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Abstract: Political scientists have identified how resources, attitudes, and mobilization impact political participation across racial groups. However, the role of
civic education has largely been overlooked in shaping these trends. I develop
a theory that suggests exposure to civics curricula yields heterogeneous effects
on the political participation of youth across racial groups. I test my hypotheses
with data from the Black Youth Project’s 2005 Youth Culture Survey, supplemented by two original data collections from 2017–2018. I find that civic education courses are associated with higher rates of external efficacy among white
youth, but not for black and Latinx youth. Contrastingly, civic education courses
appear to increase acts of public voice among black and Latinx respondents, but
not for their white peers. Rather than viewing civic education courses as a
panacea for low rates of youth political participation, scholars and policymakers
should pay closer attention to the ways in which the content of civic education
courses contributes to heterogeneous effects across racial and ethnic groups.
Keywords: civic education, race, ethnicity and politics, political behavior, youth
political engagement.

Active participation is a central tenet of democratic governance. This is
particularly important when considering how to best prepare young
people for full participation in public life. The stakes of this question
are quite high; if younger generations are truly disengaged, the future vitality of democracy comes into question (Putnam 2000; Zukin et al. 2006).
While political science offers a number of noteworthy insights into the
ways in which political resources (Verba, Lehman Schlozman, and
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Brady 1995), attitudes and heuristics (Campbell et al. 1961; Dawson
1994; Verba, Lehman Schlozman, and Brady 1995), and organizational
membership (Putnam 2000; Verba, Lehman Schlozman, and Brady
1995) contribute to rates of political participation across racial groups,
the discipline tends to overlook the role of citizenship education in
shaping these trends. This paper seeks to fill this void by exploring the following question: how do civic education courses affect political participation across racial and ethnic groups? While a handful of studies touch on
this topic, they are constrained by limited measures of political participation (Levinson 2012; Niemi and Junn 1998) or by ignoring the heterogeneous effects of civic education courses along racial and ethnic lines
(Campbell 2008; Langton and Jennings 1968; Gainous and Martens
2012; 2013).
This paper builds on the existing literature and addresses the above
lacunae in two ways. First, I argue that a wide range of participatory activities must be analyzed in order to understand the ways in which young
people across racial and ethnic groups come to participate in politics.
Relevant activities range from traditional acts of political engagement
such as voting to acts of public voice such as protests. Before political scientists make any overarching claims about the political behavior of a generational group, we must first understand how young people from different
social groups leverage the resources available to them to participate in politics. Second, and relatedly, I develop a theory that explores the ways in
which the curricula utilized in civic education courses contribute to heterogeneous participatory effects among white, black, and Latinx youth.
Given that civic education courses tend to place greater emphasis on
the political experiences of white Americans, I predict that students of
color experience different kinds of socialization processes as a result of
these courses compared to their white peers.
I utilize the Black Youth Project’s Youth Culture Survey (Cohen 2005)
and supplemental data collected in 2017–2018 to test this theory. Notably,
I find that civic education courses are associated with higher rates of external efficacy among white youth, but not black and Latinx youth. Rather
than fostering a belief in the responsiveness of government, civic education courses are associated with acts of public voice for young people of
color, which span beyond traditional forms of participation such as voting.
I conclude with a normative discussion that raises questions regarding
how to best teach citizenship to young people in schools. While varied
forms of participation are important for the function of a healthy democracy, the racialized dimension of the results presented in this paper should
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give us pause. While expanding access to citizenship education can
encourage more participation among young people, the nature of these
courses must first be reconsidered if these effects are to be experienced
in ways that enhance representation for racial and ethnic minorities.1

AN EXPANDED APPROACH TO POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
Scholarship examining political participation in the United States typically focuses on acts of political engagement, defined as activities with
“the intent or effect of influencing government action either directly
affecting the making of implementation of public policy or indirectly
influencing the selection of people who make those policies” (Zukin
et al. 2006, 7). Many prominent studies find that youth political engagement is consistently low using metrics such as voter turnout (e.g. Putnam
2000; Zukin et al. 2006). However, Zukin et al. (2006) suggest that young
people are more engaged when a larger battery of political behaviors is
considered. I follow a similar approach; any study that aims to understand
how young Americans participate in politics must examine a wider range
of activities, especially because unequal access to resources, different
socialization experiences, and barriers produced by public policy orient
youth towards different kinds of participatory acts (Atkins and Hart 2003;
Bruch and Soss 2018; Campbell 2006; Greenberg 1970; Kahne and
Lee 2013; Lyons 1970; McIntosh, Hart, and Youniss 2007; Verba,
Lehman Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Zukin et al. 2006). Both traditional
and non-traditional forms of political participation are components of
mass politics in a healthy democracy and should be treated as such in
any comprehensive account of political behavior (Zukin et al. 2006, 52).
Zukin et al. (2006) organize a battery of political and civic activities
into four categories of engagement: political, civic, public voice, and cognitive. Political engagement, attempting to influence government policy or
officials through voting and campaign activity, is distinct from civic engagement, which aims to enhance “public good” through “hands-on cooperation with others” by participating in activities such as volunteering,
organizational membership, and attending community meetings (Zukin
et al. 2006, 51). Public voice is defined as “the ways citizens give expression
to their views on public issues” (i.e. contributing to political blogs or participating in a protest). Finally, cognitive engagement refers to “paying
attention to public affairs and politics” by participating in activities such
as following the news or talking to friends and family about political
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issues (54). 2 A summary of the activities that fall within each category is
shown in Table 1.
Given that access to political resources, socialization experiences, and
differential effects of public policy vary across racial groups (e.g. Bruch
and Soss 2018; Cohen 2010; Verba, Lehman Schlozman, and Brady
1995), the above approach allows for a more nuanced examination of
cross-group differences in political behavior. The 2008 Mobilization,
Change, and Political and Civic Engagement Project (MCPCE) finds
that young people across racial and ethnic groups participate in politics differently (Cohen 2010, 180–185). For example, Latinx youth are less likely
than white and black youth to participate in acts of political engagement
and public voice (Cohen 2010, 180–184).3 This variation in participatory
trends across groups warrants continued investigation. Thus, any study analyzing youth political participation in the United States should analyze
cross-racial differences. Additionally, there is reason to expect that civic
education courses in particular have a racialized effect on political participation. A growing literature has shown how institutions and public policy
generate racialized differences in political participation; for example, voter
ID-laws (e.g. Sobel and Smith 2009), distance to polling locations (e.g.
Brady and McNulty 2011), criminal convictions (e.g. Burch 2013), and
authoritarian disciplinary structures within schools (e.g. Bruch and Soss
2018) all depress political engagement among communities of color.
I suggest that the availability and content of citizenship education courses
represent another institutional feature that generates divergent participatory
trends across racial groups. In the next section, I discuss this theoretical
expectation about the content of citizenship education in more detail.

