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i n  t h i s  i s s u eunderstanding the civic engagement of a 
diverse generation

“Youth Civic Engagement in the United States, 2008-2010: Understanding a Diverse 

Generation,” a recent study by CIRCLE Lead Researcher Kei Kawashima-Ginsberg, and 

CIRCLE staff, shatters stereotypes and dispels conventional myths about the ways in which 

young people ages 18-29 are involved in the United States political system. 

Using U.S. Census data on young voters from across 

the United States, the study compares youth engage-

ment in the 2008 and 2010 election years. The findings 

show that regardless of the over-simplified portrayal 

of young Americans in the news media, their political 

engagement is diverse, and as such, young people 

should not be treated as a uniform group. For exam-

ple, at least three quarters of youth were somehow 

engaged in their community or in politics in both 2008 

and 2010. But they engaged in very different ways.

at least three quarters  
of youth were somehow engaged in their  
community or in politics in both 2008 and 2010. 

the Broadly engaged,  talkers and under-moBilized in 2010

In 2010, the clusters were:

•  The Broadly Engaged (21% of youth) fill many different leadership roles;

•  The Political Specialists (18%) are focused on voting and other forms of political activism;

•  The Donors (11%) give money but do little else;

•  The Under-Mobilized (14%) were registered to vote in 2010 but did not actually vote or 

participate actively;

•  The Talkers (13%) report discussing political issues and are avid communicators online, 

but do not take action otherwise; and

•  The Civically Alienated (23%) hardly engage at all.
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CIRCLE conducted a cluster 

analysis for this report—a 

statistical technique that 

divides a sample into 

distinct profiles. The cluster 

analysis identified groups 

of youth with different and 

distinct patterns and levels 

of civic engagement.
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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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The most notable difference between 2008 and 2010 is that the Only 

Voted cluster from 2008 disappeared in 2010. This is not entirely sur-

prising because 2010 was a midterm election, which always draws 

far fewer youth (as well as older Americans) to the polls compared 

to a presidential election. Although the largest group in 2010 was 

the civically alienated group, there were a couple of bright spots. 

For one, a little more than a fifth of young people were broadly 

engaged—they engaged in their communities and took leadership 

roles. Furthermore, new clusters emerged in 2010, which were the 

Talkers, who reported discussing political issues, but were not neces-

sarily mobilized in other ways.

2008  election moBilized young voters in 
Political action

In 2008, the Presidential Election mobilized millions of young people 

to vote, and as a result, many young people voted, talked about 

politics and engaged in political issues. Three of the six clusters that 

emerged—Broadly Engaged (19%), Political Specialists (19%) and 

Only Voted (18%)—showed that a large percent of young people 

were in fact participating in the political process in some way. The 

largest difference between these three clusters was primarily wheth-

er or not they engaged beyond voting. In the case of the Broadly 

Engaged cluster, they also volunteered, worked with youth in com-

munities, attended public meetings or worked with neighbors to 

address community problems.

continued on Page 3

continued from Page 1
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engagement rates show gaPs By race & 
ethnicity and educational attainment 

Only a small minority of young people (16.1% in 2008; 23.2% 

in 2010) have been fundamentally disengaged based on the 

civic engagement indicators used in the study. Many have 

voted, donated money, engaged in discussions about politics 

or current issues, and more. On the other hand, the Civically 

Alienated cluster requires attention—as it is disproportionately 

made up of young people who had not completed high school 

or gone to college, who are low-income, and who may have not 

had the same opportunities for civic skill acquisition as their 

counterparts. 

Those who were Broadly Engaged in 2010, for instance, were 

more likely to be White, college-educated, and high-income 

youth. 30% of this group had completed a four-year degree. 

Similarly, in 2008, 35% had completed a four-year degree.

imPlications for investment in youth 
engagement

The gap in participation implies that more should be done to 

invest in youth engagement. Policymakers and others who are 

responsible for civic education in schools, communities, and 

community service programs are just a few types of institutions 

which have the ability to engage youth in various ways.

