https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055416000368 Published online by Cambridge University Press

American Political Science Review

Vol. 110, No. 3  August 2016

doi:10.1017/S0003055416000368

(© American Political Science Association 2016

Testing Civics: State-Level Civic Education Requirements and

Political Knowledge

DAVID E. CAMPBELL University of Notre Dame

RICHARD G. NIEMI

University of Rochester

hypothesize that civics exams have the biggest effect in states where they are a requirement for high

D o state-level exams in civics have a positive impact on young people’s civic knowledge? We

school graduation—the incentive hypothesis. We further hypothesize that civics requirements
have the biggest effect on young people with less exposure to information about the U.S. political system
at home, specifically Latinos and, especially, immigrants—the compensation hypothesis. We test these
hypotheses with the 2006 and 2010 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) civics test
administered to high school students, and with a large national survey of 18-24 year-olds. Across the two
datasets, we find modest support for the incentive hypothesis and strong support for the compensation

hypothesis.

long recognized the importance of formal civic

education for youth.! Currently, “each state’s
constitution or public education establishment statutes
and codes acknowledge the civic mission of schools”
(Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools 2015). His-
torically, schools have served as the key institution to
educate immigrants about the nation’s system of gov-
ernance and thus equip them for involvement in the
nation’s political life (Gutmann 1999; Hochschild and
Scovronick 2003; Macedo 2005). As a discipline, polit-
ical science has similarly emphasized the importance
of civic education for a healthy democracy. The APSA
website states that “education for civic engagement
and responsive governance were founding objectives
of the political science profession” and that “support-
ing and sustaining quality civic education has been an
important theme throughout the history of the Amer-
ican Political Science Association.”? In keeping with
this objective, in the last twenty years the APSA has
placed renewed emphasis on civic education at both
the secondary and post-secondary levels (Ceaser 2013;
Macedo 2005). The Association’s interest dovetails
with the many political scientists who have suggested
that civic education is a means to increase political
participation (Hanmer 2009; Teixeira 1992; Zukin et al.
2006), enhance social capital (Campbell 2006; Putnam
2001), and foster greater levels of political knowledge

P olicymakers and political scientists alike have
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(Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). Even scholars who
agree on little else can find consensus on the need
for reinvigorated civic education (Hibbing and Theiss-
Morse 2002; Mutz 2006; Putnam 2001).

Notwithstanding these many calls for improved civic
education, it receives little attention from policymakers
and political scientists (Campbell, Levinson, and Hess
2012). Few states even include civics within their test-
ing regimen; nor is civics subject to the accountability
measures required by the federal No Child Left Behind
Act.> While recent years have seen headway in the
study of effective classroom practices (Campbell 2008;
Hess 2009; Hess and McAvoy 2015; Hooghe and Das-
sonneville 2011; Kahne and Sporte 2008; Kawashimi-
Ginsberg and Levine 2014a; Neundorf, Niemi, and
Smets 2016; Torney-Purta 2002), there has been little
study of policies that affect civic education. And in
the limited research that has been done on state-level
policies, none have been found to have a systematic ef-
fect on young people’s civic engagement (Carlson 2012;
Kawashimi-Ginsberg and Levine 2014b; Lopez et al.
2009). However, the absence of evidence is not neces-
sarily evidence of absence. This article thus examines
anew the effects of state-level policies regarding civic
education, specifically the adoption of “high stakes”
exams in civics. Given that universal education has
historically been a means to the end of incorporating
America’s many immigrants into political life, we also
examine the effect of state-level policies on Latinos,
the largest immigrant group.

After reviewing the literatures on civic education,
high-stakes exams, and immigrants’ political engage-
ment, we derive two hypotheses: (1) having a high
stakes exam in civics leads to greater political knowl-
edge among youth (incentive hypothesis); and (2) this
effect is even more pronounced for Latinos (compen-
sation hypothesis). Using data from the National As-
sessment of Educational Progress, we find only limited
evidence for a general effect of a high stakes exam,

3 Civic education is taught in courses with a variety of names, includ-
ing Social Studies, American Government, Government, and Civics.
In this article, we use “civics” or “civic education” to mean all of
these different courses.
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but stronger support for the impact on Latino youth.
Most convincingly, states that added a high-stakes exam
between 2006 and 2010 saw an increase in political
knowledge among Latino 12th graders. We then turn
to a separate analysis from a national survey and find
confirmatory evidence that among youth ages 18-24,
having attended high school in a state with a high
stakes civics exam leads to greater political knowledge
among Latinos, immigrants, and Latino immigrants in
particular.

CIVIC EDUCATION AND POLITICAL
KNOWLEDGE

One difficulty in garnering the resources to study
civic education policy is that some possible outcomes
(tolerance, efficacy, interest, political activity) risk
ideologically tinged controversy among policymak-
ers (Jamieson 2013). Many are also difficult to mea-
sure. Fortunately, however, one outcome—political
knowledge —is normatively desirable and empirically
tractable.

Democracy requires an electorate with at least a
modicum of political knowledge. Voters should know
the fundamentals of how government works and be
aware of the key people and debates featured in con-
temporary politics. While political scientists have long
debated how knowledgeable the citizenry both is and
ought to be (Achen 1975; Converse 1964; Delli Carpini
and Keeter 1996; Hardin 2006; Lupia 1994; Page and
Shapiro 1992; Popkin 1994), the disagreement is largely
a matter of degree: how much voter knowledge does
democratic competence require? Galston has summa-
rized this literature by noting that “there are signs of
an emerging consensus. Competent democratic citizens
need not be policy experts, but there is a level of basic
knowledge below which the ability to make a full range
of reasoned civic judgments is impaired” (2001, 218-9).

Not only is there consensus on the need for basic
political knowledge within the electorate, a robust lit-
erature has developed to measure it. Among youth,
the federal Department of Education has periodically
evaluated the state of political knowledge among 4th,
8th, and 12th graders with the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP). While there will always
be controversy over what comprises essential knowl-
edge for informed citizenship, the designers of NAEP
have found enough consensus to create high quality
exams on the fundamentals of American government.
Similarly, political knowledge is widely and effectively
measured in mass surveys. Notably, Zaller argues that
even short indices of factual political knowledge are a
valid measure of political awareness, noting that “tests
of knowledge are relatively immune to a social desir-
ability response set” and “do not require respondents
to esaimate subjective behaviors or inner states” (1992,
335).

4 There are significant differences between the types of knowledge
items in the NAEP exams and mass surveys, however, as we will note
below.
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Beyond political consensus and empirical tractabil-
ity, political knowledge also stands on firm theoret-
ical ground as arguably the outcome most likely af-
fected by classroom civics instruction, for the same
reason that we would expect that taking a chem-
istry course increases knowledge of chemistry. Civics
courses may also affect other outcomes such as tol-
erance, efficacy, and a desire to participate in politics,
but at a minimum increasing knowledge is presumably
an objective shared by all teachers and policymakers.
Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996, 278) suggest that a
base of political knowledge leads to the acquisition
of still more information, producing a virtuous circle
of ever more-informed voters. They also hypothesize
that greater political knowledge is a first, and perhaps
essential, step toward greater political participation
(224-5).

