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High Quality Civic Education: 
What Is It and Who Gets It?
Joseph Kahne and Ellen Middaugh 

Interviewer: What are your 
feelings about government and 
politics?

Boy’s voice: It’s boring. 

Interviewer: When you say it’s 
boring, what’s boring about it?

Boy’s Voice: The subject mat-
ter.

Girl’s Voice: Yes, very true.

Boy’s Voice: It’s not just the 
work. It’s what the work is 
about. We don’t care about it.

—Focus group of high school seniors in a 
traditional government classroom

It is commonly understood that dem-
ocratic self-governance requires an 
informed and educated citizenry and 
that access to education is an important 
support for the development of such citi-
zens. Civic education, however, which 
explicitly teaches the knowledge, skills 
and values believed necessary for demo-
cratic citizenship, currently holds a tenu-
ous position in American public schools. 
It was common in the 1960s for students 
to take multiple courses in civics cover-

ing not only the structure of American 
government but also the role of citizens 
and the issues they and the government 
face. Students today, however, typically 
take only one semester-long course on 
American government.1 These courses 
tend to focus on factual knowledge of 
American government (e.g. contents of 
the Constitution and branches of govern-
ment) and give considerably less attention 
to the role of common citizen.2 

What brought about this retreat from 
civic curricula? Any change in educa-
tional practice is likely the result of a 
number of influences. However, two 
important challenges to civic education 
seem particularly relevant for under-
standing why it is such a small part of 
public schooling today and whether 
greater attention to the subject is war-
ranted. 

One challenge is the belief by some 
that civics instruction is relatively less 
important than, and takes time away 
from, subjects such as math, science 

and reading. Indeed, the now famous 
1983 report A Nation at Risk identi-
fied increasing pressures on schools to 

“provide solutions to personal, social, 
and political problems” as a core threat 
to providing quality education.3 The 
authors acknowledge the importance 
of an educated citizenry for democracy, 
but focus on the need to develop general 
skills such as literacy, critical thinking, 
and labor market skills rather than skills, 
knowledge, and thinking specific to civic 
participation and deliberation. This posi-
tion has been increasingly evident in edu-
cational policy. Most notably, the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2002 requires 
schools to conduct assessments in math, 
reading/language arts, and science only. 
The accountability measures tied to these 
assessments suggest that little importance 
is placed on civic outcomes. It is not sur-
prising, then, that civics courses have 
fallen by the wayside. Indeed, a 2006 
study by the Center on Education pol-
icy found that 71% of districts reported 
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cutting back time on other subjects to 
make more space for reading and math 
instruction.4 Social studies was the part of 
the curriculum that was most frequently 
cited as the place where these reductions 
occurred. 

While recent analyses of national 
tests of academic achievement suggest 
that some important gains have been 
made since 1990, these gains appear 
primarily in the area of math and only 
for younger students.5 In spite of pres-
sures to focus on curricular areas of 
math and reading, we see “little or no 
progress in reading achievement since 
1990” and little to no improvement for 
reading or math among high school stu-
dents.6 Meanwhile, numerous studies 
have found that levels of informed civic 
engagement are lower than desirable, and 
in many cases, are declining.7 As a panel 
of experts convened by the American 
Political Science Association recently 
found, “Citizens participate in public 
affairs less frequently, with less knowl-
edge, and enthusiasm, in fewer venues, 
and less equitably than is healthy for a 
vibrant democratic polity.” 8 

For example, voting rates of those 
under age 25 in U.S. presidential elec-
tions have declined steadily from 52% 
to 37% between 1972 (the first election 
when 18 year-olds were given the right 
to vote in a presidential election) and 
2000.9 Similarly, youth interest in dis-
cussing political issues declined to their 
lowest levels since historic highs in the 
1960’s.10 Roughly 25% of young people 
from 1960-1976 reported that they fol-
lowed public affairs most of the time, 
but by 2000, that number had declined 
to 5%.11 Although young people’s vot-
ing rates increased somewhat in the 
November 2004 elections in the United 
States, youth voters remained roughly 
the same proportion of the total elector-
ate.12 Furthermore, it is unclear whether 
this up-tick in turnout will be sustained, 
and more importantly, whether it will be 
accompanied by increases in students’ 
knowledge and interest in following 
politics. As important as voting may be, 
informed and educated voting is more 
important.

