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Abstract: With the close of the 2008 election cycle, scholars began to evaluate the impact of generational change on the future of American politics. To what extent will the so-called Millennials, whose party identification and ideology differ from that of their elders, transform American politics? How do they feel about government and its role in American life? What role will they play in elections? Since 1998 we have been administering a pre and post test in our American Government classes at USC Aiken. We are gathering data concerning their political knowledge, attitudes, and demographics. Since 2002 we have asked about voting and now have almost two thousand students in this subsample. This paper examines trends in voting participation among our students and compares them to national trends, with a focus on voting participation in the 2004 and 2008 presidential elections. We found that political interest was the single most important variable in explaining whether or not students voted in 2008. Political interest stimulated media consumption, which served as an intervening variable. These student-voters are moving toward gathering political information through the Internet and away from traditional printed newspapers. Unlike 2004, ethnicity played a role in 2008, with African-American students being more likely to vote. The other significant explanatory variable was parental education. 
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Introduction 
Although the 2008 US presidential election was noteworthy for its many “firsts,” euphoria has given way to the reality that governing a nation suffering through war and a deep recession is a difficult task. Many years will pass before scholars can adequately assess whether this was a “transformative election” that brought about the kind of change that Barack Obama said he would bring to Washington. In the heady days immediately after the election, many had hoped that the nation would move into an era of what was optimistically called “post partisan politics.” But in the weeks after the inauguration of the new president, it seemed that we would experience the same kind of partisanship and politics as usual as in the recent past. Of course, any evaluation at this point in time would be quite premature, including this evaluation of the participation of college students in voting. 
In this early assessment of the 2008 election, we note the continuation of a trend of increasing voter turnout in recent general elections. About 61.6% of eligible voters, around 131.3 million people, voted in November of 2008, up from 60.1% in 2004
 (McDonald, “The Return…,”2008; McDonald, “2008 General…,” 2008; “Turnout…” 2008). We will focus here on the role played by young adults, specifically college students, in what some call the new civic engagement of the American electorate, and why they do or do not engage in this most basic kind of civic engagement, voting.
Scholars and commentators have long lamented the apathy or at least the disinterest in civic activities of America’s youth. Expectations were high for youth ages 18 to 21 in the early 1970s following a period of political activism during the Vietnam War years. With the passage of the 26th amendment in 1971, these youngest adults were able to vote in 1972 for the first time. But observers who thought this was the harbinger of an era of high youth voting were soon disappointed. Nearly three in five (58%) of eligible 18 to 29 year olds voted that year, but in subsequent elections, youth turnout declined.
 By 2000, youth turnout had dropped to 46%, a 12 point drop from 1972
 (Lopez and Donovan, 2002). 
Why Baby Boomers, and the next age cohort that followed, the Gen Xers, showed so little interest in voting has been much debated. Campbell (2006) argued that one’s experience in adolescence, including the “civic norms” of the relevant community (for teens, this is described as the high school, and whether voting is accepted there as a “social norm”), affects one’s civic behavior, including voting, as an adult.
  Putnam, known for his “Bowling Alone,” thesis, argued that the decline was simply part of an overall decline in civic engagement that began after World War II. Putnam saw television as the culprit, responsible for a change in how people spent their leisure time. Flanagan et al (2009) argued that what we are seeing is a delay in civic engagement that is related to a delay in other kinds of experiences that are part of a “transition to adulthood,” like leaving home and getting married. Zukin et al (2006) argued that civic engagement had not declined, but simply changed. They maintained that while membership in formal groups had dropped, Americans were actively engaging in volunteerism, citing data in support.
 These scholars also blamed the series of scandals engulfing public figures and the “growing shift in power and responsibility to the private and non-profit sectors” for the disillusionment with and loss of interest in government and politics. Most troubling to those who believe that in a democratic society, exercising the franchise is essential, it seemed that young adults found volunteering in the community more meaningful than voting and other kinds of “traditional” political participation (Zukin et al, 2006; Shea and Green, 2007). Regardless of the reason or reasons, all agreed that young people were simply not very interested in voting.
 
