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i n  t h i s  i s s u eYounger voters were raciallY diverse, 
voted democratic, and approved of 
president obama

Young	 voters	 in	 the	 2010	 midterm	 elections	 were	 racially	 and	 ethnically	 diverse,	 voted	

for	Democrats,	and	approved	of	President	Obama,	according	to	new	analysis	of	exit	poll	

data	released	by	CIRCLE	and	Generational	Alliance	(GA).	(For	more	information	about	the	

GA	please	visit	www.generationalalliance.org.)	The	complete	research	findings,	compiled	

from	data	of	the	National	Exit	Poll	by	Edison	Research,	can	be	found	in	a	new	CIRCLE	fact	

sheet,	“Young	Voters	in	the	2010	Election,”	at	www.civicyouth.org.

An	 estimated	 22.8	 percent	 of	 all	 eligible	 young	 people	 ages	 18–29	 voted	 in	 the	 2010	

midterms.1	Younger	 voters	 chose	 Democratic	 House	 candidates	 over	 Republican	 House	

candidates	by	a	margin	of	55%–42%.	By	a	62%–38%	margin,	younger	voters	approved	of	

Barack	Obama’s	handling	of	his	job	as	president.	By	a	53%–43%	margin,	they	said	that	his	

policies	will	help	the	country	in	the	long	run.	In	contrast,	a	55%–44%	majority	of	all	voters	

disapproved	of	 the	president	and	a	51%–43%	majority	of	all	voters	said	his	policies	will	

hurt	the	country.	

Figure 1: House Vote Preference, 1992–2010

Source: 1992 - 2010 Edison Research National Election Poll

“Since	 2004,	 young	 voters	 have	 been	 one	 of	 the	 strongest	 Democratic	 constituencies,”	

said	CIRCLE	director	Peter	Levine.	“Democrats	need	to	engage	them	better	than	they	did	

in	2010,	and	Republicans	need	to	make	inroads	in	a	generation	that	continues	to	prefer	

Democrats.”

Most	(85%)	of	young	adults	who	voted	in	2010	had	also	voted	in	2008.	The	2010	young	

electorate	was	mostly	a	subset	of	the	2008	electorate.
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CIRCLE	 is	 pleased	 to	 provide	 an	
enclosed	copy	of	the	Special	Report	
“Civic	Skills	and	Federal	Policy.”	This	
report	 is	 the	 result	 of	 a	 meeting	
convened	 by	 CIRCLE	 of	 scholars,	
civic	 leaders,	 and	 federal	 officials.	
The	 purpose	 of	 the	 meeting	 was	
to	develop	a	 federal	policy	agenda	
for	 civic	 skills.	 The	 conference	 was	
co-sponsored	 by	 the	 Campaign	
for	 the	 Civic	 Mission	 of	 Schools	
and	 Strengthening	 our	 Nation’s	
Democracy	 (SOND)	 and	 took	 place	
in	 Washington	 DC	 in	 April	 2010.
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the research rounduP column highlights recent 

research findings commissioned or generated by 

circle. also included is an uPdate on new circle 

Products such as fact sheets, research articles, 

research abstracts, bibliograPhies, and datasets. 
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Young people with college experience more 
represented at the polls

In	 U.S.	 elections,	 young	 adults	 who	 have	 never	 attended	 college	

(about	 half	 of	 the	 young	 population)	 are	 consistently	 much	 less	

likely	to	vote	than	their	counterparts	who	have	some	college	expe-

rience.	 In	 the	 2010	 midterms,	 it	 appears	 that	 the	 turnout	 rate	 of	

younger	voters	with	college	experience	was	at	least	twice	as	high.	

All groups of younger voters sAw  
the economy As the top issue fAcing 
AmericA. 

All	groups	of	younger	voters	saw	the	economy	as	the	top	issue	fac-

ing	America.	But	the	young	voters	without	college	experience	were	

substantially	more	 likely	 to	choose	health	care	as	 the	most	 impor-

tant	issue	facing	the	country.	Young	voters	without	college	experi-

ence	believed	that	spending	more	to	create	jobs	was	an	important	

priority,	while	they	were	more	likely	than	their	college	counterparts	

to	believe	that	Congress	should	let	the	Bush-era	tax-cuts	expire.	

Young voters raciallY diverse

In	2008,	 the	strong	turnout	was	driven	by	youth	of	color.	Again	 in	

2010,	younger	voters	were	more	racially	and	ethnically	diverse	than	

the	electorate	as	a	whole.	Among	younger	voters,	65%	were	white,	

16%	Black,	14%	Hispanic,	1%	Asian,	and	2%	“all	others”	(this	last	cat-

egory	includes	Native	Americans	and	those	who	choose	to	classify	

themselves	in	any	of	the	other	categories).	In	contrast,	among	voters	

30	 and	 older,	 80%	 were	 white,	 10%	 Black,	 7%	 Hispanic,	 1%	 Asian,	

and	2%	“all	other.”	Seven	percent	of	younger	voters	said	they	were	

gay,	lesbian,	or	bisexual,	compared	to	4%	of	all	voters.	

Younger	Blacks	represented	16%	of	all	younger	voters,	slightly	more	

than	 their	 proportion	 of	 the	 whole	 18–29	 population	 (14.4%).	 In	

2008,	 they	 had	 represented	 18%	 of	 younger	 voters	 and	 had	 the	

highest	turnout	rate	of	any	racial/ethnic	group	of	young	Americans.	

This	 year,	 it	 appears	 that	 their	 turnout	 was	 about	 on	 par	 with,	 or	

slightly	above	younger	voters	as	a	whole.

continued on page 3
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Meanwhile,	 younger	 Hispanics	 represented	 14%	 of	 younger	

voters,	again	close	to	the	same	as	their	proportion	of	the	18–29	

population	as	a	whole	(14.2%).	In	past	elections,	the	turnout	of	

young	 Latinos	 had	 lagged	 behind	 other	 racial/ethnic	 groups,	

but	the	exit	polls	suggest	that	they	may	have	narrowed	or	even	

erased	the	gap	in	2010.	

