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IRCLE Working Paper #57 examines the association between activities 

regularly used in high school civic education courses (e.g., staging a mock 

election) and their impact on key student outcomes. The authors report 

on the prevalence of a variety of teaching practices used by social studies 

teachers and assess whether various practices have a demonstrable impact 

on targeted civic outcomes for students.  The paper was written by Amy K. Syvertsen, 

Constance A. Flanagan, and Michael D. Stout of The Pennsylvania State University and can 

be downloaded from CIRCLE’s Web site at http://www.civicyouth.org/?p=226.

The study is based on two waves of surveys with 1,670 students ages 14 to 19 from 80 

social studies classes in the United States. Classes were recruited from a pool of teachers 

throughout one mid-Atlantic state who had expressed interest in training in an election-

based curriculum.

TOP TEACHING ACTIVITIES

The researchers asked social studies teachers about the types of teaching activities they 

used in the classroom.  They broke activities up into four distinct groups: (1) exercises 

that provide students with opportunities to practice and hone civic skills, (2) practices 

that encourage students to think about and engage in electoral politics, (3) discussions 

that encourage awareness of civic issues and concepts, and (4) other specific activities 

(watching presidential debates, visiting candidates, etc).  (Please see the authors’ previous 

report, “CIRCLE Working Paper 55: Civic Measurement Models: Tapping Adolescents’ Civic 

Engagement,” for more information on the measures used in this paper.)

They found that for the most part teachers use a variety of teaching activities to 

promote civic outcomes.  Looking at the “civic skills” category most teachers employ 

an assortment of techniques to encourage critical analysis of political information and 

Figure 1: Percentage of Teachers who used civic skill building activities, 2004

Pa
pe

r o
n 

Po
liti

ca
l Is

su
e 

 | 
 4

9 %

Op
-E

d 
 | 

 2
4%

Su
rv

ey
 C

om
m

un
ity

 | 
 2

8 %

Wr
ite 

Ele
cte

d  |
  19

%

O
ra

l P
re

se
nt

at
ion

  |
  5

0% Su
pp

or
t O

pin
ion

s 
wi

th
 F

ac
ts

  |
  8

0%

De
lib

er
at

ive
 D

ial
og

ue
 | 

37
%

Ac
tiv

ely
 L

ist
en

  |
  8

4%

Re
ac

h 
Co

ns
en

su
s 

 | 
 7

3%

Fi
nd

 C
om

m
on

 G
ro

un
d 

 | 
 65

%

W
or

k 
w/

 P
pl.

 w
/ W

ho
m

 Y
ou

 D
isa

gr
ee

  |
  6

6%

An
aly

ze
 A

ds
  |

  7
1%

Ch
ec

k 
Fa

ct
s 

 | 
 6

3%

Cr
itiq

ue
 A

ds
  |

  7
5%

Ev
alu

at
e 

Ca
nd

ida
te

s' 
W

eb
sit

es
 | 

45
%

Co
m

p.
/C

on
tra

st
 C

an
did

at
es

' P
os

itio
ns

  |
  9

2%

Fa
ct

s 
v.

 O
pin

ion
s 

 | 
 7

4%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Communication Skill Development Democratic Deliberation Critical Analysis of Political Info.



 2      FALL  2007

www.civicyouth.org

                                                                                                                                                                AROUND THE C IRCLE:  RESEARCH & PRACTICE       3

www.civicyouth.org

CIRCLE STAFF AND ADVISORY BOARD MEMBERS

STAFF

Peter Levine,
Director

William A. Galston,
Senior Advisor

Deborah Both,
Senior Advisor

Mark Hugo Lopez,
Research Director

Abby Kiesa,
Youth Coordinator

Emily Hoban Kirby,
Senior Research Associate 

Karlo Barrios Marcelo,
Research Associate 

Dionne Williams,
Program Assistant

ADVISORY BOARD MEMBERS

Benjamin R. Barber,
University of Maryland

Richard M. Battistoni,
Providence College

Lisa Garcia Bedolla,
University of California, 
Irvine 

W. Lance Bennett,
University of Washington

Shelley Billig,
RMC Research Corporation 

Harry Boyte,
Humphrey Institute 
of Public Affairs, 
University of Minnesota

Barry Checkoway,
University of Michigan

Todd Clark,
Constitutional Rights 
Foundation

Marco Davis,
National Council of La Raza

Michael X. Delli Carpini, 
University of Pennsylvania

Tom Ehrlich,
Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching

Constance Flanagan,
Penn State University

Ivan Frishberg,        
Consultant

Fredrick Harris,
University of Rochester

Elizabeth L. Hollander,
Campus Compact

Jane Junn,
Rutgers University

Joseph E. Kahne,
Mills College

Scott Keeter,
George Mason University 
Pew Research Center

Ruth B. Mandel,
Rutgers University

Sheilah Mann,
Civic Education Consultant

John Patrick,
Indiana University, 
Bloomington

Terry L. Pickeral,
National Center for Learning 
& Citizenship, Education 
Commission of the States