Given the overall low levels of youth 
commitment to and capacity for political 
participation, it is clear that many young 
people are not having experiences in or 
out of school that support their develop-
ment into informed and effective citizens. 
With this in mind, we address the sec-
ond challenge to civic education—the 
question of whether civics classes can 
be effective for encouraging the develop-
ment of youth civic commitments and 
capacities. 

Early evaluations of the impact of high 
school government courses found little 
relationship between exposure to such 
curriculum and youth political orienta-
tions, casting considerable doubt on their 
effectiveness.13 These studies, however, 
focused on U.S. government courses 
and civics courses in general, with little 
attention to differences in quality. Indeed, 
Langton and Jennings note that in spite 
of their findings about the general effects 
of government courses, “there is reason 
to believe that under special conditions, 
exposure to government and politics 
courses does have an impact at the sec-
ondary level.”14 Uncovering what these 

“special conditions” might be and figuring 
out how to make them more typical has 
become the focus of some recent research 
and related educational practice and 
policy work. 

The purpose of this article is to share a 
model of high quality civic education and 
the research base that supports it. Using 
this model, we then examine the extent 
to which high quality civic education is 
available to students across a diverse set 
of schools in the state of California. 

A Model of High Quality Civic 
Education
In response to doubts about whether civic 
education can have a substantial impact 
on youth civic and political engagement, 
some scholars have focused their atten-
tion on understanding how youth who are 
active and engaged became that way and, 
in turn, how schools might incorporate that 
knowledge to provide better quality civic 
education.15 Perhaps the most thorough 
treatment of this issue is undertaken by 
James Youniss and Miranda Yates, whose 

work provides a conceptualization of the 
factors that promote the development of a 
civic identity.16 Drawing on Erik Erikson’s 
Identity, Youth, and Crisis, Youniss and 
Yates argue that a prime task of late adoles-
cence is the development of a social iden-
tity that embraces an orientation towards 
civic and political participation.17 As they 
state, “Gaining a sense of agency and feel-
ing responsible for addressing society’s 
problems are distinguishing elements that 
mark mature social identity.”18 They also 
identify three kinds of opportunities that 
can spur such development: opportuni-
ties for agency and industry, for social 
relatedness, and for the development of 
political-moral understandings. Their 
model was designed to help explain how 
various kinds of service-learning experi-
ences can promote a sense of social respon-
sibility in youth.

I n a n ea rl ier  st udy wit h Joel 
Westheimer, we adapted this framework 
from service learning specifically to civic 
education generally.19 Our reasoning was 
that a “mature social identity” that sup-
ports civic engagement can be fostered 
by opportunities that develop students’ 
sense of their civic and political capaci-
ties, connections, and commitments. 
While the terminology is more specific 
to civic education, the framework is the 
same. Our model (see Figure 1) assumes 
that students’ broad commitment to civic 
participation will be enhanced when 
they develop the sense that they have 
the capacity to be effective as civic actors, 
when they feel connected to groups and 
other individuals who share their com-
mitments and/or can facilitate their 
involvement and effectiveness as civic 
actors, and when they have formed par-
ticular and strong commitments with 
respect to specific social issues. 

The model also provides a way to 
understand how curricular experiences 
can foster broad civic commitments by 
developing students’ sense of their civic 
capacities, connections, and commit-
ments to particular issues. For example, 
opportunities to learn about ways to 
improve the community might reason-
ably be expected to foster a sense of 
civic capacity. Meeting civically-active 
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role models and participating in service 
projects might be expected to foster a 
sense of civic connection. And learn-
ing about social problems or discussing 
current events might be expected to fos-
ter commitments to particular societal 
issues. Moreover, some opportunities, 
depending on how they are structured, 
might be expected to foster more than one 
of these intermediary outcomes. 

Experiences that Foster Civic 
and Political Commitments and 
Capacities
Prior studies have found that the quantity 
of civic education bears little relationship 
to young people’s later civic and politi-
cal activity. Yet, when studies focus on 
practices that align with the model of high 
quality civic education just described, 
the results are more promising. Indeed, 

recent research has found a fairly broad 
variety of school-based opportunities 
(the “curricular supports” in our model) 
that are related to increased levels of civic 
and political commitments, capacities, 
and activities amongst youth. A con-
sensus statement from leaders in the 
field identified six promising practices 
research has found to be related to higher 
levels of students’ civic or political com-
mitment, knowledge, skills and activi-
ties. These include information about 
the local, state, and national government; 
opportunities to debate and discuss cur-
rent events and other issues that matter to 
students; service-learning opportunities; 
experiences with extra curricular activi-
ties; opportunities for youth decision 
making; and engaging in simulations of 
civic processes.20 Other researchers have 
identified additional practices such as 
open classroom environments and con-
troversial issue discussions.21