Youth	of	color	and	low-income	youth	are	voting	while	dealing	

with	 institutional	barriers	 such	as	disenfranchisement	because	

of	felony	convictions.	Other	obstacles	were	evident	at	the	polls,	

according	to	reports	from	members	of	the	Generational	Alliance	

this	 past	 November	 3rd.	 According	 to	 Christina	 Hollenback,	

Director	 of	 the	 Generational	 Alliance,	 “In	 places	 like	 Florida,	

South	Carolina	and	California	around	campuses	with	high	num-

bers	 of	 Hispanic	 and	 African-American	 youth,	 young	 people	

were	given	misinformation	in	reference	to	their	polling	location	

and	 election	 day,	 had	 their	 legitimate	 forms	 of	 ID	 questioned	

and	rejected,	and	were	subjected	to	protests	from	people	out-

side	the	polling	locations	trying	to	deter	them	from	voting.”

voters of all ages agree:  economY is the  
#1  issue facing the countrY

Young	 voters	 of	 all	 racial	 backgrounds	 felt	 that	 the	 economy	

was	the	most	 important	 issue	facing	the	nation	today.	Despite	

their	similar	sense	of	the	most	 important	 issue,	younger	white	

voters	 held	 views	 that	 were	 quite	 different	 from	 young	 voters	

as	 a	 whole.	 For	 example,	 52%	 of	 young	 white	 voters	 said	 that	

the	next	Congress	should	focus	on	reducing	the	budget	deficit,	

compared	to	41%	of	the	entire	young	voter	population.	

reported partY support and ideologY  
varY widelY among voters of different 
races

Young	 voters	 in	 the	 2010	 election	 varied	 greatly	 in	 their	 party	

and	ideological	identification.	

“we Are A force thAt is  
fighting for chAnge not just  
for ourselves but for our 
communities—but this fight  
cAnnot continue to hAppen  
Alone,” sAid leAgue of young  
voters educAtion fund executive 
director rob biko bAker.

Among	 young	 Black	 and	 Hispanic	 voters,	 nearly	 three	 in	 ten	

self-identified	 as	 liberal	 Democrats,	 compared	 to	 18%	 of	 their	

white	counterparts.	White	youth,	on	the	other	hand,	were	most	

likely	 to	 self-identify	 as	 Independents/something	 else	 (35%)	

or	 as	 conservative	 Republicans	 (25%).	White	 youth	 were	 more	

likely	to	support	the	Tea	Party	movement	(34%)	than	Black	and	

Hispanic	 youth	 (17%	 and	 14%,	 respectively),	 although	 white	

youth	were	less	supportive	than	their	white	adult	counterparts	

(49%	of	whom	supported	the	movement).	

               Figure 2: Ideology by Race/Ethnicity and Age

																				 Source: 2010 Edison Research National Election Poll

“We	are	a	force	that	is	fighting	for	change	not	just	for	ourselves	

but	 for	 our	 communities-but	 this	 fight	 cannot	 continue	 to	

happen	 alone,”	 said	 League	 of	 Young	 Voters	 Education	 Fund	

Executive	Director	Rob	Biko	Baker.«	

endnotes

1	 CIRCLE	 computes	 youth	 turnout	 by	 multiplying	 the	 highest	 total	 vote	 tally	 reported	
by	media	outlets	by	youth	share	reported	by	the	NEP	National	Exit	Poll,	and	dividing	the	
product	by	estimated	18-to-29	year	old	citizen	count	from	March	2010,	Current	Population	
Survey.	 For	 more	 details	 on	 how	 CIRCLE	 estimates	 turnout,	 please	 refer	 to:	 	 	 http://
www.civicyouth.org/PopUps/WorkingPapers/WP35CIRCLE.pdf.	 National	 vote	 tallies	 were	
obtained	 from	 www.CNN.com	 and	 www.NYT.com	 on	 the	 morning	 of	 November	 3,	 2010	
for	 first-day	 tally	 estimate	 (which	 produced	 an	 estimated	 youth	 turnout	 of	 20.4%),	 and	
mid-day	on	November	4,	2010	(which	produced	an	estimated	youth	turnout	of	20.9%)	for	
a	second-day	estimate.	On	November	15,	2010	Edison	Research	applied	a	final	weight	to	
the	national	exit	poll	data.	This	re-weighting	increased	the	estimated	share	of	young	voters	
from	11%	to	12%.	Using	this	new	share	estimate	combined	with	a	second-day	vote	tally,	
CIRCLE	 now	 estimates	 youth	 turnout	 in	 2010	 was	 about	 22.8%.	 In	 releasing	 our	 turnout	
estimates	 immediately	 after	 the	 election,	 we	 emphasized	 that	 youth	 turnout	“was	 fairly	
typical	for	a	midterm	election”:	well	within	the	normal	range.	That	clearly	remains	the	case.	
A	reweighting	of	the	exit	poll	data	more	than	one	week	after	the	election	is	unusual,	and	
we	are	not	able	to	assess	independently	which	results	are	most	accurate.	A	more	precise	
estimate	of	2010	youth	turnout	will	be	available	once	the	Census	 releases	 its	November	
Current	 Population	 Survey	 voting	 data	 in	 the	 spring.	 Meanwhile,	 the	 most	 reliable	 con-
clusion	 is	 that	 youth	 turnout	 (as	 estimated	 by	 the	 CIRCLE	 exit	 poll	 method)	 has	 stayed	
between	20	percent	and	23	percent	in	all	midterm	elections	since	1994.	Any	changes	are	
within	the	margin	of	error.
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As	previous	research	has	found,	about	half	of	young	(18-to	29-	

year-old)	Americans	have	never	attended	college.	They	are	less	

than	half	as	likely	to	vote	and	to	volunteer	as	their	college	edu-

cated	peers.	These	youth	have	left	academic	settings	and	have	

few	other	opportunities	to	develop	civic	skills	and	participate	in	

civic	life.	By	default,	society	misses	their	potential	contributions	

as	citizens,	and	the	youth	lose	opportunities	to	learn	from	civic	

experiences	and	networks.	

Over	 the	 past	 few	 years,	 CIRCLE	 has	 worked	 to	 better	 under-

stand	this	cohort,	as	well	as	gauge	what	steps	are	being	taken	

to	close	the	civic	engagement	gap.	We	hope	that	our	research	

will	provide	the	data	needed	to	make	institutional	reforms	that	

will	better	engage	non-college	youth	in	the	civic	and	political	

arenas.	The	following	gives	a	summary	of	this	work	and	a	brief	

overview	 of	 the	 findings.	 Our	 work	 is	 divided	 into	 four	 areas:	

analysis	 of	 national	 surveys,	 focus	 groups	 with	 non-college	

youth,	 partnerships	 with	 organizations	 working	 with	 non-

college	 youth,	 and	 finally,	 an	 agenda-setting	 convening	 of	

organizations	working	with	non-college	youth.

circle’s Quantitative research

We	 have	 published	 a	 series	 of	 fact	 sheets	 and	 occasional	

papers	 on	 the	 civic	 engagement	 of	 non-college-attending	

youth,	 including	 “The	 ‘Forgotten	 Half’:	 Education	 Disparities	

in	 Youth	 Voter	 Turnout”	 (2010),	 “Civic	 Engagement	 of	 Non-

College	 Attending	Youth”	 (2009),	 and	“Civic	 Engagement	 and	

the	Changing	Transition	to	Adulthood,”	by	Constance	Flanagan,	

Peter	Levine,	and	Richard	Settersten	(2009).	These	studies	have	

used	data	from	the	United	States	Census	and	other	surveys	to	

track	 differences	 in	 civic	 involvement	 by	 formal	 educational	

background.