THEORIZING THE LINK BETWEEN CIVIC EDUCATION AND
POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
A number of political scientists have examined the impact of civic education courses on student outcomes. While these studies provide noteworthy
insights regarding the acquisition of political knowledge (Martens and
Gainous 2013; Niemi 2012; Niemi and Junn 1998), intent to vote and
volunteer (Campbell 2006; Langton and Jennings 1968; Martens and
Gainous 2013), and political efficacy (Langton and Jennings 1968;
Martens and Gainous 2013), they are limited for two reasons. First,
these studies do not consider how civic education courses impact a
wider variety of participatory behaviors beyond acts of conventional

Indicators of public engagement

Political engagement

Civic engagement

Public voice

Cognitive engagement

Boycotting and buycotting .
Participating in a protest,
march, demonstration, or
.
sit-in
Contacting public officials
Signing a paper or e-mail
petition
. Sending an email/writing
a blog about a political
issue
. Writing a letter to the
editor about a political
issue or problem

. Volunteering or commu- .
. Voting
.
. Joining a political group nity service work
. Giving money to a can- . Neighborhood problem
solving
didate, party, or issue
.
. Working or volunteering
.
on a political campaign

Talking to family or friends
about a political issue, party,
or candidate
Watching television news or
reading a newspapera

Teaching Citizenship

Table 1.

Adapted from Zukin et al. (2006) and Cohen (2010).
a
The data set utilized in this study did not ask respondents about their media consumption. Thus, for the sake of this paper, cognitive engagement is limited to
talking to family or friends about political issues, parties, or candidates.
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political engagement. To the best of my knowledge, no existing work
examines the impact of civic education courses on less traditional forms
of participation such as acts of public voice.
Second, this literature overlooks the importance of race when considering
how the content of civics courses contributes to divergent behavioral outcomes. For example, Langton and Jennings (1968) conclude that civic education curriculum is “not even a minor source of political socialization” (865).
However, the same study also finds that civic education courses do matter considerably for black students, especially those from families with lower rates of
educational attainment (1968, 866). Similarly, while Niemi and Junn (1998)
find that black students enrolled in civic education classes tend to possess
greater political knowledge than their white peers regarding topics such as
the Montgomery bus boycott (71 percent versus 43 percent) and the nonviolent tactics employed by the Civil Rights Movement (79 percent versus
68 percent), their data set is unable to gauge how this knowledge influences
political behavior more broadly (111). Others suggest that it is not the curriculum utilized within these courses that shape the political behavior of young
people, but the overall climate of the school (Bruch and Soss 2018, 49;
Campbell 2006, 153). The present study addresses these gaps by exploring
how the content of civic education courses might shape various forms of political participation along racial and ethnic lines.

Potential Mechanisms Linking Civic Education Courses to Political
Participation
Civic education courses may impact political participation in a number of
ways. Some obvious mechanisms include the acquisition of civic and political knowledge and the development of language and communication
skills associated with higher rates of political participation (Niemi 2012;
Niemi and Junn 1998; Verba, Lehman Schlozman, and Brady 1995).
Civic education courses can also be conceptualized as a socialization
process that shapes students’ attitudes towards the political system. Given
that these attitudes are commonly associated with interactions with formal
institutions (Verba, Lehman Schlozman, and Brady 1995), it makes sense
to explore how a key institution such as schools contribute to the development of such attitudes. I theorize that civic education courses may be associated with the development of political efficacy among certain students.
Political efficacy—one’s belief in the responsiveness of government and
their own ability to influence public affairs—is commonly associated with
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Political attitudes and behavior

External efficacy

Internal efficacy

↑ External efficacy → political engagement ↑ Internal efficacy → cognitive engagement
↓ External efficacy → public voice

higher rates of political participation (Verba, Lehman Schlozman, and
Brady 1995). Political efficacy can be furthered distilled into two distinct
attitudes: external efficacy and internal efficacy. External efficacy refers to
one’s belief in the responsiveness of government and one’s own ability to
influence public affairs (Cohen 2010; Rogowski and Cohen 2015).
I argue that external efficacy is more likely to be associated with political
engagement. If an individual believes in the responsiveness of political
institutions, they are more likely to participate in activities such as voting
that strengthens the legitimacy of those institutions.4 Contrastingly, individuals who have less faith in the responsiveness of government will be more
likely to look beyond institutionalized forms of politics, instead pursing
acts of public voice. This relationship is summarized in column one of
Table 2.
Internal Efficacy, on the other hand, reflects an individual’s belief that
they possess the knowledge and skills to address personal and social problems (Cohen 2010; Rogowski and Cohen 2015). I expect internal efficacy
to be most strongly associated with one’s ability to effectively identify and
communicate solutions to problems. If one feels they have the knowledge
and skills to participate in discourse surrounding political issues, they will
be more likely to engage in acts of cognitive engagement. This relationship
is summarized in the second column of Table 2. Cohen (2010) and
Rogowski and Cohen (2015) note the varying salience of these attitudes
across the racial/ethnic group, raising the question as to whether civic education plays a role in developing these attitudes. In the analysis below,
I examine the relationship between civic education courses and both
internal and external efficacy across racial groups.
Interrogating the Content of Civic Education
Civic education courses in the United States traditionally cover a narrow
series of topics while promoting specific values and behaviors.
Education scholars find that civics courses typically cover two overarching
themes: political institutions and American heroes. Courses tend to
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emphasize the three-branches of government, how bills become law, and
other institutional structures that aim to provide a broad overview of how
American government functions (Levinson 2012). Young people report
this trend as well. A representative sample of 15–25-year-olds found that
45 percent of respondents associated their civic education course with
the “constitution and how government in the United States works”
(Levine and Lopez 2004, 2). In maintaining this focus, these courses
emphasize traditional modes of civic and political participation such as
volunteering, voting in elections, and contacting public officials while
promoting narratives that emphasize the fairness of democratic forms of
government (Levine and Lopez 2004; Levinson 2012). According to
Levinson, emphasizing institutionalized mechanisms of America’s democratic system privileges “traditional modes of civic action that are both
increasingly outdated and unrepresentative of a range of actions and
behaviors that have historically been important civic tools for members
of disadvantaged, oppressed, and marginalized groups” (Levinson 2012,
45). Frequently these values and behaviors are explored through the invocation of American heroes. While heroes are certainly not the only facet of
civic education courses with the potential to shape the political attitudes
and behaviors of young people, they do provide a unifying story (Peabody
and Jenkins 2017) that conveys important democratic ideals (Allison and
Goethals 2011; Wrone 1979), “values associated with good character and
responsible citizenship” (Sanchez 1998, 3), and a model for a democratic
society (Klapp 1954).