The full report, findings and implications are available at: http://

www.civicyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/CIRCLE_

cluster_report2010.pdf. «

continued from Page 2
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In 2003, CIRCLE and Carnegie Corporation of New York jointly 

produced an important report entitled The Civic Mission of 

Schools that was widely covered in the press and launched the 

Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools, the nation’s leading 

advocacy campaign in civics. Last fall, the Campaign issued 

a successor report (to which CIRCLE contributed), entitled 

“Guardians of Democracy”. The new report draws on eight years 

of additional research and experience and a broader network of 

groups and individuals dedicated to improving civic education. 

In addition, it provides specific policy recommendations for the 

various players needed to reform civic education, including: 

schools and administrators at the local levels; federal and state 

policymakers; scholars and researchers; postsecondary institu-

tions responsible for teacher training; funders of civic educa-

tion; and parents, media, and all other citizens.

new research confirms the six Promising 
aPProaches

The Civic Mission of Schools report suggested six practices 

for effective civic education. In the eight years following the 

release of the report, many researchers focused their inquiries 

on these approaches and confirmed that these practices “con-

stitute a well-rounded and high quality civic learning experi-

ence.” Following is a summary of the six approaches and 

examples of some of the latest research findings supporting 

the approaches.

1. Provide Instruction: Providing classroom instruction 

in government, history, economics, law and democracy is a  

fundamental element in effective civic education. However, not 

all instruction is created equal: instruction focused on rote 

fact memorization is not as effective as other more engag-

ing approaches. The authors note, “While students should, 

of course, learn the factual foundation of American democ-

racy, understanding these foundations is not sufficient without 

attention to skills, values, and practical applications.”

2. Discussion of Current Events and Controversial 

Issues: Schools should incorporate discussion of current local, 

national, and international issues and events into the classroom, 

particularly those that young people view as important to their 

lives. Ten years ago, the biggest barrier to incorporating this 

educational approach was seen as the difficulty of managing 

controversial issues. According to the authors, “Research has 

added a sophisticated picture of how the most skilled teachers 

promote these discussions and how students experience and 

learn from them.” Furthermore, more studies have confirmed 

that high quality discussion of current events leads to greater 

student outcomes.

3. Service-Learning: Schools should design and implement 

programs that provide students with the opportunity to apply 

what they learn through performing community service that  

is linked to the formal curriculum and classroom instruction.  

New research is helping to paint a picture of what constitutes 

effective service-learning. The latest findings suggest that 

the best service-learning programs for developing engaged 

citizens are linked to the curriculum and include the following 

components:

• Consciously pursue civic outcomes, rather than seek 

only to improve academic performance or to promote higher 

self-esteem

• Allow students to engage in meaningful work on serious 

public issues; give students a role in choosing and designing 

their projects

• Provide students with opportunities to reflect on the service 

work

• Allow students—especially older ones—to pursue political 

responses to problems consistent with laws that require public 

schools to be nonpartisan

new rePort Provides recommendations on how to reform 
civic education

From the Guardians of Democracy Report:

 “Self-government requires far more than voting in elections 

every four years. It requires citizens who are informed and 

thoughtful, participate in their communities, involved in 

the political process, and possess moral and civic virtues. 

Generations of leaders, from America’s founders to the 

inventors of public education to elected leaders in the 

twentieth century, have understood that these qualities are 

not automatically transmitted to the next generation—they 

must be passed down through schools. Ultimately, schools 

are the guardians of democracy.”

Gould, Jonathan, Ed. 2011. Guardians of Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools. 
Lenore Annenberg Institute for Civics of the Annenberg Public Policy Center and the 
Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools: Philadelphia. http://civicmissionofschools.
org/site/documents/ViewGuardianofDemocracy/view
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• See service learning as part of a broader philosophy toward 

education, not just a program that is adopted for a finite 

period in a particular course.

4. Extracurricular Activities: Schools should offer 

opportunities for young people to get involved in their schools 

or communities outside of the classroom. The latest research 

suggests three key components for successful extracurricu-

lar programs. First, adults should allow students to pick the 

activity based on their own interest (as opposed to assigning 

the activity). Second, activities should be led by an adult in  

a structured manner that includes regular meetings. And 

finally, activities should require effort on the part of the stu-

dent. According to the authors, “Given that the goal of civic 

learning on the whole is to prepare students for knowledge-

able, engaged citizenship, extracurricular activities can serve 

as a vital bridge between classroom learning and the world 

at large.” 