We	 have	 also	 influenced	 national	 surveys	 by	 developing	 and	

pilot-testing	 questions	 about	 informal	 contributions.	 In	 some	

of	our	early	focus	groups,	described	below,	young	people	who	

said	they	did	not	participate	or	give	back	to	their	communities	

also	told	stories	about	feeding	and	giving	free	housing	to	peers	

who	 were	 not	 family	 members.	 As	 a	 result	 of	 that	 testimony,	

questions	about	sheltering	and	feeding	neighbors	were	includ-

ed	on	the	National	Conference	on	Citizenship’s	2009 Civic Health 

Index	survey,	which	demonstrated	that	such	contributions	are	

most	 common	 among	 low-income	 Americans	 and	 Americans	

with	less	formal	education.

non-college Youth focus groups

In	 2008,	 CIRCLE	 began	 talking	 directly	 with	 youth	 who	 were	

between	 the	 ages	 of	 18	 and	 25	 and	 not	 in	 college,	 as	 well	 as	

nonprofits	who	work	with	these	youth.	In	total,	we	conducted	

19	 focus	 groups	 that	 included	 147	 participants	 in	 four	 cities:	

Baltimore,	MD,	Little	Rock,	AR,	Lowell,	MA,	and	Richmond,	VA.	

In	the	coming	months,	we	will	be	conducting	formal	analysis	of	

the	focus	group	transcripts	and	analyzing	them	in	the	light	of	

a	comprehensive	literature	review	that	is	underway	at	CIRCLE.	

Below	are	preliminary	observations	from	the	groups.

Generally, respondents did not think that electoral politics makes 

serious change in their communities – especially, increasing jobs 

or reducing violence. 

the young people indicAted thAt they 
would be more likely to get involved 
if they felt the politicAl system wAs 
Accessible (if they knew how to help) 
And trAnspArent (if they knew how 
decisions were mAde And how to 
contribute to decision-mAking).

The	young	people	indicated	that	they	would	be	more	likely	to	

get	 involved	 if	 they	 felt	 the	 political	 system	 was	 accessible	 (if	

they	 knew	 how	 to	 help),	 transparent	 (if	 they	 knew	 how	 deci-

sions	 were	 made	 and	 how	 to	 contribute	 to	 decision-making),	

and	if	elected	officials	could	be	counted	on	to	follow	through	

on	what	they	say.	Shortly	before	the	2008	election,	a	Baltimore	

youth	 from	 our	 focus	 group	 said,	“You	 have	 these	 politicians	

who	sit	up	there	who	get	flown	around	the	country	in	private	

jets	 and	 probably	 waste	 more	 money	 in	 a	 day	 than	 we	 could	

make	 in	 a	 day.	 Just	 drive	 around	 saying	 hi	 to	 people,	 I	 mean,	

when	 they	 could	 be	 actually	 working	 on	 issues,	 just	 because	

they	want	to	get	their	name	out	there.	There’s	no	connection	at	

all…And	then	you	know	we	are	going	to	see	in	November	the	

same	thing	happen	all	over	again.”

circle’s work on the civic engagement of non-college Youth:             
a summarY

continued on page 5
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The two most prominent issues that youth reported facing in 

these communities were the lack of jobs and hostile interactions 

with the police.

Not having a job seemed to influence the perception of par-

ticipants’ self-worth and significantly influenced how some 

viewed their potential contribution to their own community. 

But these young people report having a positive impact on 

other individuals, in ways that would be rare among college 

students, such as allowing family, friends or strangers to stay 

in their home. In addition, some respondents said that acting 

intentionally as role models was something they have done to 

help the community. 

Research shows that young people are more likely to get involved 

if they are directly asked to participate. Many of the respondents, 

however, had never been asked to participate. This was the case 

for many of the youth in these cities and especially the case for 

the young men.

In reflecting on this, one participant stated, “It’s so weird how, 

like, people look at Little Rock and they say ‘why is Little Rock 

like this?’, but yet all of us at this table, couldn’t even like name 

an opportunity where we were asked to do something for the 

community.” 

The most common reasons young people gave for participat-

ing included: (1) they had a desire to help the community, 

and/or (2) they were asked by someone they trusted. Young 

people who were involved with community-based organiza-

tions and who trusted the staff at those organizations were 

also more likely to be and stay engaged.

CIRCLE WoRks WIth UnItEd tEEn EqUaLIty 
CEntER In LoWELL,  Ma 

An example of a community-based organization working 

primarily with non-college youth is the United Teen Equality 

Center (UTEC), located in downtown Lowell, MA. 

The cenTral philosophy of UTec  
places yoUTh aT The cenTer of  
everyThing—yoUTh-led policy  
making, yoUTh-led bUsiness, and 
yoUTh-led evenTs, all of which  
are sUpporTed by a sTrong and  
sUpporTive sTaff.

UTEC’s mission and promise is to ignite and nurture the 

ambition of Lowell’s most disengaged young people to trade 

violence and poverty for social and economic success. In 1999, 

UTEC was founded as the result of an organizing movement 

driven by young people to develop their own teen center in 

response to gang violence. Today, UTEC’s nationally recog-

nized model begins with intensive street outreach and gang 

peacemaking, reaching out to the most disconnected youth 

by meeting them “where they’re at” and facilitating a peace 

process between rival gang leaders. Each young person in 

the target population (16-to 23-years-old, dropped out of 

school, homeless, and in a gang and/or criminally involved) 

receives at least three years of intensive case management. 

UTEC engages youth in workforce development programming 

that blends transitional employment with social enterprises in 

food services, multimedia, and maintenance/cleaning. UTEC 

provides educational options through GED preparation and an 

alternative diploma program. Values of social justice and civic 

engagement are embedded in all programming, with special 

emphasis in organizing and policymaking work both locally 

and statewide. Ultimately, UTEC’s model can provide a path-

way from the street to the state house for older youth most 

often overlooked and considered disengaged. The central 

philosophy of UTEC places youth at the center of youth-led 

policy making, youth-led business, and youth-led events, all of 

which are supported by a strong and supportive staff.