Kay Lehman Schlozman,
Boston College

Michael Sherraden,
Washington University 
in St. Louis

Carmen Sirianni,
Brandeis University

Judith Torney-Purta,
University of Maryland

John Transue,
Duke University

Wendy Wheeler,
Innovation Center 
for Community & 
Youth Development

2

Continued from page 1

democratic deliberation.  For example, 92 percent of teachers ask 

students to “compare/contrast candidates’ positions” and 84 percent 

encourage “active listening.”  Activities that encourage communication 

skill development were more varied.  While 80 percent of teachers 

reported that they encourage students to “support opinions with 

facts” only 19 percent ask their students to “write elected officials” 

and only 28 percent have their students “survey the community.”  

(See Figure 1 on page 1.)

When it comes to electoral politics, teachers again used a range of 

teaching strategies.  The most popular strategies included: discussing 

the presidential debate in class (99%), mock elections (90%), and 

acquainting students with the voting process (90%).  The least 

popular activities included: field trips to local polling sites (9%), mock 

debates (26%), and candidate visits to the class (23%).

Nine out of ten teachers reported discussing the following issues: 
why young people do not vote, important issues to the students’ 
generation, democracy as a form of government, and domestic issues 
in the U.S. 

Finally, the researchers asked teachers whether they facilitate student 

discussions that encourage awareness of civic issues and concepts.  

Nine out of ten teachers reported discussing the following issues: 

why young people do not vote, important issues to the students’ 

generation, democracy as a form of government, and domestic 

issues in the U.S.  The least discussed issues tended to cluster in the 

“contested issues” category and included: the civil rights movement, 

cultures outside the U.S., and the Patriot Act.

THE CIVIC OUTCOMES OF VARIOUS TEACHING ACTIVITIES

In addition to asking about the types of teaching activities that 

teachers employ, the researchers also measured the impact of these 

activities on student behavior and knowledge.  The results of the 

analysis were mixed.  Some activities had positive impacts while 

others had a negative impact (although some of the negative results 

may be due to issues with the research methodology and may be 

explained by the response shift bias theory).  

The study suggests that engagement with electoral politics and/or 

field trips to government offices have a negative impact on students’ 

sense of political efficacy and make them less likely to want to pursue 

a career in politics. This may, in part, stem from students’ increased 

understanding of the day-to-day tasks of political figures and first-

hand accounts of the political process. On the other hand, the authors 

found that when teachers discussed concrete ways other than voting 

that students could have a voice in political affairs they found positive 

effects on students’ self-reported political Continued on page 3
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efficacy.

Moreover, the authors found that there was a positive relationship 

between discussion of basic civic education concepts and students’ 

civic knowledge (measured by their ability to correctly identify the 

governor and answer a series of basic questions about the electoral 

process).   

Discussion of hotly contested issues seems to encourage students’ 
interest in the topics.  The researchers found that discussion of 
issues such as the war in Iraq, the Patriot Act, civil rights, and 
homeland security positively predicted students’ concern about the 
unjust treatment of others.  

Discussion of hotly contested issues seems to encourage students’ 

interest in the topics.  The researchers found that discussion of 

issues such as the war in Iraq, the Patriot Act, civil rights, and 

homeland security positively predicted students’ concern about the 

unjust treatment of others.  They hypothesize that “controversy 

invites deliberation thereby providing students with a forum to voice 

their opinions and, potentially, spark their interests.”  According 

to Syvertsen and colleagues, “One of the more surprising findings 

was that discussion of international issues like America’s role in the 

world over the course of the semester made students more likely to 

express concerns about their economic future.”

Finally, the authors suggest using caution when interpreting the 

results of their analyses.  According to Syvertsen et al., “It is 

important to keep in mind the relatively short interval of time 

between the two times of measurement. Further, in terms of 

generalizability, it is important to note that these data were 

collected during a semester when a national election campaign was 

taking place. Thus, it is unclear whether these same results can be 

generalized to other semesters (with or without an election).”  

“

REPORT RELEASE: NOVEMBER 7, 2007

CIRCLE, in partnership with the Charles Kettering 
Foundation, cordially invites you to attend the upcoming 
release of a new report about college student civic 
engagement entitled:

 “MILLENNIALS TALK POLITICS: 

A STUDY OF COLLEGE 

STUDENT POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT.” 

The event will take place on November 7th and will 
include a briefing on the report findings as well as 
several panel discussions.  It will be held at The 
University of California, Washington Center (http://
www.ucdc.edu/) in Washington DC. 

For more information about the event or to RSVP, 
please contact Dionne Williams at dwillia8@umd.edu.        
RSVP required.

The report revisits the 1993 study “College Students Talk 
Politics” by Richard C.Harwood and John A. Creighton of 
the Harwood Group. There are notable differences in the 
research findings between the 2007 and 1993 reports.