How Heroes Shape Our Politics
According to Levinson, “A nation’s heroes are often thought to provide a
window into understanding its soul: what the nation values and emulates,
and how it conceives itself-what it believes to stand for. . .Youth are explicitly taught the meaning they should ascribe to such heroes, and thus the
values they should ascribe to their country” (2012, 143–144). Students are
cognizant of this trend as well with 30 percent of 15–25-year-olds associating their civic education course with great American heroes and the
virtues of the American system of government (Levine and Lopez
2004).5 These heroes provide young people with tangible examples for
how to pursue effective civic and political action (2012). George
Washington and Andrew Jackson, for example, are frequently employed
to exemplify the virtue of military service while Thomas Jefferson and
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Abraham Lincoln are upheld as the embodiment of democratic ideals
such as freedom and equality (Levinson 2012). While some suggest that
such a conception of heroism no longer resonates with the American
public (Peabody and Jenkins 2017), I argue that the invocation of
heroes in civics courses is distinct for two reasons.
First, Peabody and Jenkins’ analysis of the Harris Interactive “Heroes”
Poll reveals that Americans consistently identify political figures when
asked “who is deemed heroic,” even when presented with open-ended
questions (2017, 140). Most strikingly, many of these figures, including
Martin Luther King and Abraham Lincoln, “garner praise over time
and across generational groups” (2017, 140). Thus, even at a moment
when the American public is skeptical of the invocation of heroism by
the media and political elites, there is something compelling about
these narratives that continues to resonate with people that is worth exploring. Second, while one could argue that young people do not look to historical figures of such stature for tangible examples of role models, it is
possible that these heroes come to mind when they think about how
American politics and government should work and what participatory
avenues are actually available for people like them (Allison and
Goethals 2011; Klapp 1954; Sanchez; Wrone 1979).
Given that heroes are invoked in in order to teach young people ideas
about democratic processes, exposure to traditional curricula should theoretically bolster external efficacy and political engagement by espousing a
belief that individuals who participate can make difference. However,
given that these narratives typically emphasize white political actors,
I expect this to only be true for white students. Contrastingly, given that
descriptive representation is shown to bolster efficacy among racial and
ethnic minorities (Marx et al. 2009; West 2017), students of color who
do not see themselves represented in traditional civic education curricula
are unlikely to experience these effects.6
I also expect that the emphasis of civic education curricula on formal
political institutions and ( predominantly white) “American heroes” will
have varying impacts on the political attitudes and behaviors of youth
across racial groups. White students would come to believe in the responsiveness of America’s governing institutions by examining the ways in
which effective individuals made an impact through political action.
These curricula may be intended to contribute to positive orientations
towards political engagement for all students, but the narratives contained
therein largely overlook people of color who have historically been denied
access to formal political institutions. This would send a message that
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people of color are not worthy political leaders with the ability to shape
American political institutions. Thus, I construct the following two
hypotheses:
H1: Civic education courses will be associated with the development of
external efficacy among white youth, but not black and Latinx youth.
H2: Civic education courses will be associated with political engagement
among white youth, but not for black and Latinx youth.
While textbook writers have made a concerted effort to discuss white
leaders alongside prominent people of color (Levinson 2012), the institutional focus of these courses promotes a narrative that places white political actors at the heart of institutionalized forms of political action
while people of color, when mentioned at all, are relegated to extrasystemic forms of participation. Representation of this kind is an important
factor in student outcomes. Freire (1968) suggests that seeing one’s identity reflected in historical processes is an essential component of building
critical consciousness. Similarly, social psychologists find that salient role
models hold the potential to reduce “race-based performance differences”
among young people of color (Marx et al. 2009).
When people of color such as Martin Luther King, Rosa Parks, and
Cesar Chavez do emerge in these narratives, they are portrayed acting
beyond the system, pushing government to respond to acts of public
voice such as protests, marches, and sit-ins when institutional means are
inaccessible or unresponsive. Contrastingly, there are scant examples of
white actors participating in acts of public voice. Thus:
H3: Civic education courses will be associated with acts of public voice
among black and Latinx youth, but not for white youth.
At the same time, civic education courses create opportunities for students
to develop language and communication skills that are not inherently political. Because these courses are frequently discourse-oriented, students
are given the space to develop ideas and share them with peers, bolstering
internal efficacy (Callahan and Muller 2013; Martens and Gainous
2013). Civics courses are an especially important space for English language learners to absorb political information that can later be shared
with family and friends (Callahan and Muller 2013; Campbell and
Niemi 2016). While white and black youth undoubtedly benefit from
the communication skills embedded into civics curriculum, the impact
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on these courses on internal efficacy should be most pronounced among
first and second-generation immigrants.7 According to Pew, 55 percent of
U.S.-born Latinxs are second generation immigrants and nearly 60 percent
are age 33 or younger (Pew Research, 2016). First and second-generation
Latinx immigrants are more likely to speak a language other than English
at home (Callahan and Muller 2013; Campbell and Niemi 2016), suggesting that the language skills gained from civic education courses at
school may have a more pronounced impact on attitudes and behaviors
associated with cognitive engagement for this group. Thus:
H4: Civic education courses will be positively associated with the
development of internal efficacy among Latinx youth, but not for
white and black youth.
H5: Civic education courses will be positively associated with cognitive
engagement among Latinx youth, but not white and black youth.
Other facets of civic education, however, are likely to be experienced more
consistently across racial and ethnic groups. Though civic education is a
requirement in 46 out of 50 states, there is a great deal of variation in learning standards across geographical contexts (CIRCLE 2014). However, a
commitment to service learning (combining learning objectives with
community service) is fairly consistent across states. As demonstrated in
Figure 1, service learning is required in 31 out of 50 states. While civic
education may yield divergent outcomes in political behavior across
racial and ethnic groups, I expect civic education to be associated with
civic engagement across all groups given the salience of service learning
across the United States. Thus:
H6: Civic education courses will be positively associated with civic
engagement for white, black, and Latinx youth.