UTEC has been an important partner for CIRCLE and Tufts 

University. To give perspective to our previous qualitative 

research, CIRCLE has benefited from UTEC staff’s input about 

how youth become engaged. Starting this fall, CIRCLE and 

UTEC will conduct a joint research project on how dis-

connected youth become engaged and remain engaged

Continued on Page 12
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Research shows that systematically incorporating news media 

into school curricula improves standardized reading and math 

scores. A new CIRCLE Working Paper (#72) addresses whether 

these efforts to incorporate media into school curricula could 

also increase several elements of civic engagement, including 

students’ media use, political knowledge or their sense of being 

able to understand and influence politics (internal political 

efficacy). In this working paper entitled “The Classroom-Kitchen 

Table Connection: The Effects of Political Discussion on Youth 

Knowledge and Efficacy,” authors Dr. Tim Vercellotti and Dr. 

Elizabeth C. Matto find that reading news articles and discussing 

them, especially at home, has a beneficial effect on students’ civic 

development.

thE stUdy dEsIgn

The study took place in four suburban public high schools in 

central New Jersey with similar sizes and socioeconomic pro-

files. A total of 27 social studies classes with approximately 350 

students participated. Over the period of about four months, 

students completed three separate surveys in the classroom 

which measured news consumption, political knowledge, and 

levels of internal political efficacy as well as a set of demographic 

questions. Students were randomly assigned to one of three 

groups: (1) a treatment group where students were assigned 

weekly articles from Time magazine and discussed them in class, 

(2) a different treatment group where students received the same 

treatment but in addition were required to discuss the articles at 

home with their parents, and (3) a control group that received 

no treatment. 

The treatment lasted for two months and all participating stu-

dents completed three surveys (pre, during, and six weeks after 

the treatment). Finally, the researchers conducted telephone sur-

veys with parents of about one third of the students to measure 

the relationship between parent and student levels of media use, 

political knowledge and political efficacy. Multivariate analysis 

was conducted to control for the effects of students‘ gender, 

race, year in school, and whether the student was in an advanced 

placement or honors class.

a CURRICULUM InvoLvIng nEWs MEdIa WoRks 
BEst WhEn It ’s  not a “onE sIzE FIts aLL” 
dEsIgn

Overall, the researchers found that incorporating news media 

into the curriculum had positive benefits, but those benefits var-

ied by type of student. According to the authors, “A theme that 

recurs in these findings is that, even with random assignment 

in an experiment, all students are not created equal, and there-

fore the benefits of the intervention varied along an important 

dimension.” Among all study participants, those who were not 

in an AP or honors class were most likely to increase their level 

of information-seeking and political knowledge as a result of 

reading the articles and discussing them at home and in class 

than their more advanced counterparts. However, the students 

in the AP and honors classes were more likely to show increased 

internal political efficacy as a result of reading and talking about 

the material at home and in school. 

overall, The researchers foUnd ThaT 
incorporaTing news media inTo cUr-
ricUla had posiTive benefiTs, bUT Those 
benefiTs varied by Type of sTUdenT. 

The researchers caution that the findings may be impacted 

slightly by the location and timing of the experiment. The experi-

ment took place in four high schools in the Northeast region 

of the country and therefore generalizing should be done with 

caution. They also note that the experiment took place during 

the 2008 primaries and therefore students may have been paying 

more attention to politics than during another time of the year. 

Bearing in mind these qualifications, the authors conclude that, 

“Assigning students to read and discuss articles about politics 

had a beneficial effect, especially when parents were involved. 

The more educators can do to build and maintain that con-

nection between school and home, the greater the likelihood 

that educators and parents can work together to create a more 

knowledgeable and efficacious citizenry.”

To download CIRCLE Working Paper #72, please visit http://

www.civicyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/09/WP_72_

Vercellotti_Matto.pdf. « 

nEW REsEaRCh on thE EFFECtIvEnEss oF PoLItICaL dIsCUssIon In k–12 
CIvIC EdUCatIon
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On April 29, 2010, scholars, civic leaders, and federal 
officials met in Washington to develop a federal policy 
agenda for civic skills. The conference was convened by 
CIRCLE at Tufts University’s Jonathan M. Tisch College 
of Citizenship and Public Service. It was co-sponsored 
by the Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools and 
Strengthening Our Nation’s Democracy (SOND). This 
report was written and endorsed by 33 participants (not 
including any of the federal officials who attended).

Participants shared these fundamental premises:

American citizens and communities can address our 
nation’s fundamental problems. ... 

But to do so requires civic skills, especially the ability to gather 
and interpret information, speak and listen, engage in dialogue 
about differences, resolve conflicts, reach agreements, collaborate 
with peers, understand formal government, and advocate for 
change. (Appendix 1 lists important skills in more detail.)

President Obama rightly noted on his first day in office 
that “Public engagement enhances the Government’s 
effectiveness and improves the quality of its decisions. 
Knowledge is widely dispersed in society, and public 
officials benefit from having access to that dispersed 
knowledge.” ... 

But for government to benefit from citizens’ knowledge, 
citizens must have skills of expression, collaboration, and 
analysis.

Civic skills are gained from families, communities, private 
associations, local schools, and institutions of higher 
education. ... 

But the federal government has also played a constructive 
role in developing skills since the time of the founders and should 
be a leader and role model again today. 

Knowledge and information are important, and so are 
acts such as voting and volunteering. ... 

But neither knowledge nor action is satisfactory without civic 
skills.

Civic associations—among other institutions–have devel-
oped their members’ skills throughout American history. 
... 

But these associations are in deep decline (not­
withstanding some important new forms of online asso­
ciation), and therefore we cannot count on the pub­
lic’s civic skills to be adequate in the decades ahead.  
 

This graph shows declines in two activities that build civic skills and 
reflect the use of civic skills: attending club meetings and participat-
ing in community projects.

Source: DDB Life Style Survey

Policymakers and the public are rightly concerned with 
preparing young people for college and a competitive, 
global job market ... 

But developing civic skills also helps students to succeed 
academically and in the workplace because civic skills are life 
skills.

All Americans must step up and contribute to common 
problems. ... 

But civic skills are highly unequal. Working class youth and 
immigrants are especially unlikely to receive such opportunities in 
their schools or their communities.

           Civic Learning Opportunities are More 
        Common for Wealthier Students 

        

 

            
          Source: The Education Longitudinal Study, 2002, 10th grade data

  

CiviC skills and federal poliCy

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Par�cipa�on in community service 
in 10th grade

Par�cipa�on in service club, 10th 
grade

par�cipa�on in school government, 
10th grade

Lowest quar�le 2nd quar�le 3rd quar�le highest quar�le

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

1975 1977 1979 1981 1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005

A�end a mee�ng (DDB) Work on a community project (DDB)

S p e c i a l  r e p o r t



«

S p e c i a l  r e p o r t

w w w . c i v i c y o u t h . o r g

The original mission of public schools, early colleges, and sub-
sequent public university systems in America was to prepare 
the next generation of effective and responsible citizens. ... 

But today education at all levels is influenced by accountability mea-
sures, and we lack standards and means of accountability that 
measure civic outcomes with reliability and enhance civic learning.

