on their “civic experiences” in higher educa-

tion. These students represented diverse institutions and diverse communities, which
provided for a series of rigorous and provocative dialogues. Campus Compact’s purpose
in organizing this meeting was to hear directly from students about how they view their
own civic development rather than relying on surveys about student civic engagement.

This document describes student political and civic engagement as defined by students at
the Summit. It examines contemporary conceptions of civic engagement, politics, and
service and provides specific suggestions about how campuses can improve their com-
mitment to student civic engagement through service-learning, increased support for
student political activity, and attentiveness to student voice.

The students who met at Wingspread articulated a clear
vision for what it means to be engaged in civic life and
why particular forms of engagement were chosen. The
message can be synthesized into four specific points as
defined by the students:

We view democracy as richly participatory rather than
procedural, we see the work of negotiating difference as
the work of democracy;

We recognize and seize opportunities to put our commu-
nity service activities in context, to provide our actions
with systems perspectives that politicize service;

We see ourselves as misunderstood by those who measure student engagement by con-
ventional standards that don’t always fit our conceptions of democratic participation;
and 

We have a clear sense of how higher education can and should change to provide an
environment more conducive to civic education.

A NEW DEMOCRACY

The students at the summit defined democracy less in terms of civic obligation than in
terms of the social responsibility of the individual. There is a significant emphasis on
inclusion—the ability of all to participate—as a cornerstone of democracy. Students
make choices about participation associated with certain social issues based upon per-
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The Wingspread student participants

represent private and public two- and

four-year colleges and universities in 22

states across the country. There were 12

male and 21 female students, ranging in

age from 20 to 47. There were 20

Caucasian, six African-American, two

Mexican, one Mexican/Chicano, one

Chicano, one Native American, and two

Southeast Asian students.



sonal interests or experience. Their participation is highly individualized (where the per-
sonal is linked to the political) but this should not be equated with individualism (where
self-interest is the overriding motivation). Therefore, their participation is not tied to any
agreed upon or widely shared goal—on the contrary, the highly individualized nature of
participation means that their efforts are highly fragmented.

SERVICE POLITICS

The students at the Summit described three distinct forms of political engagement: con-
ventional politics, community service, and “service politics.” Wingspread students argued
that community service is a form of alternative politics, not an alternative to politics.
Participation in community service can be undertaken as a form of unconventional
political activity that can lead to social change. Service politics is the bridge between
community service and conventional politics. It is through service politics that many stu-
dents make the shift toward more conventional forms of political activity.

This Statement is not intended to be the final word on student engagement. Instead, the
students who met at Wingspread hope it captures the tensions and promise surrounding
meanings they assign to politics and their development as citizens of American
Democracy.
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O

What many perceive

as disengagement

may actually be 

conscious choice.



How we see service as alternative politics
Many of us at Wingspread perceive service as alternative politics, as a method of pursu-
ing change in a democratic society. We want to address immediate problems in our com-
munities as a way to begin. Building relationships with others through service is often
preparatory to building a movement, as we learn skills that can help us take on the roles
of community organizers. Through relationships with community members, we learn
about real community wants and needs. We learn about local policies and politics and
see how they affect people in our communities. By deepening our connection to the
community, we become aware of issues and examine strategies for solving problems.

Translating personal interests and issues into civic engagement 
We spent a good deal of time at Wingspread discussing our personal motivations for
being civically involved, especially in community service. Some of these motivations were
common amongst the group, while others were unique to individual participants.

• We agree that we engage in service to address problems and needs in our com-
munities.

• Our concern about local and global issues motivates us.

• Some of us engage in service work to avoid apathy.

• Our personal identity plays a huge role in the activities we choose to pursue. For
example, two students at Wingspread, one Catholic and one Muslim, revealed
that their service is faith-inspired.

• Our families, especially our parents, inspire us.

• Many of us are uncomfortable with our own privileges, such as opportunities
for higher education, material security, and so on.

• Most of us engage in service to address the injustices that we see in our society.

• Many of us are angry at the intolerance and human suffering in our world, and
we often correlate that injustice with our own personal experiences with dis-
crimination and other forms of elitism.

• When we are told that we cannot do something because we are too young, we
lack experience, etc., we often try even harder to prove these stereotypes wrong
and to prove ourselves knowledgeable and adept.

• We also hope to inspire others, especially younger generations, through our
service.

• We see possibilities for change in our respective communities, and we have seen
positive outcomes of working with others. We hope to build bridges between
people and communities.
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• Some of us feel divided from our communities while at college, so we try,
through service, to keep one foot in the community and the other foot in 
academia.

• Finally, we are motivated to engage in service because we see ourselves in the
people we serve.