THEORY TESTING
Data
I use the Youth Culture Survey made available through the Black Youth
Project to test the hypotheses presented above. The first wave of the
survey was conducted in 2005 by the National Organization of Research
(NORC) at the University of Chicago and utilized a random digit dial
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FIGURE 1.

Service Learning Required in State Education Standards.

Source: Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE 2014).

sample to explore the attitudes of young people ages 15–25. The survey
addressed several topics including political participation and access to
civic education (Cohen 2005). Questions addressing these topics specifically were retrospective in nature. The survey contains a nationally representative sample of 1,590 respondents, including an oversample of black
youth and a small oversample of Latinx youth. Respondents were first
given the opportunity to identify with multiple racial and ethnic groups
(white, black, Latinx, Asian, Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, Native
American, and biracial ) before being asked to identify with a single
group. I use the responses to the latter question to categorize respondents
into racial groups in my models below.
The Black Youth Project’s Youth Culture Survey is particularly useful
for the purposes of this paper, since it allows for an analysis of the political
attitudes and behaviors of young people from across racial and ethnic
groups. While three additional waves of the survey were conducted
during 2012–2014, the 2005 study was the only wave to ask respondents
about their involvement in a variety of political activities as well as their
access to civic education courses. The 2005 survey is admittedly constrained to the political context in which it was conducted. However,
these constraints should not be the cause for excessive concern for two
reasons. First, the past thirteen years have not witnessed dramatic policy
shifts pertaining to civic education, dispelling concern that accesses to
these courses or the content taught within them has shifted considerably
over this period (CIRCLE 2014). To confirm this, I conducted a content
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analysis of the historical figures explicitly referenced in the high school
Social Studies standards in the state of TX—a state whose education policies define textbook production for the nation due to its high concentration of school-age children (Williams and Maloyed 2013). This analysis
reveals few substantial changes between 2005 and 2018. In fact, of the
59 figures explicitly referenced in the state’s standards in 2018, 83
percent are white men. This is only slightly lower than 91 percent in
2005. A full summary and discussion of this analysis is located in
Table 3 of the Appendix.
Second, it is worth noting that the 2005 data were collected prior to the
rise of youth-driven social movements such as Black Lives Matter,
increased millennial interest in electoral politics corresponding to the
election of President Obama in 2008, and activism following the 2016
presidential election. However, supplemental data collected in 2017–
2018 confirm many of the trends present in the 2005 data. These supplemental data are discussed at the end of the paper.
In analyzing the 2005 data, I excluded respondents with missing data
on key outcome variables, yielding a final count of 1,252 respondents.
The same analysis was conducted using multiple imputations, which
did not yield significantly different results. The results of the multiply
imputed analyses are shown in Tables 11–16 of the Appendix.
The respondents’ average age is 19 and slightly over half (53 percent) are
female. T-tests confirm that there are no statistically significant differences
between the respondents of the original data set and those included in the
analysis in terms of age ( p = 0.59), gender ( p = 0.71), or race ( p = 0.71)
(see Table 1 of the Appendix). While the Black Youth Culture Survey
did collect information from Asian/Asian American, Native American,
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and biracial youth, it does not include
a sufficient sample size to conduct an analysis for these groups. Future
work should aim to capture sufficiently-sized samples from these populations in order to test the transferability of the hypotheses explored here.
A breakdown of the respondents’ characteristics by the racial/ethnic
group is included in Table 3.

Variables
Following the method put forth by Zukin et al. (2006), I create four
indices of political participation ( political engagement, civic engagement, public voice, and cognitive engagement) by combining the
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Respondent characteristics by race/ethnicity

Race/ethnicity
White
Black
Hispanic/Latino
Asian/Asian American
Native American
Native Hawaiians/
Pacific Islanders

Number of
respondents

Mean age

Percent
female (%)

Taken a civics
course (%)