5. School Governance: Schools should encourage student 

participation in school governance. School governance can 

come in many different forms, from the traditional student 

government to programs that divide schools up into clusters 

to participate in democratic deliberation exercises. Research 

by the National Association of Student Councils provides 

some basic tenants for providing an enriching student gov-

ernance experience. Activities should be structured, students 

must invest time in each activity and be able to see tangible 

results, and activities must engage students’ interests.

6. Simulations of Democratic Processes: Schools 

should encourage students to participate in simulations of 

democratic processes and procedures. Games and simulations 

directly teach civic skills and other skills necessary for func-

tioning in today’s workplace. Examples of programs that use 

games to teach civic lessons include iCivics, Legislative Aide, 

and ICONS. Recent research suggests that these types of pro-

grams lead to heightened political knowledge and interest. 

The report concludes, “As school and district leaders look to 

provide their students with well-rounded civic learning, simu-

lations of democratic processes are powerful tools.”

recommendations for the field

Guardians of Democracy calls for a broad approach to civic 

education which includes the six proven practices. The report 

includes a full menu of policy recommendations for a variety 

of stakeholders. But it places assessment and professional 

development at the top of the list for immediate action. The 

authors note, “Policymakers must ensure that civic learning 

is included alongside English, math, and science as a core 

subject, emphasized by standards and assessments at the 

federal, state, and local levels.” They note that currently only 

16 states require meaningful assessment of social studies 

and that number has declined over the past five years. They 

recommend that assessments focus on three civic outcomes: 

knowledge, skills and dispositions. Presently, the majority of 

state civics standards emphasize rote memorization of his-

torical facts and dates as opposed to a broader view of civic 

engagement that includes testing for knowledge, skills and 

dispositions.

the report concludes, “as school 
and district leaders look to  
provide their students with  
well-rounded civic learning, 
simulations of democratic  
processes are powerful tools.”

The authors also call for increased training and professional 

development for social studies teachers. Research shows 

that a teacher’s professional development in civics is predic-

tive of students’ civic knowledge and attitudes. The authors 

note, “Only effective teacher professional development can 

cultivate effective civics teaching, guaranteeing that a solid 

grounding in civics is a reality for every child and not depen-

dent on variables specific to a given teacher, school, or com-

munity.” The report suggests that effective teacher training 

programs must include the following components: be rich in 

content, provides active learning opportunities and ongoing 

opportunities for development, fit with curriculum and stan-

dards, and be collaborative in nature.

To download the full report, please visit: http://www.civicyouth.

org/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/GuardianofDemocracy.pdf 

«

continued from Page 4
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FOLLOWING IS A SAMPLING OF POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR DIFFERENT STAKEHOLDERS

Local Schools and Administrators:

• Change how civic learning is taught, from the dry facts of history and the structure of government to an emphasis on how citizens can 

and must participate in civic life.

• Treat civic learning as an interdisciplinary subject to be employed across the curriculum.

State Policymakers:

• Develop common standards and assessments in the social studies through a state-led effort, and hold schools and districts accountable 

for student civic learning achievement by inclusion of civic learning in state assessments and accountability measures.

• Utilize alternative forms of assessment such as group projects and activities or portfolio assessments. These assessments are better 

suited to assessing student achievement in civic learning then traditional “paper and pencil” tests.

• Require and support high quality, on-going professional development for all social studies and civic learning teachers.

Federal Policymakers:

• Establish a competitive grant program for civic learning within the US Department of Education that would fund innovation in civic 

learning, provide research on effective civic learning strategies, allow for the replication of successful programs that are proven by 

research, and develop of programs to serve currently under-served school populations.

• Provide state level data from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) tests in Civics and History, thereby allowing states 

to know whether they are meeting the civic mission of schools and whether they are adequately serving traditionally undeserved student 

populations.

• Support the establishment of an award program recognizing civic learning achievement for students and schools. Model this program 

on the “Blue Ribbon Schools” program to increase attention paid to civic learning at the school level.