This began to change in the early 2000s. In 2004 turnout among the 18 to 29 age group was 47%, an increase of 9 points over the previous presidential election in 2000 (Lopez, 2006).
 Similar increases took place in South Carolina. 
  In November of 2008, according to preliminary estimates based on exit polls, somewhere around 23 million young Americans, between 52 and 53% of eligible voters ages 18 to 29, voted. This exceeded youth turnout in every election since the high initial turnout of 1972 (“Youth Turnout Rate, 2009; “Youth Voting,” 2009). Young people also slightly increased as a percentage of all those who voted in 2008. In 2000 and 2004, 17% of all voters were people in the 18 to 29 age group. In 2008, they comprised 18% of those who voted (Falcone, 2008). The young 2008 voter was more likely to be a woman than were voters in older age groups (55% of voters 18 to 29 were female, while 52% of those 45 to 64 and 51% of those 65 and older were female). The young voter was also more likely to be nonwhite (38%) than were young voters in the two previous presidential elections (32% in 2004 and 26% in 2000) (Keeter et al, 2008). 

Some scholars have begun to argue that this young age cohort is far more interested in politics and civic life than were their predecessors at the same age (Winograd and Hais, 2008). But of course, all young people do not have the same background and experiences, making it more difficult to generalize. As noted above, a number of surveys have shown declining levels of civic engagement since the 1970s for young people. Young people were questioned about participation in a number of types of civic activities, including religious attendance and attending club meetings, with drops reported over a roughly thirty year period in all activities except for volunteering (Flanagan et al, 2009).
  These same studies show that young people with no college, who are also more likely to be male and a member of a minority group (Lopez et al, 2005), have lower levels of civic engagement than those with some college experience. However, the gap between those with and without college has not changed very much over the years. 
We should not be surprised that youth who have no post-secondary education are also less likely to engage in yet another kind of civic activity, voting. Young adults with a college background caused the increase in youth voting in 2008. Youth who have not attended college are less likely to vote in either presidential or midterm elections than those with at least some college experience (Marcelo and Kirby, 2008). An analysis of turnout in the 2008 Super Tuesday primaries in 14 states found that about 25% of people under 30 who were attending or had attended college voted, while only about 7% of those who had never attended college cast a ballot (Adler, 2008). For the 2008 general election, young people with some college were overrepresented and young people without a high school diploma were underrepresented in turnout. Specifically, about 70% of all people under 30 who voted in the general election had attended college. About 57% of that entire age group had attended college at some point. Conversely, about 6% of all people under 30 who voted in the general election lacked a high school diploma. About 14% of that entire age group did not have a high school degree (Levine, “Turnout…,” 2008). Education matters in voting. 
Young adults, both those with and without a college education, will become an increasingly important party of the electorate as we move forward in the 21st century. The Baby Boomers are beginning to retire and the first of the GenXers are entering middle age. For ease of identification, some scholars and commentators classify the generation born from about 1980-82 to 2003 as “Millennials” (Oshyn, 2008; Winograd and Hais, 2008). In many respects, today’s millennial young adults are distinctly different from their elders in terms of more than just their civic activism or lack thereof. They are more “ethnically diverse,” have “a high tolerance for lifestyle and ethnic differences,” and are more likely to think that government can solve problems than did their predecessors (Winograd and Hais, 2008). They are more technologically competent than the generations that preceded them, comfortable relating to their peers through social networking sites like MySpace, and its video-based cousin, YouTube (Winograd and Hais, 2008, 1-2). In a survey conducted in late October of 2008, 49% of 18 to 29 year olds reported relying on the Internet for election news during the campaign; only 22% of those over 50 said that they relied on the Internet for that information (PEW Research Center, “Internet Now Major Source…,” 2008).
 In general, Millennials are just as likely to get their news from the Internet as from television
 (PEW Research Center, “Internet Overtakes…,” 2008).Ideologically, young Millennials are quite different from the age cohort that preceded them, the GenXers. The GenXers, who grew up during the Reagan years, were politically conservative (Winograd and Hais, 2008), a generation that was “infamous for their cynical disengagement from civic life…” (Oshyn, 2008). 
Methodology