CIVIC EDUCATION REQUIREMENTS

Many different policy levers might have an impact on
the efficacy of civic education, but perhaps the most
straightforward are states’ requirements for civics.
While all states include civics among their educational
standards and most states have some sort of civics re-
quirement for graduation from high school, specifics
vary widely (Godsay et al. 2012). Such variation en-
ables a comparison of different requirements. Further-
more, because states periodically change their civics
standards and requirements—sometimes strengthen-
ing them, sometimes weakening—it is possible to test
whether such changes have an effect on young people’s
political knowledge.

Owing to the rise in standardized testing across
the United States, a significant body of research has
developed to study whether external exams—and,
specifically, “high stakes” exams that are a require-
ment for passing a grade or receiving a high school
diploma—result in greater academic proficiency. While
this area is rife with controversy and conflicting conclu-
sions (Hursh 2005; Nichols, Glass, and Berliner 2006;
Supovitz 2009), the balance of the extant research sug-
gests that such exams lead to improved student perfor-
mance (Carlson, Borman, and Robinson 2011; Carnoy
and Loeb 2002; Carnoy, Loeb, and Smith 2003; Dee
and Jacob 2011; Diamond 2012; Gaddis and Lauen
2014; Hanushek and Raymond 2005; Rouse et al. 2013;
Sims 2013; Supovitz 2009; Valenzuela 2005). There are
potentially many, and mutually reinforcing, reasons
for the effect of high-stakes exams, both salutary and
worrisome. On the positive side, knowing they face
a “day of reckoning,” students may work harder to
learn a given subject. Similarly, an external exam may
incentivize teachers to implement the most effective
pedagogical practices and administrators to assign the
most effective instructors. On the negative side, there
is also a concern that these incentives are perverse and
lead teachers to “teach to the test” at the expense of
other skills and dispositions that foster civic engage-
ment. Whether there is teaching to the test or not, any
discussion of standardized exam results should include
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the caveat that such tests cannot fully reflect all that a
student has learned.’

In light of the past research into external exams in
subjects other than civics, we hypothesize that state-
mandated assessments in civics result in greater po-
litical knowledge both for students currently in high
school and young adults in the years immediately fol-
lowing high school (age 18-24). Specifically, we expect
that civics assessments have the biggest effect in states
where they matter most—i.e., where they are a re-
quirement for high school graduation—the incentive
hypothesis. ¢

If a civics assessment, or any aspect of civic educa-
tion, leads to greater political knowledge, there is good
reason to expect a greater impact among some groups
than others. Past research into civics courses has found
that, among the population as a whole, the civics cur-
riculum has either no (Langton and Jennings 1968) or
a modest (Niemi and Junn 1998) effect, although more
recent studies of specific curricula have found larger
effects (Facing History and Ourselves 2010; McDevitt
and Kiousis 2004; Kawashimi-Ginsberg 2012). One ar-
gument for the limited effect of taking a civics class
is that unlike many other subjects, knowledge about
politics can be acquired through channels other than
the classroom. Youth who are exposed to political
discussion at home or through their friendship net-
works or who consume politically oriented news me-
dia are likely to soak up political knowledge (Hooghe
and Dassonneville 2011; McIntosh, Hart, and Youniss
2007). Adolescents are, for example, much less likely to
hear their parents discuss chemistry over dinner than
politics.

By this logic it stands to reason that civics classes
will have the greatest impact on young people with less
exposure to political information at home and in their
social networks—the compensation hypothesis. More
precisely, we hypothesize a compensation effect where
civic education is also subject to an incentive in the
form of an external or “high stakes” civics exam. No-
tably, in the 1960s Langton and Jennings (1968) found
that while civics classes had no effect on the popula-
tion as a whole, they did lead to increased political
knowledge for African American students.” This was
an era of widespread disenfranchisement for African

3 Note that, presumably for precisely this reason, Tennessee has re-
cently implemented a civics assessment that is project based, rather
than a state-wide standardized exam.

61t is also possible that high-stakes and low-stakes exams differ,
in their content or format, or in associated methods of classroom
instruction. However, our analysis indicates that this is not the case.
In results not shown, categorization of exam content into four cat-
egories (constitutions, government structure and function, respon-
sibilities of citizens, and global connections) reveals no statistically
significant differences between high and low stakes exams. Further-
more, we find no difference in the format of high and low stakes
exams, as they are equally likely to use multiple choice, short answer,
or essay questions. Finally, our analysis finds no relationship between
a state’s civics requirements and methods of classroom instruction
(based on student reports). All of these results are available upon
request.

7 Note that they also found that, among African Americans, civics
classes had an effect on outcomes other than knowledge, includ-
ing efficacy, interest (among children whose parents have limited

Americans and so, Langton and Jennings hypothesized,
black youth were less likely to have been politically so-
cialized at home than were white students. Langton and
Jennings were writing at the end of an era, as the Civil
and Voting Rights Acts had just been enacted into law,
ending formal disenfranchisement of African Ameri-
cans. Today, voter turnout among blacks is nearly equal
to or even exceeds that of whites (File 2013). Latinos
however, have a comparatively low rate of turnout and
other forms of participation (Garcia 2011) which likely
has consequences for the civic awareness of Latino
youth. Many Latino youth are immigrants, children
of immigrants, or surrounded by adult role models
who are immigrants. Immigrants, whether naturalized
citizens or not, are likely to be less familiar with the
American political system than people who came of age
in the U.S. (Callahan and Muller 2013). Owing to the
concentration of immigrants within the Latino popula-
tion, Latino youth in particular arguably have limited
exposure to political information about U.S. politics
and thus less fluency with the U.S. political process than
non-Latinos. Thus, it is not just that Latinos themselves
are often immigrants; it is also that Latino communities
are less politically engaged overall. Accordingly, past
research has shown political knowledge to be espe-
cially low among Latino youth (National Center for
Education Statistics 2011; Torney-Purta, Barber, and
Wilkenfeld 2007).8

The compensation hypothesis thus leads to an ex-
pectation that today it is Latinos, and especially Latino
immigrants, whose political knowledge is most likely
to rise in states that have a civics assessment with aca-
demic consequences. In support of this expectation,
Callahan and Muller (2013) find a similar compen-
sation effect when children of immigrants take social
science classes because, as they put it, “children of im-
migrants are less likely to have parents who are familiar
with or engaged in the U.S. political system” (2013, 9).
They measured voter registration and turnout, but we
hypothesize that the same applies to political knowl-
edge.

In sum, we will test two hypotheses. First, the in-
centive hypothesis states that political knowledge will
be higher among youth who live in states that have
an external, consequential civics assessment. Second,
the compensation hypothesis posits that consequential
civics assessments have the biggest effect on the politi-
cal knowledge of Latinos, and immigrants in particular.

We test these hypotheses with data collected from
high school students, specifically the 12th grade por-
tion of the 2006 and 2010 NAEP Civics test.” We first

education), and what they label a “loyalty” orientation toward the
American political system.