Private activity taking on a larger public commitment 
One student’s view of public civic engagement is that politics is a stage upon which we
all play different roles. From community service, we learn that we need to value and
honor these roles because they lead to collective action. A related belief is that service
allows us to see both human potential and the need for our communities to overcome
barriers. Through community service, we can build relationships and connect with oth-
ers in concerted action. Starting small, we build a movement one person at a time. We
characterize these movements as decentralized and less hierarchical than many historical
social movements. Although they are informal, these social networks are reflective of col-
lective action.

Lastly, in some cases our private acts take on a public commitment because we realize
that our actions and choices have an impact on the world. For this reason we try to lead
our lives in a manner consistent with our ethics, living by example.

Personal, ethnic, racial, religious, and sexual identity shape public activity 
Our politics are consciously shaped through the lens of our social, national, ethnic,
racial, economic, gender, sexual, and religious identities. While we are all Americans, we
are each rooted in unique sub-cultures. We share the belief that each of us deserves a
chance at the “American Dream” and that equality is tremendously important. Identity
motivates us to do service work, and service work can lead to self-reflection that impacts
our identity.

Our identity prompts us to engage in our communities in many ways:

• One student at Wingspread told us that kids in his community need to see black
college students because their teachers and administrators are all white.

• For students who come from an upper-middle class background, a feeling of
guilt about their privilege may motivate them to serve the less fortunate and
“give back” to the community. Their service experiences have the potential to
guide them in examining the power and privilege that society has associated
with their identity.

• Many students engage in service that is faith-inspired, as religion plays a strong
role in their identity.

• A lesbian college student chooses to volunteer with a group of gay and lesbian
teenagers from the surrounding community because they share a common 
identity.
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• Some college students feel that they should help those who share their identity,
in order to aid the entire group. For example, a Latino college student starts a
program to teach English in a nearby Latino community.

• As one African-American woman from a primarily white Southern campus
noted, “For black students, simply going to class is a political act.”

We have multiple identities, and claiming these identities is an important aspect of high-
er education. In fact, higher education sometimes prompts a re-evaluation of identity as
students react against stereotypes—such as the ‘good Notre Dame boy’ or ‘the party
girl’—that they encounter during their college years. Students are often forced to look
deeper into themselves to figure out who they really are, as well as to determine how
their identity manifests itself through their political and civic lives. Because higher edu-
cation allows us the freedom to represent multiple aspects of our identities, it may facili-
tate an identity politics that is fragmented and/or divisive, leading
to moments of confusion and uncertainty. At the same time,
higher education offers students an opportunity to examine mul-
tiple identities that is liberating and transformative. This oppor-
tunity to struggle with questions of personal identity, power, and
privilege is invaluable to the development of our civic identity.

We define democracy as inclusive and accessible 
The politics of participatory democracy should start with the
question of who is allowed to participate. In theory, everyone
should be included in “collective” decision-making. As young
people, however, we are often left out of this process, even when
the decisions may directly impact our lives. Our experiences with
oppression and exclusion have shaped our identities and have
made us committed to political inclusion. We see many people in
our communities—the young, the poor, and the uneducated—
being left out of decisions that affect them. Power and access in
our political system have historically been granted primarily to
upper class, well educated, older white males.

At Wingspread, we “re-imagined” our political system. One of the first things we would
do is open doors to those who are voiceless and reintegrate them in collective decision-
making. Our experiences have demonstrated to us the importance of allowing all people
to participate in political and civic life. We would work to change the political system by
“giving power back to the people,” by educating them about the inner-workings of their
political system, and helping them to access it. Ideally, we would also broaden awareness
about issues that impact the lives of different groups in our society.

Although many people think that college students have legitimacy to speak out and par-
ticipate in politics (as we are the next in line to inherit power), some do not.

At Wingspread, one student suggested that the lack of focus characteristic of some stu-
dent movements is really a struggle for inclusion in politics, as those at the “center” of
the system continue to be unresponsive to the needs and voices of people in the “mar-
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Additionally, students find that the most
effective teachers and mentors for their com-
munity work and those who help the most in
making connections to larger social issues—
and offer the most in terms of shaping their
career goals—are likely to be the staff mem-
bers who administer the campus community
service center. These people embody more
closely the students’ ideal of being situated
both on campus and in the community. At
the same time, students experience a curricu-
lar deficit: some of the most important
knowledge and skills we need for communi-

ty-based work—around advocacy, organizing, conflict resolution, community economic
development, etc.—are not taught in any courses or through any programs on campus.
As students look elsewhere to acquire these community competencies, their campus life
becomes less relevant to their civic aspirations.