Americans respond well to opportunities to contribute to their 
communities and learn skills. ... 

But such opportunities are scarce.
 
Statistical evidence in support of these points is presented in 
the CIRCLE fact sheet, Civic Skills and Federal Policy, available at
http://www.civicyouth.org/federal-policy-and-civic-skills.

Participants broadly defined the federal role in developing civic skills. 
Not only educational programs and programs aimed at youth are rel-
evant. All federal agencies interact with citizens and community-based 
organizations and can support and enhance their skills. Federal civil 
servants also need skills to engage effectively with citizens and see 
themselves as role models. Learning civic skills is a lifelong process, 
constantly evolving as public problems, tools and technologies, and 
policies shift.

Those who endorse this report believe that the federal government 
must take the following steps to enhance the public’s civic skills.

1) Across federal agencies, develop common principles, values, and 
language that help build the civic capacities of civil servants and that 
nurture authentic public engagement. This objective may require both 
an inter-agency working group on skills within the federal government 
and convening others outside the government to develop common 
principles and strategies. One important outcome would be more 
inspiring language for talking about “civic engagement.”

2) Using similar principles, values, and language to those mentioned in 
#1, improve the training of future teachers and the professional devel-
opment of current teachers. Base this effort on new research about 
what enhances teacher education.

3) Define the goals of K–12 and postsecondary education as prepara-
tion for further education, career, and citizenship and explore ways to 
make these three goals cohere, recognizing that most civic skills are 
also academic and job skills. Reframe civic skills so that they are also 
workforce skills. Make skill development a lifelong objective, not just a 
function of schools from kindergarten through 12th grade.

4) Redirect service-oriented programs and opportunities so that they 
become civic-skill-building and community-capacity-building pro-
grams. Go beyond the “service” language. At the same time, recognize 
that some service and service-learning programs already have strong 
records of developing civic skills.

5) Identify and invest in community-based organizations and commu-
nity-university partnerships that target and legitimately reach young 
people who are not on a track to attend college and that build their 
civic skills (in addition to meeting other objectives). Invest in their 
efforts to develop civic skills.

6) Use social service agencies as opportunities to build portable civic 
skills among the “clients” of government. For example, social service 
agencies can be used as an entry point to civic education by providing 
voter registration assistance.

Many more ideas were proposed by particular working groups in the 
April 29th conference but did not receive as much support as those 
listed above. These ideas are listed in Appendix 2.

This RepoRT wAs co-wRiTTen And endoRsed 
by The following individuAls
 
elaine Andrews, Director, University of Wisconsin Environmental 

Resources Center
lee Arbetman, Executive Director, Street Law, Inc.
sam chaltain, educator and organizational change consultant
lucas cioffi, CEO, OnlineTownhalls, Inc
Michael delli carpini, Dean, Annenberg School for Communication, 
University of Pennsylvania*
John dedrick, Kettering Foundation
l. douglas dobson, Executive Director, The Lou Frey Institute of 
Politics and Government, Florida
constance flanagan, Professor, University of Wisconsin*
les francis, Chair, Federal Policy Task Force, Civic Mission of Schools 
Campaign
lewis friedland, Professor, Center for Communication and 
Democracy, UW-Madison
curtis gans, Director, Center for the Study of the American Electorate
cynthia gibson, consultant, Cynthesis Consulting*
diana hess, Professor, University of Wisconsin-Madison*
barbara Jacoby, Senior Scholar, University of Maryland*
James Jones, Managing Partner, 360 Sustainability Group
Melissa Kovacs, Principal, FirstEval
Katharine Kravetz, faculty, American University*
peter levine, Director, CIRCLE, Tufts University
stewart levine, ResolutionWorks
Meira levinson, Assistant Professor of Education, Harvard Graduate 
School of Education*
paul n. Markham, Director, Western Kentucky University Institute for 
Citizenship & Social Responsibility*
Ted Mcconnell, Executive Director, Campaign for the Civic Mission 
of Schools
Julie Murphy, Senior Director of Government Affairs, Points of Light 
Institute
cecilia M. orphan, National Manager, American Democracy Project, 
American Association of State Colleges and Universities
susan ostrander, Professor of Sociology, Tufts University*
carolyn pereira, Executive Director, Constitutional Rights Foundation 
Chicago
sally prouty, President and CEO, The Corps Network
dan Rothstein, Co-Director, The Right Question Project*
lena Morreale scott, Senior Program Director, Street Law, Inc.
carmen sirianni, Professor, Brandeis University*
nancy Thomas, Director, The Democracy Imperative
Judith Torney-purta, Professor, University of Maryland
Tova wang, Senior Democracy Fellow, Demos

*Organization listed for identification purposes only
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Appendix 1: CiviC SkillS

 

In surveys completed before the conference, participants identified the 

following as important civic skills.

speaking and listening

Speaking and writing effectively on public issues; communication 

skills, persuasive argument, listening to others (especially those 

with whom you disagree); the ability to understand and be sen-

sitive to different points of view and the reasons for them; the 

ability to discuss controversial issues in an informed way that 

doesn’t lead to demonizing others or their opinions. In short, all 

the things that empower someone to use his or her voice effec-

tively and with integrity in co-creating our common public world. 

 

collaborating, organizing fellow citizens 

Convening and leading meetings, negotiating/compromising, prob-

lem-solving, decision-making, dialogue and deliberation, collaborative 

team work, goal-setting, consensus-building, public problem-solving 

through a variety of methods (advocacy, service, political engage-

ment etc), working with others (especially those who are different). 

 

understanding formal politics

Basic knowledge of institutions and processes, understanding govern-

ment, understanding political power. Power analysis—identifying vari-

ous levers of power, how to access them, and which levers are appropri-

ate to try to access and deploy given one’s aims. Also, ability to participate 

in activities essential to the democratic process, including voting, 

petitioning for government to take action, and expressing opinions. 

 

Advocacy

Exercising one’s rights, community organizing, knowledge of the levels 

of government, knowledge of how to effectively engage policymakers 

and the system.

 

information-gathering and processing

The ability to distill information and experience into an understanding 

of major common issues. Critical thinking (challenging ideas, question-

ing positions); the ability to discern fact from fiction, rumor from news, 

and demagoguery from honest debate; the ability to identify and 

define issues, gather the information needed to describe them (their 

scope, who is affected and how, etc.), analyze their root causes, develop 

solutions that address those causes, and create a plan of action to accom-

plish those solutions. Identify multiple causes (individual, institutional, 

systemic; both proximal and distal) as a means both of understanding 

problems and devising solutions. A sense and knowledge of history, 

of salient issues in the present and of the complexity of the process of 

moving from the present to the desired future in public policy. Knowing 

how to interpret political communication such as cartoons or editorials. 

