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R e S e A R c h  R O U N D U p

w w w . C I v I C y o u T h . o r g

A new CIRCLE Working Paper (#64) by Britt Wilkenfeld exam-
ines the effects of several systems of influence (schools, 
families, neighborhoods, etc) on civic outcomes.  The author 
finds that there are processes inherent in each context that 
can account for the ways in which environments influence 
adolescents’ development. The most important processes 
seem to involve aspects of interpersonal relationships with 
parents (especially the level of discourse), patterns of activity 
within schools, institutional resources within neighborhoods, 
and the collective socialization that occurs in neighborhoods.  
Schools, among other settings, matter. 

The mosT ImporTanT proCesses seem 
To InvoLve aspeCTs of InTerpersonaL 
reLaTIonshIps wITh parenTs (espeCIaLLy 
The LeveL of dIsCourse), paTTerns of 
aCTIvITy wIThIn sChooLs, InsTITuTIonaL 
resourCes wIThIn neIghBorhoods, 
and The CoLLeCTIve soCIaLIzaTIon ThaT 
oCCurs In neIghBorhoods.  sChooLs, 
among oTher seTTIngs, maTTer. 

ciVics courses esPeciallY Beneficial To 
sTudenTs in high PoVerTY neighBorhoods

The author finds that receiving a civics curriculum “appears to 
be more beneficial to youth attending schools in high poverty 
neighborhoods than to those attending schools in low-poverty 
neighborhoods.” For instance, receiving better civics instruc-
tion makes by far the most difference to students’ plans to 
vote if they live in poor neighborhoods.

causes of disPariTies in adolescenT ciVic 
engagemenT

The study also explored potential explanations for dispari-
ties in adolescent civic engagement by examining different 
student experiences that may foster civic development. Four 
consistent patterns emerged:

1.There is a civic engagement gap among adolescents in 
the United States associated with students’ demographic 
characteristics. The most disadvantaged groups are male, 
black, American Indian, immigrant, and low-SES youth, indi-
cating that there are groups of young people who are not 
adequately prepared to be functioning members of the polity 
and society.
2. Civic learning opportunities in many contexts are related 
to the civic engagement of young people. For instance, civic 
experiences in school enable adolescents to learn through 
social and democratic processes. Once inequalities in civic 
experiences in school and the overall school environment 
are controlled for, the civic engagement gaps between racial 
minority and white students (and between low-SES and high-
SES youth) are greatly reduced. 
3. Contextual effects for characteristics of the school, such as 
school SES and school climate for open discourse, are found, 
over and above individual effects. 
4. Aspects of the neighborhood context influence adolescents’ 
civic outcomes through interactions with the school environ-
ment, students’ civic experiences, and students’ demographic 
characteristics. The interactive effects indicate that students 
who may traditionally be deemed at a disadvantage (either 
because of poor school or neighborhood conditions) experi-
ence more benefits from increases in civic learning opportuni-
ties than do more advantaged students. 

In the working paper, Wilkenfeld finds systematic variations 
in the ways in which adolescents are being prepared for 
functioning citizenship. Parents and peers facilitate prepara-
tion by discussing political and social issues, challenging ado-
lescents’ construction of knowledge, and providing models 
of conscientious citizens. Schools provide opportunities for 
hands-on experiences of democratic processes, supportive 
environments for sharing different opinions, and  learning 
environments in which democratic ideals are communicated 
to students. Neighborhoods facilitate civic engagement by 
enhancing positive experiences in other contexts, specifically 
in schools. Youth are differentially prepared for active citizen-
ship, but civic experiences within different contexts help to 
reduce disparities in adolescents’ civic outcomes. 

considering The role of conTexT in adolescenTs’ ciVic 
engagemenT
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■ “IOWA BRINGS OUT THE ‘08 YOUTH VOTE,” BY ED TIBBETS, 
QUAD CITY TIMES, 7/21/2009

■  “IT’S THEIR TIME TO GIVE: MORE SCHOOLS ARE MAKING 
VOLUNTEER WORK A REQUIREMENT,” NY DAILY NEWS, 
6/7/09

■  “ENTERING THE AGE OF THE YOUNG VOTER,” THE 
OREGONIAN, 5/16/09

■  “NO RACIAL GAP SEEN IN ’08 VOTE TURNOUT,” BY SAM 
ROBERTS, THE NEW YORK TIMES, 4/30/2009

■  “YOUTH VOLUNTEERING DIPS, FIRST TIMES SINCE 9/11,” 
BY AP, LOS ANGELES TIMES, 4/23/09

■  “YOUNG OBAMA VOTERS STAY IN THE GAME,” BY LAURA 
ISENSEE, DALLAS MORNING NEWS, 3/28/09

■  “IN IDLE TIME, UNEMPLOYED ARE HELPING OUT,” ST. 
LOUIS POST-DISPATCH, 3/29/09

■  “THE NEWS COOL KIDS,” BY MEGHAN IRONS,  BOSTON 
GLOBE, 3/22/09

■  “MAKE HIGH SCHOOL VOLUNTEER WORK A MUST, SAYS 
POLITICIAN” NY DAILY NEWS, 1/18/09

■  “TECHNOLOGY MAY BE KEY TO WOO UNDER-30 ELECTOR-
ATE,” ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS, 12/26/2008

regisTer now for 
The 2009 naTional 
conference on 
ciTizenshiP

The 2009 Annual Conference will be 
held September 9th  at the Library 
of Congress.  The conference will 

feature the fourth annual “America’s Civic Health Index” report, written 
by CIRCLE and the NCoC.  To register for the conference, please visit 
www.ncoc.net.

c i r c l e  i n  t h e  n e w s

The auThor ConCLudes, “…The CIvIC 
engagemenT gap Can Be narrowed 
when The LearnIng opporTunITy gap Is 
reduCed.  sChooLs, aLThough ImpLICaTed 
In The exIsTenCe of a CIvIC engagemenT 
gap, aLso have The poTenTIaL To 
narrow The gaps BeTween dIfferenT 
groups of sTudenTs.”  

reducing The learning oPPorTuniTY gaP

The author concludes, “…the civic engagement gap can 
be narrowed when the learning opportunity gap is reduced.  
Schools, although implicated in the existence of a civic 
engagement gap, also have the potential to narrow the gaps 
between different groups of students.”   Students acquire 
meaningful concepts, knowledge, and skills through these 
civic experiences, and schools could better serve students 
by ensuring that such experiences are available. Effective 
school practices are especially important in schools located 
in high-poverty neighborhoods. Essentially, civic experiences 
in schools contribute to the preparation of youth for active 
citizenship and equal access to these experiences reduces 
civic engagement gaps between students of different demo-
graphic groups. 

The author analyzed data from the U.S. sample of the 1999 
Civic Education Study merged with data from the 2000 
U.S. Census (including 2,729 ninth-grade students in 119 
schools nationwide).  The complete findings are contained in  
CIRCLE Working Paper #64 “Does Context Matter? How the 
Family, Peer, School, and Neighborhood  Contexts Relate to 
Adolescents’ Civic Engagement” which can be downloaded 
from http://www.civicyouth.org/?p=342.  ★
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