8 The presence of Spanish-language media and attention to the
Latino vote by presidential candidates may partially overcome the
relative dearth of family and peer political socialization experiences,
but as noted in the citations in the text, participation and political in-
formation remain significantly lower among Latino than non-Latino
adults and youth.

° The National Assessment of Educational Progress, colloquially
known as “the Nation’s Report Card,” consists of tests given to
large, nationally representative samples of 4th, 8th, and 12th graders
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use NAEP data in a cross-sectional analysis to test the
effect of civic education requirements in both 2006 and
2010. We then examine the effect of changes in those
requirements over time by testing whether adding an
assessment led to higher test scores and/or removing
an assessment brought scores down. We then turn to
the question of whether any observed effects persist
beyond high school with analysis of a large national
survey of 18-24-year-olds. Taken together, the differ-
ences between the studies serve to underscore the sig-
nificance of the consistent findings.

ANALYSIS OF THE NAEP CIVICS TEST

Our analysis of the NAEP 2006 and 2010 test re-
sults rests crucially on coding states and the District
of Columbia according to their requirements for civic
education. To that end, we draw on data collected by re-
searchers at the Center for Information and Research
on Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE), and
classify states according to their civics requirements
circa 2012 as well as changes in those requirements
between 2004 and 2012 (Godsay et al. 2012). Table 1
displays states in four categories. First are states that
strengthened their civics requirements between 2004
and 2012.'° In some cases, this means they went from
having no requirements to adding a civics course, or
from requiring only a course to adding an assessment.
Second are states that weakened their requirements,
typically by dropping their assessment (although note
that Iowa went from requiring a course to having no re-
quirement). The third and fourth categories are states
that did not change their requirements; the former’s
requirements are coded as strong (both a course and
an assessment) while the latter’s are weak (a course
only). Note that the table provides two more pieces of
information: (a) whether the only course requirement
is in the broad subject of social studies, which typically
includes government and politics but does not focus
exclusively on it; and (2) whether the state assessment
is a high school graduation requirement, or counts to-
ward a grade in a civics course that is required for
graduation (such as in Kentucky). Keep in mind that
the requirements in the first two columns of the table
are not necessarily limited to high school; assessments
that are not a graduation requirement may be admin-
istered in middle school. It is unlikely, however, that
assessments not required for graduation and adminis-
tered four years prior to graduation will have an effect

(approximate ages 9-10, 13-14, and 17-18, respectively). Subjects,
including Mathematics, History, English, and others, are tested in
alternative years. We provide more detail below about the overall test
design. For a general description of NAEP assessments, see http://
nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/. While access to the data requires a
restricted data license from the Department of Education, the syntax
for our analysis has been archived at the Cambridge University Press
website: http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0003055416000368.

10 Note that the CIRCLE researchers coded civic education require-
ments in 2004 and 2012, while the NAEP data are from 2006 and 2010.
This slight mismatch does not appear to have missed any substantive
changes in civic education requirements that would cause an error
in our analysis (e.g., a change recorded in 2012 that was not in place
in 2010).
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in the 12th grade; if courses and assessments apply to
middle school, it should, if anything, sharpen our test
of the incentive hypothesis.

We stress that our analysis tests the impact of state-
level policies and not, as is more typical in studies of
civic education, respondents’ self-reports about their
own experiences in high school. Self-reports are subject
to selection bias, as students with greater intrinsic inter-
est in politics are more likely to take civics courses and
to remember them as engaging. In contrast, policies
set by the state are not subject to this sort of bias in
selection or recollection. Nor is it likely that families
choose to move into or out of a state because of its civic
education requirements.

Another concern is the potential for the inconsis-
tent implementation of a state’s policies by districts or
schools. While statewide exams are reliably adminis-
tered to all students (barring outright fraud), the con-
tent of civics courses varies widely, as does the quality
of instruction. Owing to these inconsistencies, consider
the analysis of state-level policies to be analogous to
the “intention to treat” (ITT) group in a randomized
medical trial—i.e., subjects who are assigned to receive
the treatment but who may or may not follow the pre-
scribed protocol. Just as an ITT analysis estimates the
aggregate impact of the treatment in question and is
thus a conservative estimate of its effect, so is ours the
lower bound of the effect civic education requirements
have on political knowledge.

We first test our hypotheses with the 2006 and 2010
NAEP civics exam. As noted above, NAEP is an exam
created and administered nationwide by the federal
Department of Education to students in a represen-
tative sample of schools, both public and private. The
NAEP program includes tests given to students in 4th,
8th, and 12th grade. For this analysis, we use the civics
exam administered to 12th graders, under the assump-
tion that this is the age group most likely to be affected
by the prospect of a civics exam required for gradua-
tion from high school. This is also the grade at which
students are most likely to take a civics course (Niemi
and Smith 2001). It is important to stress that because
NAEP is administered by the federal Department of
Education and has no consequences for either students
or their teachers, there is no concern about “teaching
to the test.” In fact, the full content of the exam is not in
the public domain and is thus inaccessible to teachers.
Even if instructors wanted to teach to the test, they
could not learn what was on the test in order to teach
to it.

While it has many advantages, NAEP data nonethe-
less present some analytical challenges.!! For one,
NAEP uses a complex “block” design whereby no sin-
gle student completes the entire 150 or so test items,

11 Analysis of individual-level NAEP data requires a restricted data
license from the U.S. Department of Education. In reporting our
results, we are bound by the regulations governing the release of
restricted data. These include a requirement to round sample sizes
to the nearest 10. Note that, in accordance with Department of Edu-
cation policy, our NAEP results have been vetted for public release
by a staff member of the department’s Data Security Office.
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TABLE 1. State Civic Education Requirements in 2004 and 2012

State 2004 2012 Assessment Is High Stakes?® (2012)
Strengthened

AL Course Course + Assessment Vv

AK None Course (Social Studies only)

IN Course Course + Assessment

MS None Course + Assessment

MT None Course (Social Studies only)
NE None Course (Social Studies only)
NY Course Course + Assessment J
ND None Course

OK Course Course + Assessment

PA None Course

RI None Course (Social Studies only)
TN Course Course®

VT None Course

WV None Course + Assessment
Weakened

DE Course + Assessment Assessment

IL Course + Assessment Course (Social Studies only)
1A Course None

MD Course + Assessment Course

MA Course + Assessment Course

NH Course + Assessment Course

NC Course + Assessment Course

OR Course + Assessment Course (Social Studies only)

uT Course + Assessment Course

No Change

Strong

CA Course + Assessment Course + Assessment

GA Course + Assessment Course + Assessment i
KS Course + Assessment Course + Assessment

KY Course + Assessment Course + Assessment i
LA Course + Assessment Course + Assessment

Mi Course + Assessment Course + Assessment i
MO Course + Assessment Course + Assessment

NJ Course + Assessment Course (Social Studies only)

NM Course + Assessment Course + Assessment V4
OH Course + Assessment Course + Assessment i
SC Course + Assessment Course + Assessment V4
TX Course + Assessment Course + Assessment J
VA Course + Assessment Course + Assessment J
WA Course (Social Studies only) Course (Social Studies only)