491
519
242
16
13
5

19
19
19
20
19
19

52
56
52
56
38
60

64
60
55
69
31
80

individual participation items. These variables and corresponding activities are summarized in Table 1. Question wording and corresponding
alpha scores for each of these variables are shown in Tables 17 and 18
of the Appendix. Drawing from the Civic Voluntarism Model put forth
by Verba, Lehman Schlozman, and Brady (1995), six control variables
are included in the models to account for other factors commonly associated with political participation: age, gender, group affiliation, religious
affiliation, parental political interest, and citizenship status. While
respondents were asked to report individual and family income, misreporting of this figure is common and may be especially pronounced among
young respondents asked to report their parents’ income (Zaller 1992).
Thus, I utilize maternal educational attainment as a proxy for socioeconomic status (see Bertrand and Mullainathan 2001; Braveman et al.
2006; Lewis-Beck et al. 2008).
Civic education is the key independent variable in this study and is
measured by a question that asks whether respondents have “ever been
enrolled in a high school civics or American government course”
(Cohen 2005). While one may be surprised to find that only 59 percent
of the respondents reported having access to a civics course, this low
rate reflects the fact that 11 states did not require a course of this kind
when the Black Youth Project’s Youth Culture Survey was conducted in
2005. Two of those states, IL and NJ, account for nearly 10 percent of
the survey’s total respondents (see Table 2 in the Appendix).8
Additionally, the shift to high stakes testing in math, reading/language
arts, and science has pushed teachers to cut back on the time allotted
to social studies classes such as civics and American government
(Kahne and Middaugh 2008). In fact, 71 percent of school districts
reported “cutting back on other subjects to make room for math and
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reading . . . social studies was part of the curriculum most frequently cited
as the place where these reductions took place” (2008, 33–34). In other
words, the high percentage of “no” responses in states that do require a
civic education course may reflect the very real possibility that a student
was being taught a standardized test subject such as math, reading/language arts, and science during a class period officially devoted to civics
or American government. In this case, the formality of having been in a
civic education course may not have registered with many of the respondents. This does not pose a measurement error threat, since I am interested
in cases where students have been exposed to civic education courses in a
meaningful sense.
MODELS
I conduct regression analyses that fall into two categories. The first category examines the impact of civic education courses internal and external
efficacy (H1 and H4).9 The second category tests the direct impact of civic
education courses on the four categories of participation summarized in
Table 1. This second series of models also includes the efficacy variables
tested in the first model series as control variables because they are highly
correlated with political participation (H2, H3, H5, and H6).10 Because
I expect to see heterogeneous effects across racial and ethnic groups, I
conducted each of the analyses separately for white, black, and Latinx
respondents (see Junn and Masuoka 2013).11
Results
I first test H1 and H4. The analyses in Tables 4–6 demonstrate that civic
education courses are associated with the development of both external
and internal efficacy. However, the impact of these courses varies across
each racial/ethnic group. As demonstrated by the results reported in
Table 4, civic education courses are associated with higher rates of external efficacy among white youth at levels of statistical significance ( p <
0.01). Specifically, having access to a civic education course is associated
with a 14.4 percentage point increase in external efficacy among white
youth. There is no significant relationship between civic education and
external efficacy among black or Latinx youth. Civic education courses
are associated with a 14.4 percentage point increase in internal efficacy
among Latinx youth ( p < 0.05).12 This is consistent with the work of
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Political attitudes-white youth
Dependent variable

Civic education
Age
Gender
Religious affiliation
Group affiliation
Maternal education
Parental political interest
Citizenship
Constant
Observations
R2

External efficacy

Internal efficacy

0.144***
(0.052)
−0.023***
(0.008)
−0.002
(0.049)
0.018
(0.016)
0.112**
(0.052)
0.007
(0.014)
0.145***
(0.027)
0.160
(0.140)
2.459***
(0.222)

0.035
(0.040)
0.021***
(0.006)
−0.139***
(0.038)
−0.0005
(0.013)
0.038
(0.040)
0.004
(0.011)
0.007
(0.021)
−0.029
(0.109)
2.929***
(0.173)

494
0.130

494
0.054

Note: **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

Callahan and Muller (2013) who find that youth growing up in
Spanish-speaking households benefit from such courses through an
increased ability to share new information about politics with family
members at home. These results are summarized in Table 6.
These results also reveal significant gender effects among whites and
among Latinxs (see Tables 22–27 of the Appendix for additional models
that disaggregate by gender). Specifically, civic education courses are associated with higher rates of external efficacy among white men ( p < 0.01),
but not women. Given that the historical figures in civic education
courses are overwhelmingly white men (see Table 3 in the Appendix),
this finding is not particularly surprising. Among Latinx respondents,
civic education courses are associated with higher rates of internal efficacy
among Latinas, but not among Latinos ( p < 0.01). This echoes existing
work suggesting that young Latinas are most likely to use skills acquired
in school to serve as language brokers, translating written and face-to-face
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Political attitudes-black youth
Dependent variable

Civic education
Age
Gender
Religious affiliation
Group affiliation
Maternal education
Parental political interest
Citizenship
Constant
Observations
R2

External efficacy

Internal efficacy

0.039
(0.049)
−0.001
(0.008)
0.032
(0.048)
−0.005
(0.017)
0.123**
(0.053)
0.00001
(0.013)
0.104***
(0.023)
−0.097
(0.108)
2.433***
(0.218)
523
0.062

0.020
(0.041)
0.024***
(0.007)
−0.042
(0.040)
−0.010
(0.014)
0.018
(0.044)
−0.0004
(0.011)
0.017
(0.020)
−0.076
(0.090)
2.774***
(0.183)
523
0.030

Note:**p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

communication for parents and other adults (Anguiano 2018; Burial et al
1998; Weisskirch 2005). These results are discussed more comprehensively in the Appendix.
As expected, the model in Table 5 shows that civic education courses
are not associated with higher levels of either internal or external efficacy
among black youth. Rather, group affiliation ( p < 0.05) and parental
political interest ( p < 0.05) are more strongly associated with external efficacy for this group. This first series of models supports both hypotheses
H1 and H4: civic education courses are associated with the development
of external efficacy among white youth and internal efficacy among Latinx
youth. Given that civic education courses are associated with distinct attitudes across racial and ethnic groups, we should also expect distinct
impacts political participation across groups if the theoretical expectations
about the relationship between efficacy and participation are true.
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Political attitudes-Latinx youth
Dependent variable

Civic education
Age
Gender
Religious affiliation
Group affiliation
Maternal education
Parental political interest
Citizenship
Constant
Observations
R2

External efficacy

Internal efficacy

0.121
(0.074)
−0.014
(0.012)
0.016
(0.071)
−0.022
(0.024)
0.155
(0.082)
−0.002
(0.019)
0.064
(0.034)
−0.044
(0.096)
2.826***
(0.312)
252
0.054

0.144**
(0.056)
0.037***
(0.009)
−0.072
(0.054)
−0.006
(0.018)
0.075
(0.062)
0.021
(0.014)
−0.002
(0.026)
0.021
(0.073)
2.400***
(0.235)
252
0.127