 

Technology

Using technology to gather and share information and organize 

people to create change, savvy with the traditional media and new 

social media; the ability to judge online materials for accuracy. 

 

c i v i c  S k i l l S  a n d  F e d e r a l  p o l i c y
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Appendix 2: AdditionAl poliCy 
propoSAlS

At the end of the conference, participants were asked to cast just 

two votes each for policy proposals that had been developed during 

the course of the day. The proposals that received the most votes 

are presented above, in the main text. The following proposals also 

emerged from working groups and received votes in the final plenary. 

To enhance civic learning in schools from kindergarten to 

12th grade

• Increase funding for research on civic education

• Enhance school climates to nurture and encourage civic-skills 

training for all students. 

To develop the civic skills of young adults not on track to col-

lege (approximately half of the young population):

• There should be a greater emphasis, overall, on recruit-

ing non-college youth to civic engagement and civic learning. 

 

• The federal government should use its power to convene across 

sectors.

To strengthen the role of higher education in developing 

civic skills

• Develop criteria for programs within higher education 

that include: student readiness and skill development, recipro-

cal community-university relationships and learning exchanges, 

cross-sector engagement, and community development and prob-

lem-solving. In each college or university, a community review 

board implements and assesses these criteria. Community col-

leges have especially important potential because of the stu-

dents they reach and their relationship to their communities. 

 

• Pass the DREAM Act (the The Development, Relief and Education 

for Alien Minors Act), which makes certain undocumented aliens 

eligible for federal financial aid.

To strengthen the role of federal agencies in civic-skill devel-

opment 

• Organize peer-to-peer learning opportunities for federal civil ser-

vants concerned with public engagement.

• Gather and apply advice about criteria for “authentic engagement” 

from civic engagement and citizen participation experts.

• When government regulations require public participation, include 

a range of allowable or recommended mechanisms such as planning, 

data gathering, and data use and interpretation.

• Encourage civic participation by allowing or encouraging flexible 

strategies that reward groups for improvements beyond required 

compliance.
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CIRCLE FaCt shEEts

CIRCLE has produced numerous Fact Sheets, which are brief 
documents with basic information and graphs on various top-
ics. The following Fact Sheets have been recently added to 
CIRCLE’s Web site: 

■ Voter registration among young people in 2008: 
presents detailed information on registration rates among 
young people, broken down by racial and ethnic groups, 
differences in educational background, married and unmar-
ried individuals, urbanicity, and state-by-state information.

■ Voter turnout among young women and men in 
the 2008 presidential election: presents information 
on voter turnout for women and men with detailed informa-
tion about racial and ethnic groups, differences in educa-
tional background and married and unmarried individuals.

■ the minority youth Vote in the 2008 presidential 
election: presents information on voter turnout for young 
people among different racial and ethnic groups. Fifty-eight 
percent of african-american youth voted in 2008—the high-
est turnout rate of any youth race/ethnic group since 1972. 
although the 2006 midterm election did not follow the same 
trend as the 2008 presidential election, data suggests that 
the minority youth vote can make a strong impact on the 
outcome of elections.

For more CIRCLE updates, 
Stay Connected: 

Circle’s Facebook page: 
www.facebook.com/CivicYouth

AND

Follow CIRCLE on Twitter:
http://twitter.com/CivicYouth
@CivicYouth
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In September 2010, the National Conference on Citizenship and 

the Corporation for National and Community Service produced 

the first Civic Health Assessment; this was the first federally fund-

ed research on civic engagement authorized under the landmark 

and bi-partisan Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act. Thirteen 

states and four cities signed on to complete individualized civic 

health reports in 2010.1 CIRCLE contributed to the analysis of 

the state-specific data. Below is a summary of the completed 

reports, including Missouri, Arizona, North Carolina, Virginia, 

Ohio, California and the first city-level report of its kind, the 

Greater Seattle Civic Health Index.2

statEs shoW EdUCatIonaL dIvIdE:  CItIzEns 
WIth MoRE EdUCatIon tEnd to BE MoRE 
CIvICaLLy EngagEd

This year, state-specific data allowed the state partners to break 

down participation levels among several different demograph-

ics, including age, gender, race, marital status, income level, 

urbanicity and more. There were similarities in each state, but 

there were also unique differences.

Mimicking national trends, several state indices found an edu-

cation divide in engagement. Having education beyond high 

school has shown to be a key predictor of voter turnout and 

other indicators of citizen engagement. Slightly more than 80% 

of all Arizonans with a college degree voted in 2008, 32 percent-

age points higher than those with only a high school diploma. 

However, the Missouri Civic Health Index revealed a strong “blue-

collar” base for civic engagement in Missouri compared to the 

nation as a whole. In Missouri, higher levels of education were 

associated with more participation, but people without college 

experience were participants and leaders at higher rates than 

residents of other states. 

Virginians with no college experience turned out in much lower 

percentages in the 2008 Presidential Election compared to their 

counterparts with college experience (53.3% vs 80.5%, respec-

tively). Moreover, Ohioans who attend college were more likely 

to volunteer, participate in groups, fix problems in the commu-

nity and lead organizations, though Ohio ranks 44th in the nation 

in the number of people 25 and above with college degrees. This 

educational divide was particularly important in the California 

report, as approximately 20% of Californians in 2008 did not 

graduate from high school. At the city-level, Seattle saw dramatic 

gaps in engagement between those with and those without col-

lege experience.

soME statEs shoW tRadItIonaLLy dIsEngagEd 
REsIdEnts ConnECtIng In othER Ways 

The 2009 National Civic Health Index found that in the midst of an 

economic crisis, Americans were engaging less in institutional-

ized forms of service, but they were still helping in other ways. 

State data in 2010 found this to be true in some of the states. 

North Carolinians without college experience, for instance, were 

less likely to be engaged in formal volunteering than their coun-

terparts with college experience. However, they were more likely 

to have strong personal connections to family and friends and to 

help their neighbors than those who have some college educa-

tion. North Carolina also found that rural residents had a higher 

level of “connectedness” than those living in metropolitan areas. 

Similarly, Missourians without high school diplomas did favors 

for their neighbors at a rate that was 10 percentage points higher 

than the rate for those with college degrees. Moreover, in the 

greater Seattle region, the only civic indicator that didn’t directly 

rise with college experience was neighborliness. 

statEs dIFFER In LEvELs oF PoLItICaL 
EngagEMEnt and nEWs ConsUMPtIon

Voter turnout rates, one indicator of political engagement, varied 

greatly across the states studied. In North Carolina, voter turnout 

increased among citizens of all ages, races, and classes between 

2004 and 2008. NC’s voter turnout rate ranked 15th among all 

states studied. On the other hand, Arizona ranked 43rd for voter 

turnout in the 2008 presidential election (59.8%, a four percent-

age point decline in voter turnout from the 2004 election). 