In the spring of 1998 we began gathering data on our American government students as they entered and exited the course. The original purpose of gathering these data was to ascertain whether or not those taking the course using a Web based teaching format were learning as much as those who took it in a traditional face to face format. The knowledge portion of the pre and post tests was comprised of 63 questions. In addition, we gathered a significant amount of demographic, scholastic, and attitudinal data. We also wanted to find out how the two different course experiences affected politically relevant attitudes and behaviors such as efficacy, interest, trust, and newspaper reading. Later we began to use these data for course assessment and for examining political socialization. In the fall of 2002 we started asking about voting behavior and parental education. We now have a total of almost 3,000 cases in this data set. We have data on voting for more than 1,700 students, 1,407 of whom were eligible to vote. 

These data include almost all American Government students at our school, except for an occasional class taught by part-time faculty. The students are a reasonable cross section of our student body in that all students at USC Aiken must complete an American political institutions requirement within general education. The government class meets that requirement for more than half of all students. The rest complete the requirement by taking American history. No reason exists to think that those taking the history option are any different than those in the government classes. 

USC Aiken is a public and primarily undergraduate institution of about 3,500 students, most of whom are from South Carolina, about two thirds of whom are female and about a fourth of whom are minority, almost all African-American. Most are traditional students under 25 years of age, but the school has a significant but declining proportion of non-traditional students. It offers undergraduate degrees in a variety of liberal arts disciplines and four-year degrees in the professions of education, nursing, and business. These professional schools comprise a majority of the student body. The university offers several master’s degrees in psychology and education, but these programs are very small. This study does not include any graduate students. 

Our sample pretty well matches the profile for the entire school. The average age of students in our sample is 21.4 with a median age of 20. Females comprise 71% of the sample, 29% are minority members, including 26% African- American. Almost two-thirds of the sample are majors in one of the three professional schools (education, business, or nursing). 

Findings

Trends in Voting Among Students

Table 1 shows self-reported voting for each of the last four elections for our American government students who said they were eligible to vote. Of particular interest to us in this paper are the 2004 and 2008 elections. 
Table 1. Voting Among USCA American Government Students by Election Year

	Year


	2002


	2004


	2006


	2008
	Total

(n)

	No
	54%

233
	27%

99
	61%

246
	20%

41
	 46%

(619)

	Yes
	46%

196
	73%

270
	40%

160
	80%

161
	 54%

(787)

	Total
	429
	369
	406
	202
	1406


Two observations are immediately apparent. First, we see that our college students report having voted at roughly double the rate for presidential elections as in non-presidential national elections. Second, turnout was up in 2008 over what it was in 2004, though the seven percentage point difference is not quite at the level of minimal statistical significance (p = .08). We strongly suspect that as we gather data on more students in the upcoming couple of semesters, this difference will be maintained and it will become statistically significant with a larger sample. But at this point all we can say is the increase we observed is tentative and generally consistent with other recent study findings cited earlier in this paper that college student voting was up in 2008 over what it had been in 2004. 

Comparing Voters in 2004 and 2008

Because of the high likelihood that more college students voted in 2008 than in 2004, we next sought to find factors that might explain the change. Were all groups of students voting at higher rates, or was the increase due to certain kinds of college students being more likely to vote than other kinds of college students? Table 2 explores these differences. 
Table 2. Comparing 2004 and 2008 USC Aiken Student Voters