Wi Course + Assessment Course + Assessment

Weak

AZ Course Course

AR Course Course

CcO Course (Social Studies only) Course (Social Studies only)

CT Course Course

DC Course Course

FL Course Course

HI Course Course

ID Course Course

ME Course Course

MN Course Course

NV Course Course

SD Course Course

Wy Course Course

aThe assessment is a graduation requirement or counts toward a grade in a civics course that is required for graduation.
bTennessee implemented an assessment in 2012, which was too late to affect any of the respondents in the Post-Election Survey.
Source: Godsay et al. (2012).
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which makes it impossible to calculate a straightfor-
ward “percentage correct” for each student. For our
analysis, we use the student’s standardized test score,
as calculated by NAEP staff using item response the-
ory, as the dependent variable. Unfortunately, this re-
sults in a nonintuitive metric. Therefore, to provide
a clearer interpretation of the results, we recode the
variable to have a standard deviation of 1 and a mean
of 0. Because schools in the study were selected using
a multistage probability sampling design, our models
estimate samplin% variance using a Taylor series ex-
pansion method.'” The standard errors account for the
design of the sample, as the estimation specifies the
primary sampling units and the clusters within the PSU,
as well as an overall weight to ensure that the sample
reflects the national population of high school seniors.

We start with a cross-sectional analysis, whereby
we use regression analysis to examine the relationship
between states’ civic education requirements and stu-
dents’ NAEP scores in both 2006 and 2010. Drawing on
the data displayed in Table 1, we code states as being in
one of four categories: (1) No Civics Requirement' ; (2)
a civics course is required, but there is no assessment;
(3) a civics course and assessment are both required,
but the assessment is not a high school graduation re-
quirement (Low-stakes Civics Assessment); (4) a civics
course and assessment are both required, and the as-
sessment is a requirement for graduation, or it counts
toward a grade in a course required to graduate (High-
Stakes Civics Assessment). Each is coded as a binary
variable. The omitted variable is (2) —a course but no
assessment—because this is the modal category. Thus,
the coefficients for these variables are interpreted as

12 As described in the publication NAEP 2006 Civics, Economics,
and U.S. History Assessments Restricted-Use Data Files: Data Com-
panion, “the weighting for the combined samples reflected the prob-
ability of selection for each student as a result of the sampling design,
adjusted for nonresponse” (8). (The same holds for the 2010 NAEP)
To account for the complex sampling procedure, we follow the advice
of the NAEP documentation and use STATA for estimating sample
variance using a method of Taylor series expansion. Specifically, we
employ the “svy” suite of commands. Those strata with a single
sampling unit are centered at the overall mean (otherwise, STATA is
unable to estimate standard errors for the model). For more details,
consult the NAEP documentation. Note that as a robustness check
we have estimated these models using other methods, including spec-
ifying robust standard errors and hierarchical modeling. All of these
estimators produce substantively similar results.

NAE-P statisticians employ item response theory to calculate the
Civics Scale that we use as our dependent variable. Owing to the
block design of the exam, whereby individual students complete
different portions of the exam, traditional test scores would be
misleading. Instead, NAEP calculates five plausible values for each
student’s performance on the Civics Scale. The documentation warns
against averaging across the five values (see p. 48 of the 2006 Data
Companion) and so for parsimony’s sake we instead report results for
one of the five (specifically, the first one, or CIVRP1 in the dataset).
Substantive results are unchanged if we substitute any of the other
plausible values as dependent variables, which should not be surpris-
ing given that they are correlated with one another at 0.90 or higher.
Results with the other plausible values as dependent variables are
available upon request.

13 No statewide civic education requirement does not mean that
civics is not taught. It simply means that there is no mandate from a
state’s department of education regarding civic education.
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the effect compared to a state that requires a course
but has no assessment.

We then move to a more stringent test by examining
the effect of changes in civic education requirements.
Does the addition of requirements lead to greater po-
litical knowledge? Does removing them lead to less
knowledge?

The models include an array of control variables in
order to account for potentially confounding factors
at the individual, school, and state levels.'* Since so-
cioeconomic status correlates so strongly with both
political knowledge and academic performance, the
models have multiple individual-level controls for so-
cioeconomic level. The students reported these on
the background questionnaire that accompanies the
NAEP exam. One is parental education, coded as the
highest level of education obtained by either parent.
Another is the number of books in a student’s home, a
proxy for intellectual stimulation in the home. Others
include whether the student is eligible for a free or
reduced price lunch, and whether there is a computer
in the home. In addition, the models control for gender,
race and ethnicity (specifically whether a respondent
is Latino, unless the model is for Latinos only), the
frequency that a language other than English is spoken
in the home, and whether the student is classified as
an English language learner. At the school level, the
models control for whether the school is public, private
and Catholic, or private but not Catholic, as well as
the racial (percent African American) and ethnic (per-
cent Latino) composition of the school population, as
reported by school administrators. At the state level,
the model controls for aggregate socioeconomic status
with the mean per-student expenditure on education
and median household income. Because of our focus
on Latinos (see below) the model controls for the per-
centage of Latinos in the state. To control for average
academic performance, it also includes the state’s mean
score on 2009 12th grade NAEP reading and math ex-
ams."> The dependent variable closely approximates
a continuous variable and so we employ OLS as an
estimator while accounting for the complex design of
the sample, as described above.

The models displayed in Table 2 test the incentive
hypothesis by examining whether students in states
with more stringent civic education requirements have
higher scores on the NAEP exam. In the models for all
students, the control variables generally behave as ex-
pected. Measures of socioeconomic status in the home
lead to higher scores, while minority groups (except
for Asians/Pacific Islanders) score a little lower on the
exam. In column 1 of the table we see that, in 2006,
civics assessments also lead to better performance on
the NAEP exam. Compared to students in states with
a course but no assessment, those in states with a
course and a low-stakes exam score 0.08 of a standard

14 The Supplemental Online Appendix includes the summary statis-
tics for the variables included in the models displayed in Tables 2—4.
15 All state-level demographic variables are from the 2010 U.S. Cen-
sus. NAEP scores are from the U.S. Department of Education.
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TABLE 2. The Effects of Civics Requirements on Political Knowledge in 2006 and 2010: OLS Regression, Accounting for Complex

Sampling Design

(1) )

@)

(4)