Student participation in larger social issues is also directly impacted by the institutional
environment, which may only be tangentially related to service-learning. Students are
subtly conscious of and respond to the campus climate as it relates to political activity.
This can be experienced in ways related to the kinds of opportunities that are made
available: Is there a community service center on campus? Are there opportunities to
enroll in service-learning courses? Are there forums on campus for dialogue about larger
social issues? If so, who is allowed to take part? Does the rhetoric of public service and
being a good neighbor belie the realities that the students experience in the local com-
munity? This can also be experienced in terms of acceptable means of political activity:
Are students encouraged to challenge the administration about campus policies? Is a
diversity of political voices brought to campus? Are students reprimanded or punished
for political activity that associates them—directly or indirectly—with the institution? To
what degree is democracy practiced on campus? Student engagement is directly related
to how these questions are answered through students’ experiences of whether the cam-
pus is a safe place for civic engagement.

Many of the Wingspread participants acknowledge that while citizenship requires them
to assume certain duties, social and economic forces tend to encourage college students
to defer those responsibilities until they are established in their careers. The overwhelm-
ing message is that one does not enter the public arena until one’s private life is secure.
As such, measuring student political behavior in the context of higher education is likely
to yield disappointing results. Students perceive their institutions as willing players in the
message of deferral of responsibility. They believe higher education is complicit in com-
partmentalizing the public-civic life and the private-economic life of students. This is
illustrated in pedagogy that requires students to live in bifurcated worlds of theory and
action. Students are told to ingest large amounts of information that point to a concern,
yet are often discouraged from acting on their knowledge and idealism until they have
secured their own economic futures. This deferral, coupled with a belief in the primacy
of one’s rights, leads to a perception that disengagement and apathy are youthful charac-
ter flaws, when they are more accurately flawed social norms.
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The Wingspread students were confounded to realize that higher education does not
concentrate its full potential upon alleviating social ills. It is worth noting that students
do not express anger at this revelation; they express disappointment. This reaction may
be self-serving: Students, like many others, are unwilling to indict systems that they need.
Moreover, to indict higher education may have larger, personal implications for students.

Students often reside in college communities that allow them the freedom to assume
multiple identities, to negotiate power and privilege, and to examine the complexity of
democratic tenets like inclusion and access. In such a community, students are attuned to
how agents of the institution model these tenets. Students pay close attention to where
these individuals and their beliefs stand in the priorities of the institution. The
Wingspread students described faculty who risk their careers—tenure and promotion—
to pursue a pedagogy of responsible civic engagement; marginalized service centers
crowded into basements and crumbling houses that are engaged in transformative com-
munity work; poorly paid community service directors with little access to power; com-
munity partners who are denied access to institutional resources; and career centers and
external affairs offices that promote limited markers of success. Institutions send these
powerful signals to students and community members about where their civic priorities
lie. Higher education should take note: The Wingspread students were remarkably
attuned to the ways in which community service centers that are not integral to the ped-
agogical mission “let the institution off the hook.” As the institution points with pride to
its community service center, and presidents preach about empowering students, these
marginalized centers become an excuse for institutional disengagement from the com-
munity.

STUDENT VOICE

Student input and agency shaping civic engagement on campus
Many of us do not feel that our views are heard on our respective campuses. What
became evident during the Wingspread Summit was that students want to be in conver-
sation with college presidents and other administrators. Some students expressed that, as
community volunteers, they are treated as “fine china” brought out to impress trustees
and honored guests. In other cases, administrators seem more preoccupied with what
students are not doing. Some administrators send the message that, although the voca-
tional aspects of service are good for résumé-building, the service itself is of little value.
We feel that the leaders of colleges and universities often consider the voices of trustees
and donors to be more important than that of their students, creating an academic
atmosphere that is not necessarily conducive to civic engagement. Presidents should
instead “practice what they preach” to their students, by facilitating quality service-learn-
ing opportunities.

In addition, students are generally unaware of how to participate in the college commu-
nity. They know little about the administrative functions of higher education and are
organizationally illiterate about the particular universities they attend. Many of us who
do try to navigate the bureaucracy often lack access to the institutional system and find
progress to be painstakingly slow and difficult. We often don’t understand the inner-
workings of our institutions until we are well into our college careers; by then it is often
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too late to put this knowledge to work in attempting to make changes on campus. It is
conceivable that colleges and universities do not educate students about their bureau-
cratic pathways just so that students will not try to “reform” the system. The energy
required to navigate and translate the bureaucracies is often too great a hindrance to
overcome, which further contributes to the perception that college students are apathet-
ic, even on their own campuses.