Note: **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

Next, I test H2, where I expected that civic education will be associated
with political engagement for white youth, but not for black and Latinx
youth. The results in Table 7 disconfirm this hypothesis: civic education
courses are not associated with political engagement among white
respondents. Even in models predicting individual acts, civic education
courses are not associated with any of the four acts in the political engagement index for white youth (see Table 19 of the Appendix). Rather, group
affiliation ( p < 0.01) and external efficacy ( p < 0.01) are more strongly
associated with political engagement among this group. However, it is possible that civic education courses may still indirectly impact the political
engagement of white youth through the development of external efficacy
as shown above. In other words, these courses may still present narratives
that bolster white respondents’ belief in the responsiveness of government,
which may have downstream effects on the political engagement of white
youth as hypothesized. As expected, given the lack of representation in

Political behaviors-white youth
Dependent variable

Civic education
Age
Gender
Religious affiliation
Group affiliation
Maternal education
Parental political interest
Citizenship
Internal efficacy
External efficacy
Constant
Observations
R2

Civic

Public voice

Cognitive

−0.003
(0.021)
0.003
(0.003)
−0.019
(0.020)
0.0003
(0.006)
0.082***
(0.021)
0.004
(0.006)
−0.012
(0.011)
−0.005
(0.056)
0.030
(0.024)
0.093***
(0.018)
−0.292**
(0.117)

0.058**
(0.029)
−0.008
(0.004)
−0.006
(0.027)
0.020**
(0.009)
0.191***
(0.028)
0.027***
(0.008)
0.012
(0.015)
0.044
(0.077)
−0.006
(0.032)
0.054**
(0.025)
−0.012
(0.160)

0.015
(0.017)
0.002
(0.003)
−0.006
(0.016)
−0.005
(0.005)
0.066***
(0.017)
0.015***
(0.005)
−0.006
(0.009)
0.052
(0.046)
0.024
(0.019)
0.084***
(0.015)
−0.279***
(0.097)

−0.009
(0.034)
0.013**
(0.005)
−0.038
(0.032)
−0.004
(0.010)
0.088***
(0.033)
0.025***
(0.009)
0.083***
(0.018)
0.038
(0.090)
−0.020
(0.038)
0.072**
(0.030)
−0.021
(0.189)

494
0.108

494
0.220

494
0.153

494

–
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Note: **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
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Political behaviors-black youth
Dependent variable

Civic education
Age
Gender
Religious affiliation
Group affiliation
Maternal education
Parental political interest
Citizenship
Internal efficacy
External efficacy
Constant
Observations
R2

Political

Civic

Public voice

Cognitive

0.018
(0.018)
−0.003
(0.003)
−0.030
(0.018)
0.011
(0.006)
0.025
(0.019)
0.002
(0.005)
−0.001
(0.009)
0.023
(0.039)
0.023
(0.020)
0.012
(0.017)
0.009
(0.099)

0.045
(0.026)
0.0002
(0.004)
−0.023
(0.026)
0.022**
(0.009)
0.224***
(0.028)
0.001
(0.007)
0.028**
(0.013)
−0.048
(0.057)
−0.017
(0.029)
0.082***
(0.025)
−0.152
(0.143)

0.051***
(0.014)
−0.001
(0.002)
−0.011
(0.014)
−0.005
(0.005)
0.062***
(0.015)
0.001
(0.004)
0.009
(0.007)
−0.028
(0.032)
0.004
(0.016)
0.031**
(0.014)
−0.018
(0.079)

0.053
(0.039)
0.002
(0.007)
0.006
(0.039)
−0.015
(0.013)
0.128***
(0.042)
0.014
(0.011)
0.071***
(0.019)
0.047
(0.086)
0.022
(0.044)
0.144***
(0.037)
−0.232
(0.216)

523
0.032

523
0.222

523
0.091

523
–

Note: **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

accounts of traditional forms of political participation, civic education
courses are not associated with political engagement among young
people of color.
Tables 8 and 9 lend support to H3. Civic education courses are associated with acts of public voice among both black ( p < 0.01) and Latinx
( p < 0.05) youth, but not white youth. This suggests that young people
of color who have taken a civic education course are more likely to opt
into extra-systemic forms of participation such as protests, marches,
sit-ins, and petition signing even after controlling for other factors commonly associated with political participation. Specifically, civic education
courses are associated with a five percent increase in acts of public voice

Dependent variable

Civic education
Age
Gender
Religious affiliation
Group affiliation
Maternal education
Parental political interest
Citizenship
Internal efficacy
External efficacy
Constant
Observations
R2

Civic

Public voice

Cognitive

0.016
(0.024)
0.0003
(0.004)
−0.049**
(0.023)
0.003
(0.008)
0.040
(0.026)
0.011
(0.006)
0.021
(0.011)
0.022
(0.030)
0.024
(0.027)
0.098***
(0.021)
−0.380***
(0.126)

0.125***
(0.039)
−0.004
(0.007)
−0.002
(0.037)
0.031**
(0.013)
0.163***
(0.043)
0.012
(0.010)
0.013
(0.018)
0.077
(0.050)
−0.017
(0.045)
0.061
(0.034)
−0.066
(0.208)

0.055***
(0.021)
0.006
(0.003)
−0.028
(0.020)
0.005
(0.007)
0.028
(0.023)
0.012**
(0.005)
0.006
(0.010)
0.033
(0.027)
−0.005
(0.024)
0.049***
(0.018)
−0.205
(0.111)

0.182***
(0.059)
0.018
(0.010)
−0.103
(0.056)
−0.004
(0.019)
0.088
(0.065)
0.022
(0.015)
0.059**
(0.027)
−0.006
(0.075)
−0.030
(0.068)
0.056
(0.051)
−0.024
(0.314)