All Students, Latinos Only, All Students, Latinos Only,
2006 2006 2010 2010
b se b se b se b se
No Civics Requirement 0.018 0.06 0.25 0.20 0.03 0.07 0.27* 0.13
Low-stakes Civics Assessment 0.08* 0.05 —0.05 0.08 0.12* 0.05 0.27** 0.13
High-stakes Civics Assessment 0.11* 0.05 0.05 0.09 0.14* 0.05 0.22** 0.09
Parental Education 0.13*= 0.01 0.03 0.02 0.10** 0.01 0.05** 0.02
Frequency of Non-English at Home 0.01 0.02 0.05* 0.03 —0.01 0.01 0.06** 0.03
Male —0.01 0.02 0.0003 0.06 0.03* 0.02 0.06 0.04
Books in the Home 0.29*+* 0.01 0.24** 0.03 0.27** 0.01 0.23** 0.02
Free or Reduced Price Lunch —0.14%* 0.03 —0.08 0.05 —0.22%* 0.02 — 0.22%* 0.04
Computer at Home 0.29** 0.05 0.39** 0.08 0.25** 0.05 0.25** .08
English Language Learner —0.71" 0.08 —0.78** 0.08 —1.02%* 0.05 —1.06*** 0.06
American Indian —0.42% 0.12 —0.29* 0.12
Asian American/Pacific Islander 0.14* 0.08 0.16** 0.06
Black — 0.44** 0.04 —0.41% 0.03
Latino —0.12% 0.04 0.03 0.04
Other Race —0.24* 0.13 0.28* 0.14
Percent Latino in School —0.002* 0.001 —0.001 0.001 —0.002** 0.001 —0.002* 0.001
Percent Black in School —0.002** 0.001 0.0002 0.002 —0.003** 0.001 —0.002 0.002
Private, Catholic School 0.27** 0.10 0.52#** 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.25 0.20
Private, Non-Catholic School —0.16** 0.08 —-0.13 0.54 —0.38** 0.15 —0.90 0.60
Percent Latino in State 0.004* 0.002 —0.0003 0.004 0.003* 0.002 0.001 0.003
Per-student Expenditure in State 0.00002*  0.00001 0.00002 0.00001 0.00003 0.000006 0.00001 0.0001
Median Household Income in State 0.000002 0.000004 0.000004  0.000005 —0.000002  0.000003 0.000004  0.000005
Mean NAEP Score (Math and Reading) in State —0.004 0.004 —0.02"** 0.01 —0.001 0.003 —0.004 0.008
Constant —0.56 1.01 3.26** 1.56 —1.04 0.88 0.09 2.03
N 7,590 1,070 8,620 1,610
R 0.28 0.28 0.30 0.31
Strata 60 60 60 60
Primary Sampling Units 120 120 120 110

Note: The omitted civics variable is (2)—a course but no assessment. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

Source: National Assessment of Educational Progress Civics Assessment, 2006 and 2010; for civics variables see Table 1; demographic data is from the 2010 U.S. Census.
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FIGURE 1. Effects of Civics Requirements
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deviation higher (p = 0.10).'° The effect for a High-
stakes Civics Assessment is comparable —0.11 of a stan-
dard deviation, and a p value of 0.05. Column 3 shows
the same pattern in 2010. There is a statistically signif-
icant effect for states with civics courses that both do
and do not have a high-stakes assessment (for both,
p < 0.05), with similar effect sizes for both. Figure 1
presents the results of the models in Table 2 in graphical
form.

In other words, analysis of cross-sectional data in
2006 and 2010 provides support for the incentive hy-
pothesis. For the general population, having a civic edu-
cation requirement of some type leads to more political
knowledge.

The models in columns 2 and 4 test the compen-
sation hypothesis by restricting the analysis to Latino
students. In doing so, we follow the advice of Masuoka

16 All significance levels reported are two-tailed.

502

and Junn, who convincingly argue that testing theory
about differential effects by race requires estimating
separate models for each racial group (2013, 8). The
hypothesis predicts that any incentive effects will be
greater for Latinos, owing to their relative lack of fa-
miliarity with the American political system.!” Note
that, when the model is restricted to Latinos only, the
control variables follow in much the same pattern as for
the general population, although fewer of them reach
statistical significance (no doubt because of the smaller
sample size). The results do not confirm the compen-
sation hypothesis in 2006, but provide some suggestive
supportin 2010. In 2010, we see higher scores (p < 0.05)
for Latino students in states that have a civics course

17 The NAEP background questionnaire does not include a question
about immigration or citizenship status, so we are unable to limit the
analysis to immigrants specifically, as we do below with the Post-
Election Survey data.
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FIGURE 2. Effects of Adding and Removing Civics Requirements, 2006 to 2010
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and an assessment, with a comparably-sized effect for
both (0.27 for a low-stakes assessment, 0.22 for high
stakes). Even though these effects are larger in mag-
nitude than the comparable effects for non-Latinos in
2010, further analysis (not shown) finds that the differ-
ence in the effects for Latinos and non-Latinos does not
reach statistical significance and so the compensation
hypothesis is not fully confirmed in 2010.

Note that there is also a positive and significant ef-
fect for the category of No Civics Requirement (0.27).
Before concluding that this is evidence that civic knowl-
edge improves in the absence of a civics requirement,
recall that in 2010 this variable only describes lowa,
which has a strong tradition of local control over edu-
cation. Further research should be directed toward the
study of civic education at the local level in Iowa, which
apparently is successful among Iowa’s growing Latino
population.

While a first step, the cross-sectional data provide
only a weak test of our hypotheses. Even with a
plethora of controls for state-level characteristics, the
states may differ in other, unmeasured ways that affect
their students’ performance on the NAEP exam. A
stronger test of the two hypotheses examines changes
within the states, which essentially holds the unmea-
sured features of each state constant.!®

18 This statement rests on the reasonable assumption that those un-
measured factors remain constant between 2006 and 2010. Our test
also relies on the assumption that the 2006 and 2010 populations
are essentially equivalent—i.e., that the population of high school
students has not changed dramatically over these four years—and
that the samples adequately represent the populations in both years.

The incentive hypothesis predicts that adding civics
requirements will lead to an increase in political knowl-
edge, and thus that their corresponding variables will
have positive coefficients. Specifically, we would expect
adding a high-stakes assessment to have the biggest ef-
fect. Likewise, states that removed civics requirements
might see a drop in their students’ scores. On the other
hand, only low-stakes exams were eliminated, which
suggests little or even no effect on civic knowledge.
As explained previously, the compensation hypothesis
suggests that any observed effects will be larger for
Latinos.

States are coded according to whether they Added a
High-Stakes Civics Requirement, Added a Low-Stakes
Civics Requirement or Removed a Low-Stakes Civics
Requirement. The baseline (and modal) category is
states that made no change.

Column 1 of Table 3 presents the results, while
Figure 2 summarizes the key findings. These models
have the identical set of control variables as the cross-
sectional ones, save for the addition of a dummy vari-
able for the year (2010=1). Again, the control vari-
ables contain no surprises. When we turn our atten-
tion to the variables recording change in the states’
civics requirements, we see no effect for the general
population; the incentive hypothesis does not find sup-
port. However, when the model is restricted to Latino
students (column 2), we see strong evidence for the