Colleges and Universities:

• Require all students, regardless of major, to take at least one engaging civic learning course to overcome any lack of basic civic knowl-

edge and skills and to ensure that all students leave higher education prepared to be informed and engaged citizens.

Scholars and Researchers:

• Develop and implement rigorous studies on innovative civic learning and teaching approaches, and provide data backed evidence of 

the effectiveness of civic learning approaches, programs, and teaching strategies.

Funders:

• Corporate foundations need to become more engaged in funding civic learning, especially given that high quality civic learning helps 

builds the 21st century skills that business community needs in the next generation of workers.

• The philanthropic sector should consider developing a consortium of foundations to coordinate and help fund high quality civic  

learning. 

Parents and Citizens:

• Parents are the first and best civics teachers. Parents should encourage their children to develop an interest in keeping themselves 

informed on current events, encourage their children to take an interest in and volunteer in their community, and help their children 

develop civic skills and habits.

• Citizens from all walks of life can help their schools by volunteering time and resources to help schools provide effective civic learning.

continued from Page 5
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ia, nh and sc young voters turn out for Paul in 2012 Primaries & 
caucus

Approximately 102,100 eligible citizens under the age of 30 

participated in the Iowa Caucus and the 2012 New Hampshire 

and South Carolina primaries. Though youth voter turnout 

varied among states, youth continued to play an important 

role in determining the winner of the various contests. In IA, 

NH and SC, Ron Paul won the youth vote. The demographics 

of the young people who turned out for Paul suggest that they 

were most likely a different group of voters than those who 

supported President Obama in 2008.

though youth voter turnout  
varied between states, youth 
continued to play an important  
role in determining the winner of  
the various contests.

youth Provide 1/3  ron Paul votes in ia 
caucus,  almost 1/2  in nh

Four percent of eligible Iowa voters under the age of 30 par-

ticipated in the Iowa Caucus. Representative Ron Paul drew 

the support of 48% of the under-30 caucus-goers, with Rick 

Santorum coming in second among young people with 23%; 

Mitt Romney drew support from just 14% of the young voters. 

The youth voter turnout rate in IA was the same as in 2004, the 

best comparison year because only one party held a contested 

caucus.

Table 1: Iowa Presidential Caucus Participation, 17-to 29-Year-Old Citizens

Year Youth turnout 
rate 

number of youth 
who partici-
pated

youth as a share 
of caucus goers

2012*** 4% 18,338 15%

2008* 13% 65,230 18%

2004** 4% 20,740 17%

2000* 3% 14,940 9%

1996*** 3% 12,539 13%

Fifteen percent of youth (ages 18-29) voted in the New 

Hampshire primary, where Ron Paul received 46% of their 

votes, followed by Mitt Romney with 26%. This is a significant 

increase for Paul, as he doubled the number of youth votes he 

received since his 2008 campaign. While the youth vote in New 

Hampshire decreased since the 2004 primary, youth were still 

able to make an impact on the results, as a significant portion 

of their votes went to Ron Paul.

Table 2: New Hampshire Presidential Primary Participation, 18-to 29-Year-

Old Citizens

Year Youth Turnout 
Rate

Number of Youth 
Who Partici-
pated

Youth as a Share 
of Primary 
Goers

2012*** 15% 29,818 12%

2008* 43% 84,232 16%

2004** 18% 30,770 14%

2000* 28% 43,924 11%

1996*** 18% 28,810 14%

youth turnout uP in sc comPared to 04

Eight percent of eligible voters under the age of 30 participated 

in the South Carolina primary. Thirty-one percent of these 

young voters supported Congressman Ron Paul, followed 

by former Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich at 28%, Rick 

Santorum at 21%, and Mitt Romney at 16%. In SC, youth voter 

turnout increased by four percentage points compared to 

2004.

Paul increased his support among young South Carolina voters 

more than fivefold since 2008, drawing an extra 13,671 youth 

votes.