Currently, much of the research is cor-
relational, leaving open the question of 
whether these experiences lead to greater 
civic commitments and capacities or are 
sought out by students who are already 
interested in civic and political engage-
ment. However, some recent studies that 
used pre/post designs and control groups 
have begun to address this concern. These 
studies have focused on particular cur-
ricular initiatives such as service learn-
ing, examining upcoming elections, and 
experience-based curriculum for high 
school government courses.22 In addition, 
we recently completed a large-scale lon-
gitudinal study that, unlike prior large-
scale studies, examined multiple civic 
learning opportunities associated with 
best practice and controlled for students’ 
prior civic commitments. We found that 
meeting civic role models, learning about 
problems in society, learning about ways 
to improve one’s community, having ser-
vice-learning experiences, being required 
to keep up with politics and government, 
being engaged in open classroom discus-
sions, and studying topics about which 
the student cares, all promoted commit-
ments to civic participation among high 
school students. And the magnitude of 
this impact was substantial. We found 

Curricular Supports for the Development of Civic and 
Political Commitments to Working to Make the Society 
Better

For example:

Goal:

Civic and Political Commitments

Capacities for
informed civic and

political action

Connections to
those committed to

civic and political
engagement

Commitments to
specific issues

and ideals

Figure 1.
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that if schools could increase their pro-
vision of these opportunities, then they 
could more than offset differences in 
civic engagement caused by differences 
in opportunities in students’ home envi-
ronments.23 

What Kinds of Experiences with 
Civic Opportunities do High 
School Students Typically Have? 
Given the evidence that some school-
based opportunities foster adolescents’ 
civic commitments and capacities at a 
time in their lives when they are form-
ing their own civic and political identity, 
it makes sense to examine the extent to 
which high school students typically have 
access to these kinds of opportunities. 
To address this question, we surveyed a 
sample of 2,366 California high school 
students to find out how frequently they 
experienced the kinds of opportunities 
that supported the development of com-
mitted, informed, and effective citizens. 
The findings suggest that students’ access 
to these opportunities is uneven. Some 
opportunities are more common than 
others, and some students are more likely 
than others to be afforded them. 

When we asked students how often 
they had each of the civic opportunities 
detailed in Figure 1, the most common 
answer was, “a little.”24 And sometimes, 
for some students, these desired oppor-
tunities don’t occur at all. For example, 
when asked how much of a chance stu-
dents had to say how they think the 
school should be run, 36% said “not at 
all.” Thirty-six percent also reported 
never having the opportunity to partici-
pate in simulations or role-plays during 
high school. And 34% report never being 

part of a service-learning project while in 
high school. Clearly, one need not have 
these experiences as part of every class, 
but sizable numbers of students are not 
getting these opportunities at all.

While the overall portrait suggests that 
many students have little experience with 
a number of the opportunities, there were 
some bright spots. In particular, students 
were more likely to report frequent expe-
riences with learning about how govern-
ment works (68%), discussing current 
events (58%) and being in classrooms 
where a wide range of student views were 
discussed (68%).

Unequal Access to 
Opportunities
It is inevitable that students will have 
different opportunities with respect to 
promoting civic development depending 
on the teachers they happen to have for 
particular subjects. It should not be the 
case, however, that these opportunities 
are distributed on the basis of character-
istics such as race or class, or academic 
standing. Unfortunately, there is evidence 
that these kinds of systemic inequalities 
exist. Our study of high school seniors 
in California revealed differences in 
access to opportunities related to race 
and ethnicity—even when we controlled 
for students’ different academic perfor-
mance and future educational goals.25 

Specifically, even with other con-
trols in place, students who identified 
as African Americans were less likely 
than others to report having civically-
oriented government courses, less likely 
to report having discussions of current 
events that were personally relevant, 
less likely to report having voice in the 

school or classroom, and were less likely 
to report opportunities for role plays or 
simulations. 26 Students who identified 
as Asian reported more participation in 
after-school activities and more voice in 
the school than others, but less open dis-
cussion in the classroom. Students who 
identified themselves as Latino reported 
fewer opportunities for service than oth-
ers and fewer experiences with role plays 
and simulations. Students identifying as 
White were more likely than others to 
report having civically-oriented govern-
ment courses and were more likely to 
report having voice in the classroom. We 
also found that high school seniors who 
did not expect to take part in any form 
of post-secondary education reported 
significantly fewer opportunities to 
develop civic and political capacities 
and commitments than those with post-
secondary plans. Indeed, the quantity of 
opportunities provided for students was 
strongly related to the amount of post-
secondary education a student expected 
to receive.27