As to the latter, note the extreme care taken with which the NAEP
samples are drawn (see National Center for Education Statistics
2011, 47-8, and various technical reports at www.nces.ed.gov).
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TABLE 3. The Effects on Political Knowledge of Adding or Removing Civics Requirements,
2006-2010: OLS Regression, Accounting for Complex Sampling Design
(1) 2)
All Students Latinos Only

b se b se
Removed Low-Stakes Civics Requirement —0.03 0.05 —0.08 0.07
Added Low-Stakes Civics Requirement —0.02 0.08 0.28 0.44
Added High-Stakes Civics Requirements 0.006 0.04 0.40%+* 0.09
Parental Education 0.11*= 0.01 0.04** 0.02
Frequency of Non-English at Home —0.006 0.01 0.05** 0.02
Male 0.01 0.02 0.04 0.03
Books in the Home 0.28*** 0.008 0.24"* 0.02
Free or Reduced Price Lunch —0.18"* 0.02 —0.15** 0.04
Computer at Home 0.27** 0.04 0.29** 0.06
English Language Learner —0.87* 0.04 —0.93** 0.05
American Indian —0.38** 0.08
Asian American/Pacific Islander 0.15% 0.06
Black —0.42%* 0.02
Latino —0.03 0.03
Other Race 0.02 0.10
Percent Latino in School —0.002*** 0.001 —0.002 0.001
Percent Black in School — 0.002*** 0.001 —0.001 0.001
Private, Catholic School 0.16*** 0.06 0.47+* 0.13
Private, Non-Catholic School —0.29* 0.09 —0.54 0.49
Percent Latino in State 0.004** 0.001 0.003 0.002
Per-student Expenditure in State 0.0001** 0.000006 0.00002 0.000009
Median Household Income in State 0.00000000 0.000003 —0.000003 0.000003
Mean NAEP Score (Math and Reading) in State —0.003 0.003 —0.01%* 0.004
2010 —0.04 0.02 0.02 0.03
Constant —-0.47 0.63 1.99* 1.07
N 16,210 2,680
R 0.29 0.29
Strata 60 60
Primary Sampling Units 130 120
Note: The omitted civics variable is states that made no change. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
Source: See Table 2.

compensation hypothesis.'” Adding a high-stakes as-
sessment corresponds to an increase of 0.40 of a stan-
dard deviation, a sizable effect that is highly significant
(p < 0.000). Furthermore, an interactive model (not
shown) confirms that this effect is significantly different
than the effect for adding a high-stakes requirement for
non-Latinos.

Adding a low-stakes civics requirement has a posi-
tive effect, but the confidence interval is so wide that
it is nowhere near statistical significance. Removing an
assessment leads to a drop in the Civics Scale, but it
too is far from significant. Recall, though, that the only
civics assessments to be removed were inconsequential
for students’ graduation from high school (i.e., they
were low stakes). Note that the compensation effect
is relatively large in substantive terms. By comparison,
the effect of increasing one unit on the scale measur-
ing the number of books in the home has a compara-
ble, albeit slightly smaller, effect (0.24 of a standard
deviation).

19 Note that, because of perfect collinearity, the model is unable to
estimate a coefficient for More than 100 Books in the Home in 2010.
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To summarize our findings thus far, the cross-
sectional analyses in 2006 and 2010 provide support
for the incentive hypothesis in both years, and for the
compensation hypothesis in 2010. In a stronger test of
the hypotheses, the analysis of change in civics require-
ments is consistent with the compensation hypothesis,
as the civic knowledge of Latino students increased
substantially in states that adopted a high-stakes civics
assessment.

AFTER HIGH SCHOOL

For all the strengths of the NAEP analysis, it leaves
unanswered the question of whether the effects of civic
education requirements endure beyond high school or
if they are merely transitory and thus soon fade away.
To see whether effects persist after high school, we
turn to a survey of 18-24-year-olds conducted in 2012,
known as the Commission on Youth Voting and Civic
Knowledge Post-Election Survey 2012 (for brevity, we
will refer to it as the Post-Election Survey). Although
not a panel survey, it does enable a test of whether
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civic education requirements in the states where re-
spondents went to high school have a bearing on their
political knowledge in 2012.%°

The primary independent variables are the same as
in the earlier cross-sectional analysis; the coding re-
flects the civic education requirements in the state in
which respondents attended high school in the year that
they were 18 years of age.”! The dependent variable,
however, is different. While the NAEP exam contains
scores of items designed to test different areas of polit-
ical knowledge, the Post-Election Survey was limited
to a brief six-item index, containing items common to
many such surveys (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996).
They cover both topical knowledge (e.g., which party
has more members of the House of Representatives)
and the fundamental “rules of the game” in the Ameri-
can system of government (e.g., share of congressional
votes needed to override a presidential veto).””> The
average score was 3 out of 6 correct. Roughly 9 percent
got none of them correct, while 4 percent had a perfect
score.

Undoubtedly, a more in-depth and nuanced set of
items (like those found on the NAEP test) would be
more informative. However, using an index with such
limited variance makes for a conservative test of our
hypotheses, as it biases the analysis against finding a
signal amid the noise.”

20 The survey has a total N of 4,483. It was conducted by telephone
by Universal Survey, Inc. Two-thirds of the numbers called were cell
phones; the rest were landlines. Interviewing began one day after the
2012 presidential election and continued for six weeks. The sampling
design ensured that there are at least 75 respondents from each
state. There are oversamples of African Americans and Hispanics.
The data have been weighted to match the basic demographics of
the U.S. population, according to the March 2012 Current Population
Survey. For more details on the survey, consult (Kawashimi-Ginsberg
and Levine 2014b). It is archived at ICPSR, study number 35012.
The syntax and dataset used in our analysis has been archived at
the Cambridge University Press website: http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/
S0003055416000368.

2l To ensure that we have recorded the civic requirements when
respondents were in high school, we use the states’ civics require-
ments in 2012 for respondents age 18-21. For those age 22-24, we use
the 2004 requirements. Results are substantively the same if the 2012
requirements are used for all respondents. Note that while Tennessee
adopted a high stakes requirement in 2012 it is not coded as having a
high stakes assessment, since it was introduced too late to affect any
of the survey respondents.

22 The questions are as follows:

As far as you know, does the federal government spend more on
Social Security or on foreign aid? (Social Security). Would you say
that one of the parties is more conservative than the other on the
national level (Yes) / Which party is more conservative? (Republi-
can). Do you happen to know which party had the most members
in the House of Representatives in Washington before the election
this month? (Republican). How much of a majority is required for
the U.S. Senate and House to override a Presidential veto? (Two-
thirds). Which of the following best describes who is entitled to vote
in federal elections: residents, taxpayers, legal residents, citizens?
(Citizens).

23 NAEP items are also restricted in their focus. Though some ques-
tions touch on topics (such as immigration) that are currently in
the news or about political parties and interest groups, nowhere is
there explicit reference to contemporary politics. A comparison of
the 57 publicly available items from the 2010 12th-grade NAEP
indicates that many are about historical developments, especially

The model includes controls for an array
of  individual-level  characteristics,  including
race/ethnicity (African American, of Asian de-
scent, or Latino), gender, and age. We control
for educational attainment in two ways. First,
because a growing literature indicates that relative
educational attainment matters more than absolute
levels of education (Campbell 2009; Nie, Junn, and
Stehlik-Barry 1996; Persson 2011) we calculate the
respondents’ education level relative to the mean of
their age cohort.>* Second, since these respondents
are 18-24 years old, we also include a dummy variable
for whether they are currently enrolled in school. As
with the NAEP models, we control for intellectual
stimulation in their formative years with an item that
measures the number of books in the respondent’s
childhood home.? In addition, we include a control
for immigration status, which was unavailable in
the NAEP data. Specifically, the model accounts for
whether respondents themselves or at least one of
their parents are immigrants to the U.S.” The model
also controls for an array of state-level variables.
These include the general academic performance in
the state where the respondent attended high school,
as measured by the state’s mean NAEP scores in
math and reading, and that state’s average per-pupil
expenditure on education. The model also includes
median household income of the state where the
respondent currently resides. Because the survey
was conducted during a presidential election year,
we also control for the political environment of
respondents’ current state, in case greater salience
for the presidential race or a stronger participatory
culture fosters greater political knowledge. We thus
include a state’s degree of electoral competition in
2012, and turnout among 18-24-year-olds in 2010. We
again employ OLS as an estimator, estimate robust
standard errors, and cluster the standard errors by
state.”’