Table 3: South Carolina Presidential Primary Participation, 18-to 29-Year-

Old Citizens

Year Youth Turnout 
Rate

Number of Youth 
Who Partici-
pated

Youth as Share 
of Primary 
Goers

2012*** 8% 54,105 9%

2008* 19% 118,565 12%

2004*** 4% 26,181 9%

2000*** 11% 55,763 10%

1996*** 4% 25,037 9%

CIRCLE will continue to watch the 2012 Primaries unfold, and 

will be releasing day-after estimates for youth voter turnout. 

For more historical state data check-out our interactive map at 

www.civicyouth.org. «

* Combines the Democratic and Republican figures 
** 2004 statistics only include the Democratic Primary. There was no Republican Primary 
in 2004, because President George W. Bush was an incumbent and the GOP nomination.
*** 2012 and 1996 statistics only include the Republican Primary. In these years, there 
was/is no Democratic Primary, because there was an incumbent president from the 
Democratic Party that took the nomination. 
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A new report entitled “Civic Health and Unemployment: Can 

Engagement Strengthen the Economy?” looks at the relation-

ship between a locality’s civic engagement levels and rates of 

unemployment. The report was released in the fall of 2011 at the 

66th Annual National Conference on Citizenship in Philadelphia. 

CIRCLE was a co-sponsor of the report and played an important 

role in conducting the analysis.

a link Between civic engagement and 
economic resilience?

The report was based on an analysis of all 50 states and 50 major 

metro areas and found that their levels of civic engagement 

before the recession strongly predicted how well they have 

weathered the economic crisis of 2006-10. To test the theory that 

civic engagement can serve as a buffer to tough economic times, 

the researchers created a statistical model. The model included 

eight economic factors thought to predict unemployment (rang-

ing from the housing bubble and state GDP to educational 

attainment) along with five important civic measures–volunteer-

ing, working with neighbors on community problems, attending 

meetings, registering to vote, and voting. They found that the 

civic measures were strongly related to changes in employment 

from 2006-2010, but none of the economic factors was associ-

ated with employment to a statistically significant degree.

civic measures were strongly  
related to changes in employment 
from 2006-2010, but none of the 
economic factors was associated 
with employment to a statistically 
significant degree.

Other evidence cited in the report suggests that group member-

ship, meeting attendance, serving as a group officer, and contact-

ing public officials also have positive relationships with employ-

ment. For example, residents of Alaska, North Dakota and South 

Dakota reported higher than average rates of working with 

neighbors. And these states had some of the smallest increases in 

unemployment between 2006 and 2010. On the other hand, resi-

dents in Nevada and California reported lower levels of working 

with neighbors and these states experienced greater increases in 

unemployment between 2006 and 2010.

major metro areas follow state trends

The main focus of the report is on states, but somewhat more 

limited evidence from metropolitan areas finds the same pat-

terns at that level as well. The data analysis for the metropolitan 

areas differed slightly from the state analysis but the findings 

were the same: metropolitan areas with greater levels of civic 

engagement, especially higher rates of voting and volunteer-

ing, were better able to weather the recession. For example, 

Portland, OR; Birmingham, AL; and Seattle, WA all had high rates 

of volunteering and relatively low levels of economic distress. 

The researchers conclude, “If civic health does affect unemploy-

ment at the state level, its effects are likely felt at the community 

level as well.”

The statistical analysis itself cannot explain why civic engage-

ment may be an important factor in avoiding unemployment, 

but other research lends support for several hypotheses. One 

theory is that participation in civil society can develop skills, 

confidence, and habits that make individuals employable and 

strengthen the networks that help them to find jobs. Other 

research suggests that participation in civil society is strongly 

continued on Page 9

can civic engagement strengthen the economy? 

Many forms of civic engagement correlate with each other:  

the same people who attend meetings also volunteer and vote. 

Therefore it is helpful to examine the civic engagement mea-

sures one at a time, controlling for all the economic factors. 

Using this method, the researchers found: 

«An increase of one point in the state’s rate of working with 

neighbors was associated with a decrease of 0.256 percent-

age points in the unemployment rate when the economic 

factors were controlled.

«An extra percentage point of public meeting attendance 

corresponded to 0.239 points less unemployment when the 

economic factors were controlled.

«An increase of one point in volunteering was associated 

with 0.192 percentage points less unemployment, control-

ling for the eight economic variables.