252
0.191

252
0.191

252
0.133

252
–
21

Note: **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
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among both black and Latinx youth.13 The impact of civic education on
each of the seven measures of public voice is included in Tables 19–21 in
the Appendix. As expected, because white political actors are infrequently
portrayed acting beyond political institutions, civic education courses are
not associated with acts of public voice among white youth (see
Table 19 of the Appendix).
This second series of models also reveals a number of significant gender
effects among young people of color (see Tables 28–33 of the Appendix for
additional models disaggregated by gender). For example, civic education
courses are significantly associated with higher rates of public voice among
black women, but not black men. A number of scholars have discussed
high rates of activism among black women through an intersectional lens,
emphasizing that the need to resist both gender and racial oppression spurs
high rates of political participation (Baxter and Lansing 1983; Collins 2008;
Davis 1981; Gay and Tate 1998). While formal hypotheses regarding
gender were not presented for the purposes of this analysis, the Appendix provides a more comprehensive discussion of this topic to encourage others to
explore possible mechanisms that link civic education courses to political participation through an intersectional lens (e.g. Bruch and Soss 2018).
Next, I test H5. Recall that I theorize that internal efficacy provides a
mechanism through which individuals come to participate in acts of cognitive engagement. Since civic education courses are associated with the
development of internal efficacy among Latinx youth, these courses
should also be associated with acts of cognitive engagement among this
same group of individuals. The results reported in Table 9 confirm this
hypothesis. Civic education courses are associated with acts cognitive
engagement among Latinx youth ( p < 0.01). Specifically, having access
to a civic education course is associated with an 18.3 percent increase
in cognitive engagement for this group.
Finally, I test H6: because service learning is a traditional component of
citizenship education, civics courses should be associated with civic
engagement among all youth. The analyses presented in Tables 7–9 partially confirm this hypothesis. Civic education courses are associated with
civic engagement among white ( p < 0.05) and Latinx ( p < 0.01) youth at
traditional levels of statistical significance. Specifically, white and Latinx
youth with access to civic education courses are 5.8 and 11.8 percent
more likely to participate in acts of civic engagement, respectively.14
However, civic education courses are not associated with civic engagement
among black respondents. Rather, group affiliation ( p < 0.01), parental political interest ( p < 0.05), and external efficacy ( p < 0.01), are stronger
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predictors of civic engagement for this group. This finding raises a number
of questions regarding access to service learning opportunities in schools,
specifically among black youth. While service-learning requirements may
be common at the state level (CIRCLE 2014), a more nuanced examination of how education policy is implemented at the district and school
level must be taken into consideration to adequately address whether
these programs are delivered to all students equitably. Additionally, given
that group and religious affiliations outside of school are positively associated
with this kind of participation among black youth, those interested in
reforming civic education should explore how such organizations cultivate
youth participation. Studies of African American political participation have
documented the role of black institutions in shaping political behavior and
should figure prominently in these discussions (Cohen 1999; Dawson
1994; 2001; Du Bois 1995; McAdam 1982). Specifically, why are these
groups better able to foster civic engagement among black youth? A plausible explanation is that these organizations create spaces for young people of
color to develop the attitudes and skills necessary to play an active role
within their communities. In the context of this study, this begs the question
of why civic education courses do not create such spaces.
The results discussed so far, summarized in Table 10, strongly support the
claim that civic education courses are associated with distinct attitudinal and
participatory outcomes across racial and ethnic groups. White youth with
access to civic education courses report higher rates of external efficacy and
civic engagement. This is distinct from black and Latinx respondents who
report greater willingness to participate in acts of public voice. Latinx respondents with access to these courses also report higher rates of internal efficacyand
cognitive engagement, likely reflecting the residual benefits of the language
and communication skills traditionally emphasized in these courses among
Spanish-speaking students specifically. Though civic education courses are
positively associated with youth political engagement, the divergent trends
that emerge across racial and ethnic groups raise serious normative questions
regarding how the curricula implemented in these courses driveyoung people
toward distinct and racialized roles within American democracy. If the intent
of these courses is truly to foster active participation and promote equal
representation, they are presently failing to live up to these aspirations.
2005 versus 2018
It is reasonable to question whether the results presented above are contingent on a specific political context. Indeed, the past thirteen years have
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Table 10.
hypotheses

Significant results by dependent variable and corresponding

Hypotheses
H1:
H2:
H3:
H4:
H5:
H6:

External efficacy
Political engagement
Public voice
Internal efficacy
Cognitive engagement
Civic engagement

Black youth

✓
–

White youth
✓
–

✓

Latino youth

✓
✓
✓
✓

witnessed a number of transformative political events including the election of the first black president and the rise of youth-driven social movements such as Black Lives Matter and March for Our Lives. Thus, it is
possible that these changes have led to more equitable rates of participation across each of the four categories discussed above, diluting the potential for civic education to have an effect on participatory outcomes. I am
able to explore these temporal changes using data I collected from
Chicago-area high school students enrolled in U.S. History and
American Government courses between November 2017 and April
2018. While this sample is limited to one metropolitan area and utilizes
slightly different questions, it lends important insights into whether the
patterns documented above have persisted over time.15
There are two questions I can answer using these new data. First, how
have overall rates of political participation changed among those with
access to a civic education course? Second, do racial gaps in political participation among those with access to a civic education course in 2005
look similar to those found in 2018? If the answer to the latter question
is affirmative, it is evidence that the effects found in 2005 have persisted
over time. A comprehensive description of the 2018 sample, survey instrument, and analysis is located in the Appendix.
I find that participation among those with access to a civic education
course has generally increased since 2005, suggesting that broader shifts
in American politics have helped bolster participation among young
people across racial groups over the past several years (see Figures 2–5 of
the Appendix).16 Patterns across racial groups, however, persist in 2018.
For example, the 2005 racial gap in acts of public voice is reduced
when white youth and young people of color have access to a civics
course. Similarly, there are no significant gaps in acts of public voice
between young white youth and black ( p = 0.62) and Latinx ( p = 0.64)
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enrolled in civic education courses in the 2018 sample. In other words, in
both 2005 and 2017–18, rates of public voice across racial groups are
similar among those with access to a civic education course. These patterns emerge across other participatory domains as well, as discussed in
further detail alongside (Figures 2–5 in the Appendix). In short, the
gaps in the 2005 civics group are very similar to those in the 2017–18
civics group. While these comparisons are certainly not definitive, they
do help assuage some concerns regarding the temporal constraints of
the 2005 data.