Virginia ranked 9th in voter turnout among citizens age 18 and 

older. In Virginia, the 2008 voting rate for 18-to 29-year-olds was 

higher than the national average (58.7% for VA and 51.1% for 

US); however, young Virginians still lag behind their elders. Ohio 

ranked 25th in voter turnout among eighteen and older citizens 

in 2008. The Ohio report showed that voting was the most com-

mon form of political participation, though more than a quarter 

(29.5%) of Ohioans were active in 2008 by performing 

2010 REPoRts PREsEnt stREngths and WEaknEss oF statEs’ CIvIC 
hEaLth

Continued on Page 9
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a saMPLE oF RECEnt CovERagE: 

n “buILdIng thE youth votE IS about buILdIng 
InFRaStRuCtuRE,” by abby kIESa, the nation, 11/5/2010 

n “dId john StEwaRt huRt thE dEmoCRatS In ELECtIon 
2010?,” by gLoRIa goodaLE, christian science 
monitor, 11/4/2010

n “nExt tImE, woo young obama SuppoRtERS,” by 
ERICa wILLIamS, cnn opinion, 11/4/2010

n “onE In FIvE uS undER-30'S votEd In mIdtERmS: 
Study,” by aFp wIRE, Yahoo news, 11/3/2010

n “votERS Say thEy FEEL abandonEd,” by damIEn CavE, 
the new York times, 10/31/2010

n “tEa paRty movEmEnt aLIEnatIng young votERS,” by 
kEvIn bREnnan and joSh LEdERman, the washington 
post, 10/30/2010 

n “aRE young dISILLuSIonEd?,” by kEvIn dRum, mother 
jones, 10/25/2010

n “EnthuSIaSm gap among young votERS,” cBs tV 
news, 10/16/2010

n “thE kIdS aREn’t aLRIght,” by CaRRIE dann, msnBc 
first read, 10/14/2010

n “obama tELLS StudEntS thEIR FutuRE hIngES on 
ELECtIon,” by davId jaCkSon, usa todaY, 10/8/2010

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

one or more non-electoral political acts such as participating 

in events for political parties, raising money and advocating 

for policy changes. 

California ranked 33rd in voter turnout for the November 

2008 election, with the rate of 63.4% for citizens age 18 

and over. Though the ranking is low, California’s voting rate 

is about the same as the national average of 63.6%. While 

residents of the greater Seattle area were more likely to par-

ticipate in non-electoral politics, such as contacting a public 

official or participate in a march, rally or protest, Seattle’s vot-

ing rate was slightly higher than the national average.

Research shows that those who read and discuss the news 

regularly are more likely to vote, volunteer and give money to 

charities. In Arizona, approximately 37% of respondents did 

not follow or discuss the news regularly. However, Arizona 

Millennials were more likely to discuss politics and current 

issues compared to their peers nationally. Additionally, the 

Missouri report found that there was a positive association 

between the frequency with which Missourians watch the 

news on television, read the newspaper in print or online 

and listen to the news on the radio, and their levels of social 

capital and voting. In North Carolina, those with some college 

education were more than twice as likely to access the news 

frequently and engage in political discussions with others as 

those with no college experience. « 

EndnotEs

1 Arizona, California, Florida, Illinois, Maryland, Missouri, New York, North Carolina, 
 Ohio, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, Texas, Virginia, along with the metropolitan 
 communities of Chicago, Miami, Minneapolis/St. Paul, and Seattle.
2 A summary article of the remaining reports will be in the spring issue of the 
 CIRCLE newsletter, v8.i2.

Continued from Page 8

nEw on CIvICyouth.oRg

Check out the interactive map on www.civicyouth.org, and click on a state to find state-by-state details 
on the youth vote in Midterm Elections, such as voter share, voter turnout and voter turnout among 

18-to 29-year-olds by gender, race, and marital status.
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from research to Practice, a column dedicated to 

recognizing successful “bridges” between researchers 

and Practitioners, rePorts on research with Practical 

imPlications for youth civic engagement. 

R e s e A R c h  t O  p R A c t i c e

building the Youth vote is about building infrastructure 
bY: abbY kiesa, circle Youth coordinator & researcher 

The	commentary	on	the	youth	voter	turnout	in	2010	is	not	particu-

larly	surprising.	Even	though	initial	youth	turnout	estimates	of	22.8	

percent1	put	 this	year	on	par	with	other	 recent	midterms,	 there’s	

still	the	usual	back-and-forth	between	advocates	and	media	about	

whether	youth	showed	up	to	the	polls.2	We	also	see	the	usual	pun-

dits’	criticisms	and	disappointment	in	young	people,	as	though	the	

turnout	rate	is	just	about	individual	decision-making.

In	an	attempt	to	contribute	a	different	perspective	to	the	conversa-

tion,	 let’s	 step	way	back	 from	today.	Over	 the	 four	decades	since	

the	voting	age	was	lowered	to	18,	has	anything	been	put	into	place	

to	support	ongoing	youth	voting?	What	processes	and	infrastruc-

ture	 exist	 to	 ensure	 youth	 voter	 turnout?	 Public,	 nonprofit,	 and	

private	institutions	that	could	help	have	varying	commitments	to	

sustained	youth	participation.

over the four decAdes since the  
voting Age wAs lowered to 18,  
hAs Anything been put into plAce  
to support ongoing youth voting?  
whAt processes And infrAstructure 
exist to ensure youth voter  
turnout?

The	first	and	most	obvious	place	to	begin	looking	for	youth	voter	

support	is	youth-focused	organizations,	especially	those	that	focus	

on	political	engagement.	These	are	the	folks	spending	hours	upon	

hours	canvassing,	taking	care	of	voter	registration	cards,	arranging	

get	out	the	vote	(GOTV)	efforts,	phonebanking,	and	much	more.

Yet,	more	often	than	not,	these	organizations	are	scraping	by,	trying	

to	piece	together	private	funding	each	year	to	pay	the	organizers	

doing	this	work.	In	2004,	$40	million	was	invested	in	youth	voting	

by	various	philanthropic	organizations,	according	to	a	2006	article	

by	Tobi	Walker	 in	 the	 National	 Civic	 Review.	This	 investment	 did	

turn	out	youth	and	led	to	important	research	about	best	practices.3	

But	the	reality	of	nonprofit	funding	is	that	the	interests	and	focus	of	

funders	change,	 leaving	youth	organizations	that	work	on	voting	

in	an	uncertain	place	each	election	cycle.