A large body of evidence demonstrates 
that significant differences exist between 
various groups of adults with respect to 
their engagement and influence in the 
political system. When explaining these 
differences, most researchers emphasize 
factors such as an individual’s income, 
level of education, and race; they do 
not consider the role that schools may 
play in exacerbating that inequality by 
providing fewer civic learning opportu-
nities to that same group of students.28 

Though the magnitude of such school 
effects in relation to other factors is not 
yet clear, it does appear that schools 
may well increase rather than decrease 
inequalities related to civic and political 
participation. 

Conclusion: Moving towards 
High Quality Civic Education for 
All Students
There are many indications that the level 
of student civic and political commit-
ments and capacities is less than desir-
able for a democratic society and that, in 
many cases, it is declining. There is also 
considerable evidence that educators can 

We also found that high school seniors who did not expect to take 
part in any form of post-secondary education reported significantly 

fewer opportunities to develop civic and political capacities 
and commitments than those with post-secondary plans. 
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help by providing a particular set of civic 
learning opportunities. When schools 
provide the kinds of opportunities that 
allow students to learn and practice a 
variety of civic skills, learn about how 
government works, see how others engage 
civically and politically, and grapple with 
their own roles as future citizens, then we 
see increases in both students’ commit-
ment to and capacity for future participa-
tion. Indeed, the promise of these civic 
learning opportunities makes clear the 
significant cost of policies that crowd out 
attention to the preparation of citizens 
and therefore diminish attention to these 
practices. 

We believe these civic learning oppor-
tunities may be important later in life, but 
are particularly important at the high 
school level. Not only is high school 
the last period when young people in 
America are guaranteed access to free 
education, and to civic education (when it 
is included), but it is a time when many 
are making important decisions about 
their future and their relationship to the 
world. Unfortunately, many students, 

particularly those who are not planning 
to seek further education and those 
who are members of politically under-
represented racial and ethnic groups, 
report few experiences with the kinds 
of opportunities that have been found 
to be most effective. 

At the same time, however, we are 
also aware that there is much more that 
we still must learn. Not all findings 
regarding the impact of civic learning 
opportunities have been positive, and 
there is reason to believe that the varied 
quality of these opportunities can alter 
their impact. For example, some stud-
ies that control for prior commitments 
find significant positive effects only 
for “high quality” service learning.29 
In addition, recent studies indicate that 
varied civic learning opportunities may 
impact young people of different races 
and social classes in differing ways. For 
example, our recent qualitative study 
of high school students in different 
social contexts in California suggests 
that, while the majority of students in 
our sample had little interest in poli-

tics, youth from high income, majority 
white communities were more likely to 
view political engagement as effective, 
but less likely to view these activities 
as necessary or important compared 
to their counterparts from a primarily 
working-class, Latino community.30 
These differences in perception are 
likely to influence how students per-
ceive and make use of opportunities for 
civic education provided by the schools. 
Indeed, Rubin found that middle and 
high school students from privileged, 
homogeneous environments were more 
likely to experience the ideals expressed 
in civic texts as congruous with their 
daily experiences than were urban youth 
of color.31 Further studies are needed 
to better understand how prior experi-
ences with and assumptions about the 
functioning of U.S. democracy influence 
students’ perceptions of and outcomes 
related to civic education. 

Moreover, not all who rally behind 
the banner of democratic citizenship 
value the same outcomes. Some empha-
size knowledge, while others place a 
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premium on participation, on critical 
analysis, on personal responsibility, on 
tolerance, or other priorities. And, not 
surprisingly, studies have found that 
different practices, and the ways that 
different practices are used, may pro-
mote different capacities and commit-
ments related to democratic citizenship.32 

Therefore, even though it is increasingly 
clear that a range of “best practices” can 
promote desired civic outcomes, we still 
have much to learn about how the quality 
of these practices along with the social 
contexts in which they are implemented 
influence their impact. If our democracy 
is to better fulfill its promise of enabling 
all citizens to participate fully and as 
equals, it is also clear that we must do 
more to understand why schools often 
fail to provide equal access to civic learn-
ing opportunities and how educators can 
address this shortcoming. 
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