	Voters

* = sig diff
	2004
	2008
	Significance of difference 

	Mean Age*
	21.9
	20.1
	0.00

	Political 

Knowledge 
	12.3 correct
	11.8 correct
	0.45

	Political

Efficacy
	2.65
	2.76
	0.27

	Political

Interest
	2.46
	2.62
	0.10

	Political 

Trust*
	2.47
	2.34
	0.04

	General Newspaper 
	2.15 days/wk
	2.20 days/wk
	0.84

	Pol News in Printed Papers
	.85 days/wk
	1.08 days/wk
	0.15

	Pol News on 

TV
	2.81 days/wk
	2.97 days/wk
	0.53

	Pol News on Web*
	1.10 days/wk
	1.50 days/wk
	0.04

	GPA
	2.89
	2.90
	0.86

	Parent’s

Education*
	3.18
	3.39
	0.01

	Females
	76%
	78%
	0.66

	Males*
	66%
	83%
	0.01

	Whites
	73%
	73%
	0.89

	Blacks*
	73%
	95%
	0.00

	White Females
	76%
	65%
	0.07

	Black Females*
	75%
	96%
	0.00

	White Males*
	67%
	82%
	0.05

	Black Males*
	56%
	91%
	0.05


Many factors did not make any difference in voting in 2004 and 2008. Students who voted in 2008 were not significantly different in political knowledge or political interest or efficacy. They were not significantly different in reading newspapers in general, or in reading political news in papers or on television. Students who voted in 2008 had the same college grades as those who voted in 2004. Moving to gender and race, females voted at the same rates in both elections and whites were no more likely to vote in 2008 than in 2004. Combining race and gender, the group that did not change was white females, who at least in our small sample, actually declined in voting from 2004 to 2008, though the decline was not quite statistically significant (p = .07). 

Despite these similarities, a number of factors did distinguish 2008 voters from 2004 voters. Several differences may have had little to do with the election itself, but rather more to do with changing times and populations. In 2008 voters were more likely to have learned about politics through the Web. This difference may well be due to the growth in the Web since 2004, despite the emphasis that the campaigns placed on communicating with young people via the Web, especially the efforts of the Obama campaign. Voters in 2008 had parents with significantly higher levels of education than voters in 2004. This was due to the fact that all of our students coming into the class around the 2008 election had parents with significantly higher levels of education, whether they voted or not. The same things can be said of age. Overall our students in 2008 were younger than students in 2004, voters and non voters alike. 

The other significant differences are more interesting. Student voters in 2008 had lower levels of trust than did voters in 2004. This was not true of all students, whose trust did not change between 2004 and 2008. This suggests that this election attracted relatively more students who were less trustful. Were they attracted because of the emphasis on change in the 2008 campaign? Were they attracted by a candidate who inspired confidence in a way that no candidate did in 2004? We will return to this question shortly. 

The biggest differences were among black and white males and among African-American females, all of whom voted at significantly higher rates in 2008 than they had in 2004. For African-Americans of both genders, identity politics played a major role. This was a watershed election for them. For the first time in American history they had a chance to vote for someone who shared their most socially salient characteristic, and that person had a real chance of winning. The level of excitement among African-American students was palpable to almost any observer on our campus over the fall of 2008.
 

Differences among whites are harder to explain. While our impression of students in classes, regardless of ethnic background, was that all seemed more interested (despite the insignificant difference we found in interest), apparently any extra interest in this election did not stimulate extra participation among white females, only among white males. We found this particularly interesting because of John McCain’s choice of Sarah Palin as his running mate. If this choice was designed to attract more female voters, it did not work among our white female college students at all. If anything, they were turned off. Perhaps Palin’s anti-intellectual image drove college level females away. Perhaps some were still disappointed that the most viable female candidate, Hillary Clinton, did not make it to the final contest. Because we did not ask about candidate choice, we can only speculate on this. 

The difference in turnout among African-American voters in 2004 and 2008 explains the differences we saw earlier in political trust. Because African-American students as a whole are significantly less trusting than white students (p = 0.00), having more African-American students voting in 2008 caused the decline in levels of political trust. That is, the relationship between voting in each election year and political trust was spurious. The confounding variable was ethnicity. 

Voters and Non-voters in 2008

The table below shows differences between voters and non-voters in 2008. What factors made a significant difference in who did and who did not vote? 