The	 second	 place	 to	 look	 is	 schools.	 While	 youth	 organizations	

have	 proven	 to	 be	 life-changing	 for	 some	 young	 people,	 public	

schools	 have	 the	 widest	 reach.	 And	 one	 of	 the	 reasons	 public	

schools	 were	 created	 was	 to	 promote	 civics.	 But	 the	 reality	 of	

civic	education	today	is	that	it	is	not	about	encouraging	people	to	

vote.	Opportunities	young	people	have	to	learn	about	democracy,	

to	 learn	 basic	 information	 about	 how	 government	 works,	 vary	

considerably	 by	 school	 and	 are	 scarcest	 where	 they	 are	 needed	

most—in	schools	serving	low-income	kids.	School	systems	are	not	

operating	in	a	way	that	will	equitably	build	communities	of	voters	

and	civic	actors.4

The	third	place	to	look	to	supporting	youth	engagement	is	political	

parties.	President	Barack	Obama’s	campaign	increased	hopes	that	

political	 parties	 had	 learned	 an	 important	 lesson	 about	 building	

a	 youth	 constituency.	 In	 2010,	 we	 saw	 record	 millions	 spent	 on	

midterm	 campaigns	 by	 parties	 and	 candidates	 hoping	 to	 affect	

voter	 sentiment	 and	 consequent	 turnout.5	Yet	 the	 funds	 are	 too	

often	 invested	 in	 ad	 buys	 rather	 than	 strategies	 that	 promote	

engagement.	Research	has	shown	that	having	interactive	conver-

sations	through	canvassing	can	lead	to	a	seven	to	ten	percentage	

point	increase	in	youth	voting.6	The	personal,	interactive	strategies	

that	 have	 been	 proven	 successful	 with	 young	 voters	 require	 an	

intentional	 investment	 of	 time	 and	 money	 that	 the	 transactional	

campaign	process	has	failed	to	provide.

The	final	 institution	that	needs	to	be	addressed	on	this	subject	is	

one	the	United	States	does	not	have,	but	could:	A	national	“non-

partisan	public	electoral	authority.”	One	of	the	central	researchers	

in	 this	 area	 is	 Henry	 Milner,	 a	 political	 scientist	 at	 the	 University	

of	 Montreal.	 (CIRCLE	 recently	 published	 his	 comparison	 of	 the	

political	 knowledge	 acquisition	 of	 young	 Americans	 and	 young	

Canadians.7)	Milner	points	out	that:
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The many specific actions undertaken by non-partisan public 

electoral authorities in other countries to address declining youth 

participation, must, in the U.S., typically be left to voluntary asso-

ciations. Even registering young people so that they are eligible 

to vote in federal elections depends on local initiatives.

The voluntary associations to which Milner refers have become 

increasingly numerous in the United States as community service 

initiatives and appropriations for the Corporation for National and 

Community Service increase.8

This is exciting for a lot of reasons, but creates two problems when 

related to voting. First, the field of youth engagement is often frag-

mented into more nuanced divisions—such as youth voting, vol-

unteerism and community service, political advocacy, youth media, 

civic education, and others—that do not intersect as often as they 

could or should.

Second, the places where youth participation are seeing the most 

growth and support, such as service, often involve efforts that try to 

avoid a tinge of voting or politics, which is controversial in a system 

that often only funds nonpartisan efforts. Introducing ideas that are 

explicitly or implicitly connected to politics can be seen as dangerous 

in maintaining nonpartisan status and, thus, funding.

UnTil and Unless we decide ThaT yoUTh 
voTer parTicipaTion is someThing worThy 
of invesTing Time and resoUrces inTo, 
we will conTinUe To place Unreasonably 
high expecTaTions on a haphazard 
infrasTrUcTUre ThaT is noT designed To 
sUsTain yoUTh engagemenT.

These circumstances leave us riveted each election night to see if 

enough resources were invested in youth to build on previous years. 

The approaches to youth engagement that I have mentioned are 

not the only ones that might impact youth voting (the civic role of 

the media and many other factors also play a role). Regardless of 

approach, however, youth voting must have continuous commit-

ment and intentionality in order to truly build ongoing increases in 

youth political participation.

Until and unless we decide that youth voter participation is some-

thing worthy of investing time and resources into, we will continue to 

place unreasonably high expectations on a haphazard infrastructure 

that is not designed to sustain youth engagement. « 

 
EndnotEs

1 The original article on Campus Progress, found here: 
 http://www.campusprogress.org/articles/building_the_youth_vote_is_about_building_ 
 infrastructure/, cited 20.9 percent as the original     
 turnout rate. According to CIRCLE, reweightedExit Poll data suggest youth turnout may have        
 reached 22.8%. 
 http://www.civicyouth.org/reweighted-exit-poll-data-suggest-youth-turnout-may-have-   
 reached-22-8/
2 http://www.civicyouth.org/revised-circle-youth-turnout-estimate-20-9/
3 http://www.studentpirgs.org/new-voters-project/research/circle-and-yvs
4 http://www.civicyouth.org/circle-working-paper-59-democracy-for-some-the-civic- 
 opportunity-gap-in-high-school/
5 http://www.opensecrets.org/overview/index.php
6 http://www.civicyouth.org/PopUps/Young_Voters_Guide.pdf
7 http://www.civicyouth.org/featured-circle-working-paper-60-the-informed-political- 
 participation-of-young-canadians-and-americans/
8 http://www.nationalservice.gov/about/serveamerica/index.asp
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from late adolescence to young adulthood. UTEC has a capacity 

to follow youth through transitional coaches up to two years 

after they complete a program at UTEC; thus CIRCLE has a 

unique and important opportunity to understand the role that a 

community-based organization can play in civic development of 

disconnected youth. 

EFFECtIvE stRatEgIEs In EngagIng non 
CoLLEgE yoUth

An additional component of research about non-college youth 

focuses on what practitioners feel are the best and most effec-

tive strategies for engaging this group. To learn more about 

this, CIRCLE met with 11 organizations that work directly with 

this cohort, including: Hip Hop Caucus, Public Allies, The Corps 

Network, United Teen Equality Center, YouthBuild USA, Usher’s 

New Look Foundation, America’s Promise, League of Young 

Voters Education Fund, Gathering for Justice, and Generational 

Alliance. All of these groups engage their participants in civic 

or political work. The meeting was intended to learn from each 

other’s work, identify possible collaborations and inform current 

research. As part of the continued research, CIRCLE plans on con-

tinuing to work closely with these groups to write a collaborative 

statement about the state of civic opportunities and resources 

available, and to generally learn more about this population.

Practitioners cited several program components that success-

fully reach out to non-college youth. Crucial to an effective 

strategy were team-based learning leadership development, an 

emphasis on young people as change makers (while addressing 

the cultural issues associated with powerlessness), adult allies 

and role models, and in general, maximizing the young person’s 

opportunities and networks. « 

Continued from Page 5