As in the earlier models, the incentive hypothesis
predicts that respondents who attended high school

constitutional doctrines. Whereas nearly three-quarters of commonly
asked survey questions are about public figures, political parties, and
politics, less than a third (at most) of the NAEP questions fall into
that category (Niemi 2012). Nor is the test above criticism. Many
of the NAEP questions rely on prompts that allow a good reader
to answer correctly even without any knowledge of government
and politics. This difference in focus strengthens our findings be-
low to the extent that state tests, most likely focusing (like NAEP)
on constitutional principles, boost students’ knowledge of current
contemporary politics as measured in the Post-Election Survey. We
thank an anonymous reviewer for calling our attention to this point.
24 Specifically, we subtract each respondent’s level of education from
the mean educational level for other respondents the same age.

25 Both educational attainment and the number of books in the home
are coded as a series of binary variables. For education, noncomple-
tion of high school is the omitted category. For books in the home,
it is “don’t know.” This is done instead of coding the “don’t know”s
as missing, in order to preserve cases. Results are substantively un-
changed when these cases are instead dropped.

26 See Callahan and Muller 2013 for another example of a study that
operationalizes immigration status in this way.

27 We have also run the models using ordered logit as the estimator.
Results are substantively identical, and so we have opted to display
results from OLS for ease of interpretation.
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FIGURE 3. Effects of High-Stakes Civics Assessments in High School (18-24 Year-Olds).
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in states with civics requirements and, in particular, a
high-stakes civics assessment, will have greater politi-
cal knowledge. The results are displayed in column 1 of
Table 4. The control variables conform to expectations;
in particular, a higher level of education and greater in-
tellectual stimulation in one’s childhood home lead to
greater knowledge, while women and minorities have
lower levels of knowledge. State-level variables gen-
erally have no effect. Most importantly, the incentive
hypothesis finds little support. While the coefficient for
aconsequential assessment is positive, its p value is only
0.22.

We turn next to the compensation hypothesis by lim-
iting the analysis to Latinos, as displayed in column 2
of Table 4. The hypothesis finds strong support, as also
shown in Figure 3. Latino respondents who attended
high school in a state with a consequential civics as-
sessment score 0.52 higher on the political knowledge
index (p < 0.01). That translates to a nine percentage
point increase. By comparison, this is a slightly bigger
effect than being enrolled in school (0.41). Expressed
another way, a consequential assessment has an effect
size of 0.32 of a standard deviation.

Unlike the NAEP data, the Post-Election Survey
enables a more precise test of the compensation hy-
pothesis by limiting the analysis to respondents who
are first or second generation immigrants (column 3
of Table 4).?® Obviously, this category includes people
of all ethnicities and excludes some Latinos. That is,
not all immigrants are Latinos, and not all Latinos are
immigrants. We again see a positive, significant effect
for a consequential assessment that is slightly larger
than the effect for all Latinos—0.64 (p < 0.05) on the

28 Identification as an immigrant is operationalized with these two
questions: Were you born in the United States, or in another country?
(Born in U.S./Born somewhere else) Were your parents born in the
United States or in another country? (Both in U.S., One in U.S./one
in another country, Both in another country)
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knowledge index, 11 percentage points, and 0.40 of a
standard deviation.”’ Finally, we subject the compen-
sation hypothesis to one further test by limiting the
analysis to Latino immigrants. The results provide re-
sounding support—a high-stakes assessment produces
a 1.11-point increase on the political knowledge index
(p < 0.001), which translates to an increase of 18.5 per-
centage points, and 0.68 of a standard deviation.’* An
interactive model (not shown) that explicitly compares
the effect of a high-stakes assessment for Latino Immi-
grants versus the general population confirms that the
differ%nce in the effects is statistically significant (p <
0.01).-

Asstill further support for the compensation hypoth-
esis, when the model is restricted to Latinos who are
not immigrants, the coefficient for a High-stakes Civics
Assessment is nearly the same as for the general pop-
ulation (0.14) and far from statistical significance (p =
0.55) (results not shown). In other words, simply being
a Latino does not lead to an effect for a consequential
assessment; rather, the effect is only for immigrants.

CONCLUSION

To summarize our findings, we have presented four
analyses: two cross-sectional models of the NAEP
civics exam (2006 and 2010); a model comparing 2006
and 2010 NAEP civics scores; and a cross-sectional
model that examines the enduring effect of civic ed-
ucation requirements. Across these analyses, we have

29 Although the coefficient for immigrants is larger than for Latinos,
further analysis finds that the difference between these effect sizes is
not significant.

30 Note that the Post-Election Survey is of U.S. citizens only, so un-
documented immigrants are not included in the sample.

31 We have estimated comparable models to test whether the co-
efficient for the effect of a high-stakes assessment in the “Latinos”
model is significantly different from the effect of the same variable in
the “Immigrants model”; the difference is not statistically significant.
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TABLE 4. The Effects on Political Knowledge of Civics Requirements after High School (18-24-year-olds): OLS Regression

(1) () 3) (4)

General Population Latinos Immigrants Latino Immigrants
b se b se b se b se

No Civics Requirement 0.11 0.14 —0.40 0.31 —-0.13 0.25 0.34 0.34
Low-stakes Civics Assessment —0.04 0.08 —0.06 0.16 0.01 0.17 —0.04 0.25
High-stakes Civics Assessment 0.13 0.11 0.52%* 0.15 0.64* 0.26 1,119 0.27
Social Studies, Years Required 0.00 0.04 0.04 0.09 -0.02 0.09 —0.01 0.18
African American —0.23** 0.08

Latino —0.23** 0.09

Asian —0.15 0.20

Immigrant (1st or 2nd generation) 0.16* 0.09

Enough Books to Fill One Shelf (11-25) 0.11 0.11 0.12 0.22 0.13 0.17 0.23 0.27
Enough Books to Fill One Bookcase (26—100) 0.39** 0.10 0.24 0.19 0.37 0.23 0.24 0.28
Enough Books to Fill Several Bookcases (>100) 0.65** 0.10 0.32 0.23 0.62** 0.22 0.11 0.36
Male 0.38*** —0.06 0.16 —0.16 0.29* 0.14 0.45* —0.23
Age —0.01 0.02 —0.03 0.04 —0.02* 0.03 0.03 0.04
Currently Enrolled in School 0.47% 0.07 0.471% 0.15 0.34* 0.13 0.46** 0.18
Education Level (relative to age cohort) 0.34%* 0.04 0.32%** 0.07 0.34** 0.08 0.37** 0.13
2010 Youth Voter Turnout, State 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.02
2012 Electoral Competitiveness, State 0.06 0.04 0.07 0.10 —0.02 0.12 0.20 0.15
Mean NAEP Score (Math and Reading), State 0.00 0.00 0.02 0.02 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.02
Educational Expenditures, State 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Median Household Income, State 0.00* 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Constant 2.20 1.39 —3.00 4.37 3.10 2.28 1.84 5.16
N 2,425 440 503 223