Table 3. Voters and Non Voters Among USC Aiken Students in 2008
	Factor

* = sig diff in 
	Voters 

(161)
	Non Voters 

(41)
	Significance of difference 

	Mean Age
	20.1


	20.0


	0.92



	Political 

Knowledge 
	12.2 correct


	10.0 correct


	0.12



	Political

Efficacy
	2.76


	2.33


	0.12



	Political

Interest*
	2.62


	1.92


	0.00



	Political 

Trust
	2.34


	2.51


	0.14



	General Newspaper* 
	2. 2 days/wk
	1.2 days/wk
	0.00

	Pol News in papers*
	 1.1 days/wk
	0.4 days/wk
	0.01

	Pol News on 

TV*
	3.0 days/wk
	2.0 days/wk
	0.02

	Pol News on Web*
	1.5 days/wk
	0.7 days/wk
	0.02

	GPA
	2.95
	2.90
	0.65

	Parent’s

Education*
	3.4
	3.0
	0.02

	Gender (%males - %females)
	+ 5%
	- 5%
	0.38

	Ethnicity (%white - %black)*
	- 22%
	+ 22%
	0.00


Looking at the differences between voters and non-voters among our students in 2008, we found that some of the usual suspects in explaining voting behavior made less difference in this particular election. 

1. Age. Usually older students are more likely to vote, but this year no significant difference existed in the age of voters and non-voters. Younger students were just as interested in voting as older students. 

2. Political Knowledge. Looking at the scores students made on our 64 question general knowledge about American government test as they enter the American Government course, students who reported voting did do about two questions better, but this was not enough difference to be statistically significant. We would suspect that this will become significant as we survey more students in the next couple of semesters about the 2008 election and the sample size increases. 

3. Political Efficacy. The same thing might be true of political efficacy. On the five point efficacy scale we used, voters had a little higher score, but again the difference was not great enough to be statistically significant. A larger sample may improve significance if the difference holds. 

4. Political Interest. This was a more important factor. Voters were significantly more interested in politics than non-voters. The difference here was quite significant, even with the relatively small sample we have for the 2008 election thus far.

5. Political Trust. Political trust is more interesting. Voters had a lower level of trust than non-voters. As we noted above in comparing voters in 2008 to voters in 2004, this is due to composition. Much higher rates and numbers of African-American students among voters depressed political trust scores because African-Americans have lower levels of trust. One wonders how the levels might change in the years to come as the nation is led by an African-American president. Of course we will be monitoring this. 

6. General News from Papers. Voters reported reading papers either in printed form or on the Internet significantly more days during the previous week than non-voters. Voters averaged one more day than non-voters (2.2 versus 1.2), a statistically significant difference.

7. Political News from Printed Papers, the Internet, and TV. We also asked more discriminating questions, how many days during the previous week they had consumed political news from three separate sources: printed newspapers, from the Internet, and from television. Significant differences between voters and non-voters existed for all these sources of political news. 

The order of importance of these three sources is worth noting. The most important source for voters is the traditional source for most modern Americans, television (3 days/week). The second most important source was the Internet (1.5 days/week). Running in third place was traditional printed papers (1.1 days/week). This rank order is not quite consistent with findings from national studies cited earlier in this paper, which showed that the Internet has gained rough parity with television (PEW Research Center, “Internet Overtakes…,” 2008). Among our students, television is still number one. However, clearly newspapers in paper form have fallen behind news sources on the Internet among this generation. 

We would add one more observation not shown in the table. We also have been asking students whether they knew what blogs are and if so, how many days in the previous week they had read a blog that contained political information. Not surprisingly, blog awareness and use greatly increased from 2004 to 2008. Awareness roughly doubles with 70% saying they knew what a blog was in 2008. Usage for political news doubled from .2 days/week to .4 days/week. But this rate is still quite low compared to other news sources. No significant difference existed between voters and non-voters.  

8. Grade Point Average. Looking at grade point average, we see no significant difference. The small difference we did find (2.95 for voters and 2.90 for non-voters) is so small that it may not become significant even with a much larger sample. So while political knowledge might make a difference, gpa, which reflects general knowledge, seems to make little if any difference. 

9. Parents. Political cues from parents do seem to make a difference. Voters had at least one parent with significantly more formal education than non-voting students (we had a four point scale for education of parents). This is based on a reasonable assumption that is well documented in voting studies. Adults with more education are almost certainly more likely to vote than adults with less formal education. So it would follow that students with higher educated parents who are more likely to vote have a role model that encourages voting at least by example, if not by direct encouragement.  