«An increase of one percent in the voter registration rate 

was associated with a decrease of about one tenth of one 

point in unemployment.



«

9

a r o u n d  T h e  C I r C L e :  r e s e a r C h  a n d  p r a C T I C e

A SAMPLE OF RECEnT ARTICLES: 

n“YOunG, BLACK AnD VOTInG: YOuR TAKE: YOunG 
AFRICAn AMERICAnS ARE EnGAGED In POLITICS BuT 
AREn’T GuARAnTEED TO TuRn OuT In 2012,” BY PETER 
LEVInE, the root, 12/2/2011

n“WARnInG SIGn FOR OBAMA: YOuTH REGISTRATIOnS 
DECLInE,” BY BYROn TAu, Politico, 12/30/2011

n“YOuTH TuRnOuT In IOWA SMALL, BuT BEnEFITS PAuL, 
REPORT SAYS,” BY SEAn LEnGELL, Washington times, 
1/4/2012

n“ROn PAuL’S STROnG Run In IOWA EXCITES YOunG 
VOTERS,” BY JAMES MOnTGOMERY, mtv.com, 1/4/2012

n“THE ROn PAuL EFFECT: HOW HE IS ALTERInG 
REPuBLICAn PRIMARY CALCuLuS,” BY STACEY TEICHER 
KHADAROO, christian science monitor, 1/6/2012

n“nEW HAMPSHIRE’S POLITICALLY ACTIVE YOuTH 
InFLuEnCE PRIMARY RESuLTS,” BY BRIAn MASTROIAnnI, 
yahoo!, 1/11/2012

n“ROn PAuL WInS YOuTH VOTE In nEW HAMPSHIRE,” DOn 
MOnTALTO, WITH REPORTInG BY GIL KAuFMAn AnD SWAY 
CALLOWAY, vh1.com, 1/11/2012

n“ECOnOMY, nEW VOTInG LAWS WILL IMPACT YOuTH 
VOTE In 2012 ELECTIOn,” BY COBuRn PALMER, usa today, 
college edition, 1/13/2012

n“ROn PAuL IS MY HOMEBOY”: WHY THE CAnDIDATE 
APPEALS TO MEn unDER 30,” BY LIBBY COPELAnD, slate, 
1/13/2012

n“SIX REASOnS PAuL APPEALS TO SOME YOunG VOTERS,” 
BY STEPHEn RICHER, forbes, 1/19/2012

n“CAMPuSES RAMP uP STuDEnT VOTInG EFFORTS,” BY 
AMY GOLOD, u.s. neWs-Politics, 1/20/2012

n“YOunG VOTERS GETTInG EnGAGED In POLITICS,” BY KIM 
KOzLOWSKI, detroit neWs, 1/26/2012

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

justice o’connor and senator graham on the link 
between civic engagement and employment

Former Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor and 

former Senator and Governor Bob Graham (D-FL) have made 

the report “Civic Health and Unemployment: Can Engagement 

Strengthen the Economy?” the focus of a joint op-ed published 

on November 1, 2011 in USA Today, entitled “Jobs and Civics Go 

Hand in Hand (to download the article follow this link http://

www.usatoday.com/news/opinion/forum/story/2011-11-01/

economy-civics-participation-voting/51031150/1). 

Both of these leaders are dedicating extraordinary attention 

to civic education and civic renewal. O’Connor co-chairs the 

Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools, founded iCivics 

to produce computer games for civic education, and speaks 

tirelessly about civic education. Graham, who taught civics 

in a Miami high school while he was a state legislator, wrote 

“America, the Owner’s Manual: Making Government Work for 

You” as an alternative primer on civics and has made the Bob 

Graham Center at University of Florida into a leader on civic 

education at the k-12 and college levels. CIRCLE is pleased to 

announce that we are working with both of these extraordi-

nary leaders.

correlated with trust in other people, and people who trust oth-

ers are more likely to invest and hire. The report carefully notes 

that we cannot tell for sure whether civic engagement lowers 

unemployment; other explanations are explored. The authors 

conclude, “The statistical relationships are notably strong and 

deserve much more attention by economists, policymakers, and 

the public.” «

continued from Page 8
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action civics: a declaration for rejuvenating our democratic 
traditions 
 
