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CIVIC EDUCATION

Goals:  
• Improve understanding by Latinos (and others) of  the principles and practices of  how 

people living and working in the United States can access, influence, and impact institu-
tions of  government and society  

• Focus on the opportunity to educate the upcoming cohort of  young Latinos  

• Foster a narrative that is inclusive of  different cultures, yet reflects a shared American 
identity

Context:
Civic education has been so de-emphasized in this country that it is now largely absent 
from school curricula. This has led generations of  teenagers to lack understanding of  the 
mechanisms for exercising power and influence and to feel disempowered as participants in 
political society. The scarcity of  civic education in schools particularly hurts the children of  
immigrant parents who often have limited understanding of  how U.S. civic processes work. 
Latino youth who do not get that education in school may not get it at all. Particularly given 
how young the U.S. Latino population is, it may be just as important to start educating and 
empowering 6 to 12 year-olds, as it is to get people of  voting age to turn out.  

Research suggests that political socialization happens at around age 12. Establishing a sense 
of  civic and cultural agency and identity, inculcating civic habits, and conveying useful civic 
knowledge at an early age will lead students to become engaged, active, voting adults.  In 
particular, giving those under 18 a taste of  empowerment – by encouraging them to speak 
before their peers, offering them opportunities to share their opinions publicly about things 
to change in their community, or having them collectively voice opinions to institutional 
power (e.g., a Youth Voice Day) – can hook them for life. Helping young Latinos share their 
stories at churches and schools, with family members, with the media, and with public offi-
cials can help them develop shared narratives, shared identities, and a sense of  community 
(while acknowledging the diversity within that community) and can empower them to take 
action together and engage in civic and political arenas. Even something as simple as mock 
elections in schools can be fortifying moments for youth participation, as can giving students 
opportunities to influence school administration. Instilling a sense of  competition and ac-
complishment through badging and gamification initiatives (e.g., rewards, competitions) can 
further help get students involved and excited about civic participation. 



22        The Aspen Institute        

Increasing civic engagement means ensuring that more people are more literate in the mech-
anisms for exercising power. While science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) 
education has become a trend in education – in part because the business community came 
forward and said it needed people with a background in STEM – there appears to be a need 
for a similar model for boosting civic education. Having a constituency (such as Latinos) 
demand that schools provide more civic education could spur additional action.       

It is also important to acknowledge institutions beyond the schools and the role they play in 
shaping civic values and habits. In the Latino community, churches are where people go not 
just for religion but also to learn; they are the town halls and the community centers where 
people can come to get information. The media, especially but not solely Spanish-language 
media, also plays a role in teaching people about power and how to navigate the system 
(whether the political, health, education, or some other system). CBOs have also been very 
successful in providing programs and services and are trusted partners in Latino communities, 
but they generally have not been financed to include civic engagement and advocacy as part of  
their scope (e.g., by organizing local turnout at public meetings, connecting youth with local 
government planning processes, or creating opportunities for dialogue on national issues).  

In the longer term, there is a clear need to get civics back into educational institutions (and 
there may be near-term opportunities in some states). In the shorter term, there are ap-
proaches that can be pursued that do not rely on the current school structure.

Big Ideas:
• Civic “Dream” Zones:  Select 1-2 pilot 

schools/neighborhoods (through a 
competitive process) to take on a com-
prehensive community civic education 
initiative, conduct research on how to 
best create a holistic community plan that 
supports engaged citizens, and cultivates 
civic virtue at key moments in situ in a 
community-based way. All community 
stakeholders should be incorporated, 
including students, families/parents, edu-
cators, veterans, CBOs, youth programs, 
civic education organizations and experts, 
local governments, churches, health and 
safety agencies, businesses, and the arts.

These stakeholders should have access to 
a set of  resources and interventions aimed 
at helping young people start developing 
a sense of  agency through age-appropri-
ate interventions targeting youth according to age-related and social benchmarks to 
help them develop public or civic identities in tandem with their personal and cultural 
identities.  