10. Gender. We found no significant gender differences, though males did vote at a little higher rate than females. 

11. Ethnicity. Certainly the most interesting finding, though certainly not a surprising finding, is that African-American students were more likely to vote than white students, 22 percentage points more likely to be precise. Looking at the data we have from the three previous elections (2002, 2004, and 2006), this is a rather striking difference. In the previous elections we saw no significant difference between whites and blacks in voting, though the percentage of whites who reported that they had voted was a bit higher than the percentage of blacks who reported that they had voted (54% and 50% respectively). But in 2008 blacks were significantly more likely to have voted than whites. 

Relative Importance of Factors

We performed a multiple regression to evaluate the relative importance of these factors. To get the cumulative effect of all sources of news, we created a compound variable that we called total news consumption. This compound variable added together the days in the previous week that the student had seen something, including political news, on all sources combined. Thus with four component variables, the range for total news consumption was from 0 to 28. Interestingly, total news consumption dropped out as a significant variable when we added political interest into the regression. Clearly consuming news in any or all of these media is an intervening variable between political interest and voting. So we dropped news consumption from the equation. 

The other factors identified above as significant all remained in the equation. All were significant and together explained 21% of the total variance in voting among our students in the 2008 election. The results are shown below in Table 4.
Table 4. Regression Explaining Vote in 2008

Multiple R-Square = 0.205     Y-Intercept = -0.159

Standard error of the estimate = 0.371

LISTWISE deletion (1-tailed test)     Significance Levels: **=.01, *=.05


Source
    Sum of Squares
DF
Mean Square
F
Prob.


REGRESSION
6.099
            3
2.033
                 14.756
0.000


RESIDUAL
         23.697
          172
0.138
 
 


TOTAL
         29.795 
          175
 
 
 


      Unstand.b
 Stand.Beta
     Std.Err.b
       t

Polinterst  
0.144
                0.326
      0.030
    4.777 **

ethnicity
0.240
                0.266
      0.061
    3.899 **

parenteduc
0.084
                0.170
      0.033
    2.498 * 

The regression shows that political interest is by far the most important variable in explaining voting. Ethnicity played a strong role, but that may be unique to this particular election. Parental education also played a significant but less important role. As we saw in the change from 2004, we might expect that historical increases in parental education will in the future further boost student voting as we have relatively fewer first generation students attending college. 
Discussion: Millennials and the Future