By:  BarBara ferman,  university community collaBorative of PhiladelPhia (uccP)  at 
temPle university

The contributors to the above book, along with other educa-

tors, philanthropists, elected officials and concerned citizens, are 

deeply alarmed by our failure, as a society, to provide individuals 

with the knowledge, skills, motivation and opportunities neces-

sary to participate in our democratic way of life. Democracy is not 

a battle that has been won; rather, it is an on-going process that 

needs constant attention, nurturing and renewal. Failure to equip 

people to meaningfully participate in this process will only lead to 

further disengagement, threatening our legitimacy, stability and, 

ultimately, our overall health as a democratic community, society 

and nation.

democracy is not a battle that  
has been won; rather, it is an on- 
going process that needs constant 
attention, nurturing and renewal. 

The issue of disengagement is particularly prevalent among youth, 

especially low income youth of color, many of whom have fewer 

opportunities for structured, meaningful participation in their 

communities and beyond. Preparation for a democratic life, to 

the extent that it does is exist, is typically relegated to fact-based, 

textbook oriented “civics” classes which, research has shown, have 

little to no effect on students. Referred to as “your grandmother’s 

civics” by retired Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor and 

Education Secretary Arne Duncan, this approach may actually 

discourage political and civic engagement if youth cannot con-

nect their experience of government and community with what 

is being taught. While some schools do provide more experiential 

approaches for their students, which have positive impacts on 

learning and participation, these opportunities tend to be limited 

to more affluent school districts, thus creating a civic empower-

ment gap that mirrors and reinforces the well-known academic 

achievement gap.

the issue of disengagement is 
particularly prevalent among  
youth, especially low income youth 
of color, many of whom have fewer 
opportunities for structured, 
meaningful participation in their 
communities and beyond. 

Concerned about this disengagement and its implications for our 

democratic enterprise, CIRCLE and five other university-based 

organizations came together in 2010 to form the National Action 

Civics Collaborative (NACC) which is committed to promoting 

and expanding the practice of Action Civics as an evidence-based 

approach to creating an engaged citizenry capable of effective 

participation in the political process, in their communities and 

in the larger society. Defining Action Civics as an experiential 

approach to real world problems that is characterized by collective 

action, youth voice, youth agency, youth leadership, and reflection, 

NACC has been working on expanding its network of organizations 

and developing assessment tools and research on impacts of, and 

approaches to, Action Civics. The ultimate goal is to re-define the 

way civics is understood and practiced both in schools and in out 

of school time activities. We were particularly heartened by retired 

American democracy is at risk. The risk comes not from some external threat but from disturbing internal trends: an erosion of the 

activities and capacities of citizenship.

—Democracy at Risk: How Political Choices Undermine Citizen Participation, and What We Can Do About It, by Stephen Macedo 

and eighteen other leading political scientists (2005)

continued on Page 11

circle is a founding member of the national action civics collaborative (nacc). on behalf of the 
nacc, temple university political scientist Barbara ferman contributes this guest column for around 
the circle's "research to Practice" section.
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Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor and Education Secretary 

Arne Duncan’s full embrace of Action Civics as a powerful antidote to 

our engagement malaise. We are proud and humbled to be part of 

this exciting moment in democratic education and practice.

To learn more about the National Action Civics Collaborative, please 

visit http://www.centerforactioncivics.org/national-action-civics-col-

laborative/ «

 

continued from Page 10
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CIRCLE
Jonathan M. Tisch College of Citizenship
and Public Service
Lincoln Filene Hall
Tufts University
Medford, MA 02155

circle works with national conference on citizenshiP to Produce state civic health 
rePorts

Through partnerships with local universities and nonprofits, the National Conference on Citizenship (NCoC) continued to expand 

the national Civic Health Index in 2011 by providing localized data in state-specific indices, including: Arizona, Alabama, California, 

Connecticut, Florida, Indiana, Kentucky, Massachusetts, and Pennsylvania. CIRCLE contributed to the analysis of the localized data. To 

access the reports go to ncoc.net.