• Engage Latinos at an early age 
with civic participation opportu-
nities, to instill a lifelong spirit of 
participation

• Create Civic “Dream” Zones to 
cultivate civic virtue and educa-
tion in a community-based way

• Create a Resource Bank of 
age-appropriate civic education 
resources, including Apps.

• Launch a national campaign 
about the importance of civic 
education and to help Latinos 
understand and engage the insti-
tutions that affect their lives

Key opportunities:



Unlocking Latino Civic Potential 2016 and Beyond        23

The experiences in the pilots should be tracked, documented, and analyzed to under-
stand the community dynamics for civic education and to create effective tools and re-
sources for other communities to use. Information captured in a report should include 
changes in voting registration and rates, before and after surveys on civic efficacy and 
involvement, and effects on academic performance and later life skills.

• Latino Action Civics Program and Resource Bank: Create a public clearinghouse 
of  toolkits, curriculum templates, assignments, and resources for any community to 
access and implement for developing an age-appropriate curriculum that cultivates a 
sense of  neighborhood, family, and civic identity throughout a child’s education and 
development, building on the Dream Zone pilot laboratories. 

For grades K-6, the focus should be on developing a sense of  family commitment, 
work ethic, community and extended family networks, and pride in and identity tied 
to heritage and culture. There potentially 
could be outreach to children’s shows 
such as Dora the Explorer and Sesame Street 
to create programming that incorporates 
civic education and participation.  

For grades 7-8, the goal should be to 
capture Latino children during a major 
developmental/socialization stage (i.e. 
related to gender roles, relationship to 
authority, and group identification). At 
this age, Latino youth should be educat-
ed about family, neighborhood, and dem-
ocratic principles. This should be done in 
a way that helps them to feel respected 
and empowered as active citizens. It 
should also take into consideration an 
understanding of  their own power and 
respect for the power of  others.   

For grades 9-12, the educational focus 
should be on neighborhoods, advocacy in the community, and voting (particularly for 
grades 11 and 12, right before students turn 18 and are eligible to register and vote). 
There could also be resources focused on young Latino adults (around ages 18-26), 
who tend to have lower levels of  voting and civic participation.  

Schools should not be mandated to do anything (at least in the short term), but grants 
could be provided to schools/communities to implement the resources and to collect 
the same kind of  data collected in the Dream Zones, perhaps for compilation into 
a larger report. Those teaching and developing curricula and standards for political 
science and social studies could be potential allies in this effort.

Which outside influencer organiza-
tions most contribute to the political 
socialization of Latinos and how?   
How well do traditional measures 
of civic engagement capture the 
distinct types of activities in which 
many Latinos engage? 
What is the baseline of current civic 
knowledge among Latinos and 
where are there gaps?  
How does civic education affect 
voting behavior, civic involvement, 
academic performance, life skills, and 
a sense of character, agency, family, 
and community?

Research needs:  
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• National Civic Education Campaign:  Create PR campaigns for the Latino commu-
nity focused on the importance of  civic education, as well as a national PR campaign 
that has Latinos (e.g., celebrities, athletes, leaders, and others) taking the lead in 
promoting the message that civic education should be taken seriously. The campaign 
should issue a call to action about the need for civic education and engagement and 
about the opportunities to take advantage of  the tools, resources, grants, and pilot pro-
grams from the Dream Zones and Resource Bank. In addition, the national campaign 
could help support Latinos in better understanding their neighborhoods, local social 
institutions (e.g., churches, health clinics, and service agencies), local governments, and 
elected officials at local, state, and national levels.  This campaign could draw on some 
of  the Resource Bank materials and could pursue a similar approach to targeting and 
segmentation. The overall purpose of  the campaign would be to provide Latinos with 
greater personal knowledge of  their position within the social and political institutions 
that directly affect their lives and to improve their engagement with these institutions. 