A perception many people have about college students is that our movements lack focus.
At Wingspread, we argued that although many student movements have multiple goals,
they are, in fact, highly organized. As one student noted, “we confront power and the
lack of democracy [on many levels], but that does not mean that we lack focus.”

Students are also uneasy with the fact that their generation is being held accountable to a
different generation’s standards of political involvement, such as those of the Civil Rights
Movement in the 1960s. We believe that through our work in community service we
effectively confront some of the same “-isms” and institutional inequalities that the Civil
Rights Movement challenged. However, our challenge is often to recognize and address
more subtle forms of sexism, racism, ethnocentrism, homophobia, etc.

Students as active producers (as opposed to consumers) of knowledge and democracy
Administrators and others in higher education often dismiss student voice. Instead, we
are encouraged to be primarily consumers of knowledge and democracy—not active
producers. This sends the negative message that our contributions to knowledge, as well
as the very tenets of democracy, are unimportant or misguided. We feel that we are dis-
couraged from participation because schools tend to emphasize grades over experiences
of self-actualization. Service is rarely celebrated on par with academics. Although some
students in our consumer-driven culture “want to be involved in everything,” many who
get involved in “radical” activities such as protests are seen as outcasts or misfits because
our culture is generally unsympathetic to political protest or activism. The media por-
trays activism as unsophisticated, futile, and often infantile. In our discussions about
what an engaged campus might look like, one student mentioned that the stigma of
activism must be erased. There needs to be greater awareness of the multiple modes of
participation and levels of activism, as well as increased knowledge about both past and
contemporary social movements. Colleges and universities should also encourage stu-
dent service groups to work together, and should even facilitate opportunities for them
to do so.

In an attempt to draw from our experiences in higher education and provide feedback to
college presidents, at Wingspread we were asked to read and respond to the Campus
Compact Presidents’ Declaration on the Civic Responsibility of Higher Education (2000).
This Declaration makes many observations about students that may be well-intentioned,
but are not well-founded. One concern we had with the Presidents’ Declaration is that it
implies that college students are in dire need of assistance. As one student commented, it
seems like the signers of the Declaration are saying “Okay, kids [college students, youth
of America] are falling apart, we’ve got to help fix them and save them.” While we as stu-
dents want to work with college faculty and administrators, these are not attempts at
self-preservation. We would like to be in respectful conversation with faculty and others
at our schools, and to work with them on community building and civic engagement.
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We are open to dialogue with our colleges and universities, and we hope to better coop-
erate with them for the benefit of our shared/common communities.

ANALYSIS

One major theme that came out of the Wingspread Summit is the importance of student
voice. At Wingspread, it was clear that students are not provided sufficient opportunities
on campus to voice their social and political concerns in constructive and effective ways.
Students want to be consulted about their thoughts, opinions, and feelings on important
public decisions and issues, especially those that affect them directly as members of a
campus community or as community builders off-campus.

Institutions must investigate ways to engage in conversation with students from many
different areas of the college in order to make a greater commitment to incorporating
student voice into discussions and decision-making. Student representation in adminis-
trative areas should not be limited to one token student sitting on a number of commit-
tees. In addition, it is not merely enough to talk with students; their
input should have equal weight when compared to the input of other
stakeholders in the decision-making process.

One important point students made is that they are often organiza-
tionally illiterate about the colleges and universities that they attend.
In order to facilitate student participation and student voice on cam-
pus, students must be educated about the inner-workings of campus
bureaucracy. Colleges and universities should not fear students who
attempt to navigate administration in hopes of making changes on
campus.

Students should also be viewed as producers of knowledge, not con-
sumers. For example, they should be encouraged to work with other
students and professors on research projects that focus on community
problems and social issues. In addition, community service should be
given legitimacy and value as an important part of a student’s educational experience.

Colleges and universities across the nation should make a commitment to finding new
ways to foster student voice and incorporate student concerns into discussions and deci-
sion-making. If students, faculty, administration, and community partners are able to
work together, they will have the potential to successfully address important campus and
community issues.
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Colleges and 

universities should

not fear students

who attempt to

navigate adminis-

tration in hopes of

making changes on

campus. 



“This conference seriously reawakened my sense of
hope and redoubled my commitment to the utility of
service, both personally and generally. I was blown
away (still am) by the energy, awareness, concern,
ingenuity, courage, perseverance, and faith of my fel-
low student participants. Knowing that these people are
exemplary—but in many ways representative of the
larger community—is a powerful antidote to apathy
and a cause for optimism. I wish everyone, students
and non-students alike, had the opportunity for such an
immersion, and I plan on working toward that goal by
starting similar dialogues on our own 
campus.” 

Michael Kirkpatrick 

Fort Lewis College

Wingspread Participant