CONCLUSION
Political scientists have questioned the impact of civic education courses
on student outcomes for decades. However, these studies have frequently
led to conflicting results. This work aims to make sense of this ambiguity
by centering a large battery of participatory acts in the analysis and attending carefully to racial group differences. Given that young people across
racial groups have unequal access to important political resources,
undergo different socialization experiences, and are affected by policies
differently, it is necessary to consider a broader range of civic and political
activities that better reflect the diverse lived experiences of young people in
America. In doing so, I find that civic education courses do play an
important role in political socialization. However, the impact of these
classes is different across racial and ethnic groups.
These findings serve as a note of caution to those who view an expansion in traditional forms of civic education as a panacea for lackluster rates
of civic and political participation in the United States. Civic education
does matter, but a standardized approach to civics courses should not
be assumed to yield consistent outcomes across diverse student populations. The way in which schools teach citizenship likely contributes to
the racialized participatory trends highlighted in this paper. Specifically,
while acts of public voice and civic engagement play an important role
in a well-functioning democracy, it also important to explore ways in
which civic education courses can better equip young people from
across racial and ethnic groups with the knowledge, skills, and resources
to be more active participants across multiple participatory domains.
Political scientists should continue to play an active role in this conversation, providing research that can be leveraged by those seeking to reform
citizenship education in America. Given the discussion about the
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centering of white “heroes” in civic education courses, I suggest that remedying this practice by centering the grassroots political action of people
color in course narratives is one important potential reform. The research
agenda on the political behavioral impact of civic education could suggest
yet further avenues of reform. Specifically, future work should explore the
ways in which specific facets of curricula such as the presentation of historical narratives shape student orientations towards politics, attend more
closely to the findings about gender differences, and further elucidate
the attitudinal mechanisms briefly explored in this paper. While barriers
to participation are plentiful in American politics, reviving and reforming
civic education in schools holds the potential fostering more equitable
participation in American democracy.
NOTES
1. The goal of this paper is not to provide an exhaustive account of the quality of civic education
courses. School type (Dill 2009; Campbell 2012), curriculum (Gamoran 1987; Torney-Purta 2002;
Levinson 2012), and teacher instructional practices (Torney-Purta 2002; Levinson 2012; Kahne and
Lee 2013; Martens and Gainous 2013) undoubtedly contribute to mixed outcomes. While a comprehensive analysis of civic education in the United States should be undertaken, it is far beyond the
scope of this study.
2. Verba and Nie (1972), and Putnam (2000) also analyze participation across various categories.
However, I utilize the Zukin et al. (2006) approach because it categorizes a wider variety of political
activities.
3. For example, 25 percent of black youth claimed to have participated in buycotting as opposed to
23 percent of white youth and 20 percent of Latinx youth (Cohen 2010, 181). Meanwhile, 9 percent
of white youth and 8 percent of black youth reported attending a protest, demonstration, or sit-in
opposed to 7 percent of Latinx youth (Cohen 2010, 184).
4. The data utilized in this paper are not structured in a way that allows me to test whether efficacy
mediates the relationship between civic education and political participation (Bullock and Ha 2011).
However, thinking through the ways in which internal and external efficacy are associated with certain
political activities was a central component in generating the hypotheses presented below.
5. While the data set utilized in this study does not allow for an explicit test of hero identification,
the salience of heroes presented in these courses are evident in work by Levine and Lopez (2004).
Furthermore, Peabody and Jenkins (2017) suggest that heroes provide a cohesive narrative that can
be easily invoked by to convey certain ideas and values. I argue that curriculum and textbook
writers invoke heroes in a similar way. However, future work should explore specific causal mechanisms in greater detail.
6. Gender is also extremely important to take into consideration given the theoretical framework
presented here. While gender effects are discussed in the results sections of this study, a comprehensive
account of this topic is beyond the scope of this paper. However, a more detailed discussion of gender
effects is presented in the Appendix that should be viewed as a starting point for forthcoming research
addressing the effects of civic education through an intersectional lens.
7. The subsequent hypotheses are limited to Latinxs due to data constraints, preventing an analysis
of Asian Americans.
8. 58 percent of respondents residing in Illinois and 75 percent of respondents residing in New
Jersey reported that they had never taken a civics or American government course.
9. Following the work of Hope and Jagers (2014), I also tested the impact of civic education courses
on political cynicism, but found no significant results.
10. The theory section previously presented implicitly suggested mediation through efficacy.
However, the data utilized in this paper are not structured in a way that allows me to test whether
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efficacy mediates the relationship between civic education and political participation (Bullock and Ha
2011).
11. Each of these models is also presented in the Appendix with state fixed effects in order to
account for policy variations across geographical contexts (see Tables 4–9). However, because the
Black Youth Culture Survey did not ask respondents to report the state in which they attended high
school, it is possible that the area codes used to apply state fixed effects do not correspond to the
state in which a respondent was enrolled in a civic education course. For this reason, each of the
models included above is presented without state fixed effects. In either case, little variation
emerges between models that utilize state fixed effects versus those that do not. Any instance in
which a significant change does emerge is presented in the text above.
12. When state fixed effects are taken into consideration, this relationship is no longer statistically
significant. See Table 6 of the Appendix.
13. The relationship between civic education and public voice is driven by protests and writing political blogs and emails among black respondents and petition signing among Latinx respondents ( p <
0.01). Civic education courses are not associated with any of the six acts of public voice among white
respondents (see Tables 19–21 in the Appendix).
14. Civic Engagement is driven by volunteerism for both White and Latinx respondents ( p < 0.01)
(See Tables 19–21 in the Appendix).
15. The 2005 survey asked a nationally representative sample of 15–25-year-olds whether they participated in a variety of political activities over the past 12 months while the 2018 survey asked 14–
18-year-olds enrolled in U.S. History and American Government courses in the Chicago metropolitan
area whether they planned to participate in a variety of political activities in the next 12 months.
16. Cognitive engagement decreased among Latinxs between 2005 to 2018.
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