Adjusted R? 0.11 0.06 0.08 0.10

Note: The omitted civics variable is (2)—a course but no assessment. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
Source: 2012 Post-Election Survey of U.S. citizens aged 18-24 (Levine 2012); for civics and demographic variables, see Table 2.
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found modest support for the incentive hypothesis as
applied to the population as a whole, specifically in
some of the cross-sectional models of NAEP data.
Our results also provide stronger support for the com-
pensation hypothesis. More specifically, we find that a
compensation effect holds when there are high stakes
incentives in place. Among high school seniors, Latino
students show gains on the NAEP civics exam in states
that add civic education requirements. Among 18-24-
year-olds, civics assessments that are a graduation re-
quirement have an enduring effect on Latinos, and
even more so among immigrants. The biggest effect of
all is observed among Latino immigrants. We note that
the results from the NAEP data probably understate
the compensation effect, since we are unable to identify
immigrants per se, and instead look at Latino youth.
While many Latino youth are indeed foreign born or
the children of immigrants,” the results from the Post-
Election Survey suggest that we would find a bigger
compensation effect if we could narrow the analysis to
immigrants, and Latino immigrants in particular.

For scholars of political behavior, our findings rein-
force findings that schools—a widely recognized but
understudied factor in political socialization —matter.
While the study of how educational attainment in gen-
eral affects political engagement features prominently
in the literature (Berinsky and Lenz 2011; Campbell
2009; Henderson and Chatfield 2011; Kam and Palmer
2008; Mayer 2011; Nie, Junn, and Stehlik-Barry 1996),
far less attention is paid to the content of that edu-
cation, and whether it affects knowledge per se. Our
results wholly endorse the many scholars, including the
American Political Science Association itself (Macedo
2005; McCartney, Bennion, and Simpson 2013), who
have called for renewed attention to civic educa-
tion. Our findings should also reassure skeptics who
worry that introducing new civic education initiatives
will only lead to greater participatory inequality be-
cause only advantaged students will benefit from them
(Wattenberg 2012). To the contrary, our results sug-
gest that civic education requirements are most effec-
tive for two groups that are typically disadvantaged
socioeconomically—Latinos and immigrants. Our re-
sults thus echo the findings of Langton and Jennings
a generation ago, as they found that civic education
had the biggest impact on African Americans. In both
cases, the explanation is the same: civic education at
school has a pronounced effect on groups that are
marginalized —either de facto or de jure—within the
American political system.

We have also shown that civics deserves greater at-
tention within the realm of education policy, among
both scholars and policymakers. At the very least, our
results demonstrate the value in the high-quality data
on civic education. Just as plentiful data has ensured
a voluminous literature on math and reading, so too
would our understanding of what makes for effective

32 For example, the Population Reference Bureau reports that “58
percent of all Latino children live in immigrant families with one
or more foreign-born parents.” See http://www.prb.org/Publications/
Articles/2010/larazadatabook.aspx

508

civic education expand with more and better data. In
particular, further research should be done on the sub-
stance of civic education, to determine if, how, and
when civics content affects young people’s likelihood
of becoming politically active. For example, how should
the balance be struck between the highs and lows of the
nation’s political history and system of government? It
is thus unfortunate that budget constraints have led
the current administration to suspend the NAEP civics
exam in the 4th and 12th grades, retaining it only in
the 8th grade (Sparks 2013). Data collection in civics
should be expanded, not curtailed. Ideally, there would
be more panel studies and randomized experiments of
innovations in civics.*?

Substantively, our results demonstrate the merits of
including assessments in civics among the requirements
for graduation. Standardized testing is controversial in
all subjects, and perhaps especially so for civics. Crit-
ics of testing argue that instructors will “teach to the
test” —but if they are, such an approach appears to be
working, as we find greater knowledge using instru-
ments completely independent of classroom content.
Critics also worry that holding teachers and students
accountable to external exams will lead to neglect of
noncognitive outcomes that are normatively desirable
for a healthy democracy. This is still another reason
for more attention to civic education, as national data
should be collected to test the effect of civics instruction
on outcomes other than knowledge, such as efficacy,
civic norms, and tolerance.*

We caution against the application of our results to a
recent debate over adopting the U.S. citizenship exam
as a graduation requirement, which a few states have
done (Vara 2015) . A naive reading of our findings
might suggest that adopting such a requirement would
increase civic knowledge, particularly among Latinos
and immigrants. However, our data only include cases
of high-stakes exams coupled with a course in civics.
It is possible that adding such a high-stakes test could
be a means to incentivize better teaching and more
learning in the area of civic education, in which case
civic knowledge would increase. It could also be that
absent an accompanying civics course, requiring a new
exam would have a null effect. Furthermore, it is not
clear that the citizenship exam would produce the
same results as existing state exams, since it has been
severely criticized for its lack of reliability and validity
(Winke 2013).

It is important to underscore that there is much we
do not know about the efficacy of civic education. This
study suggests that civic education requirements, and
high-stakes assessments specifically, lead to greater po-
litical knowledge, and for Latinos and/or immigrants
in particular. Further study is needed to confirm these
effects and, if confirmed, to understand how they come
about. Do teachers use more efficacious methods of in-

33 For examples of such studies, see Green et al. 2011 and Dasson-
neville et al. 2012.

34 Such data, while still relatively scarce, are increasingly being col-
lected, both in the U.S. and abroad. See Kawashimi-Ginsberg and
Levine 2014a, 2014b; Martens and Gainous 2012; Wicks et al. 2013.
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struction when consequential assessments are in place,
and if so, what are they? Do students, and perhaps their
parents, take civics more seriously? Do administrators
assign higher-quality teachers to civics classrooms in
the face of meaningful assessments? Again, the an-
swers will only come with more data and sustained
research.

Finally, these results contribute to the literature on
America’s growing immigrant population. We have
focused on Latinos, as they are the largest immi-
grant group. Future research should similarly exam-
ine other immigrant populations, including those from
the Caribbean, Africa, Asia, and Eastern Europe. Are
some immigrant groups more likely to benefit from
the compensation effect provided by civic education
in school? Once more, the answer will require more
research and more data.

We conclude by noting that the compensation hy-
pothesis speaks directly to a concern squarely at the
heart of the heated debate over immigration in the
United States: how can immigrants become informed
participants in the American political system? One
answer is civic education—properly incentivized—
within the schools. This should come as no surprise
as, historically, schools have been a key institution for
educating immigrants in the ways of America’s political
system. Perhaps everything old is new again.
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