After giving the Democrats a bare majority in the Senate in November of 2006 along with a slightly larger majority in the House, Americans elected a Democrat as president and increased the Democrats’ majorities in both houses of Congress in November of 2008. Since 2003, when the Republicans held a two point advantage in party identification, the Democrats have gained support each year. With about 36% of Americans identifying themselves as Democrats and 28% as Republicans in 2008, the Democrats held their largest advantage since the Gallup organization began conducting its telephone polls in 1988. When independents who lean toward one of the parties were included, the Democrats did even better. 52% of Americans identified with or leaned toward the Democrats in 2008, compared to 40% identifying with or leaning toward the Republicans (Jones, 2009). 
A PEW Center survey conducted in January of 2009 showed the Democrats with their highest favorability rating (62%) in nearly twenty years, while only 40% expressed a favorable opinion of the Republican Party.
  Many voters have been dissatisfied with the Republicans and their handling of a range of issues in recent years, and no doubt the Republicans will attempt to address this. Among their own core supporters, favorability ratings remain high, although not as high as the favorability ratings of self-identified Democrats for their own party (PEW Center, “Dems’ Favorability…” 2008). Democrats have room for some inroads, at least for now. 
While more people identify as Democrats than in the past, political ideology has remained unchanged for the past twenty years. Much higher proportions describe themselves as moderate (36%) or conservative (38%) than as liberal (21%) (Horowitz, 2008). So it would be premature to count out a comeback by the Republicans, especially if the Obama administration falters or becomes stereotyped as ultra-liberal. 
Still, a natural question for those who study American electoral realignments is whether this is the beginning of the long-overdue realignment that political scientists have been expecting for years. With two wars in the Middle East and the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression, it is possible that conditions are ripe for a critical election or that one has just occurred. 
If the Democrats become the majority party for the next generation, the Millennials will have played a critical role in the process. Drawing on the work of Strauss and Howe (1991) Winograd and Hais (2008, 5-6) suggest that “there have been two types of dynamic generations” responsible for political realignments. “Idealist” generations, such as the Baby Boomers, have a strong sense of right and wrong, and are unwilling to compromise their “personal values.” During idealist generations’ time in the sun government tends to be less effective, leaving us with the familiar problems of “gridlock” and “atrophy in governmental institutions.” 
This can be contrasted with “civic” generations like the “Greatest Generation” of the 1930s and 1940s, or the Millennials. These civic generations are “upbeat, optimistic, and group-oriented.” When they are in the driver’s seat, government is far more effective, and we see an era of “new governmental and societal institution-building.” Comparisons with FDR and his New Deal would be unwarranted at this point, but a new civic generation would be more open to an activist government that campaigned on the idea of change.  
The findings of survey research suggest that the views of Millennials may be most compatible with what the Democrats have to offer in terms of policy and ideology. PEW Center researchers found that young voters ages 18 to 29 are more secular than their parents’ and grandparents’ generations, less socially conservative, and more likely to describe themselves as liberal (Keeter et al, 2008; Horowitz, 2008). 
We saw a great divide between older and younger voters in the 2008 general election, with voters under 45 supporting Obama and voters over 60 supporting McCain (Connelly, 2008). While it is far too soon to know if Barack Obama and his Democratic party will be the engine that drives the next realignment, the Millennials will provide the fuel that pushes the train in whatever direction it travels. The Democrats ran a technologically sophisticated campaign that surely appealed to technologically savvy young voters in 2008, and it is likely that both parties will do the same the next time around. 
As we move through early 2009, we see a public that is unhappy with the Republicans. Obama did far better with almost every voter group in 2008 than did Kerry in 2004, even gaining some support among the white, conservative, southern, churchgoers who have been part of the Republican base (Connelly, 2008). Voters under 30 were among those who gave Obama “overwhelming support,” supporting him over McCain by 34 points (Connelly, 2008). Young voters were more likely (24%) to say that “a candidate’s race was a factor” than were voters as a whole (19%), with around half expressing excitement at the idea of an Obama win (Levine, “Turnout,” 2008). 
It is hard to know if young voters, including our own students, will remain so enthusiastic when the next election cycle occurs. But in the three most recent general elections, 2004, 2006, and 2008, a majority of young voters have supported the Democrats. In 2008, 66% of the 18 to 29 year olds voted for Obama. In 2000 about the same percentage of young people self-identified as Republicans as Democrats. In 2008 a 19 point difference separated the two parties. About 45% identified themselves as Democrats, and 26% identified themselves as Republicans (Keeter et al, 2008). 
These data provide the foundation for speculation that we may be seeing a “significant generational shift in political allegiance” occurring (Keeter et al, 2008). Unless the Republicans can broaden their appeal and reach out to young voters and other groups that have not supported them, they may just become a regional party, centered in the South, with an elderly base that will soon be leaving the political scene.  
And the South is home to most of our students. As noted above, we did not ask our students their political party affiliation or for whom they voted in this or any other election. If they are like young people in the nation as a whole, more of them probably voted for the Democratic presidential candidate than would have occurred in the past, even including the white students. Nevertheless, South Carolina continues to be one of the most Republican states in the nation (Jones, 2009). 
Still, “the times they are a changing.” Young Americans are more liberal than are their parents and grandparents, as we discussed above. Our students, living and growing up in the South, are probably more conservative than students in the nation as a whole, and the whites, at least, more likely to have supported a Republican. But anecdotally, we see that they may not be so different from their non-southern peers in many ways. They seem more tolerant of differences such as gay lifestyles, and more open to the idea of a government that can solve problems. As we have seen, ethnicity, political interest, and parents’ education played a role in the decision of our students to vote this time around. 
But 2008 was a unique election, with circumstances that are unlikely to be repeated, except perhaps in 2012. Whether students who are minorities will continue to turn out in such high numbers and whether our students will be as interested in the next several election campaigns are great unknowns. The challenge for us and for all other educators will be finding ways to engage our students in the future so that they may play a role in the next realignment or in whatever political changes follow. 
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