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About YouthTruth
YouthTruth is a national nonprofit that partners with school districts to rigorously 
collect, interpret, and take action on student, family, and teacher experience data. 
Through validated survey instruments and tailored advisory services, YouthTruth 
partners with schools, districts, and educational organizations to enhance 
learning for all students. Founded in 2008 as a program in collaboration with The 
Center for Effective Philanthropy, YouthTruth has since surveyed over 3.3 million 
students across 42 states. 

For more information, visit youthtruth.org

Interested in learning more about our K-12 climate and 
culture surveys? Use the QR code to sign-up for a meeting 
with our partnerships team to learn about how you can hear 
directly from your students, teachers, and family members. 
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Foreword
In the years after the pandemic, schools have faced one 
challenge after another: learning loss, declining scores on 
The Nation’s Report Card, attacks on diversity, equity, and 
inclusion, disruptive AI, a persistent youth mental health 
crisis, and the unnecessary politicization of education. The 
list goes on. All of this in the midst of an increasingly fragile 
democracy and a political climate that foments division and 
attacks on communities perceived as different. In this context, 
holding a mock election or taking a field trip to the state capitol 
is a woefully insufficient strategy for preparing young people to 
inherit and advance democracy. Today it matters more than ever 
that schools function as civic spaces—places where young people 
not only benefit from academic rigor, but experience structures and 
opportunities to share power with adults, shape policies and culture,  
and meaningfully engage with their communities.

This research report, The Civic Gap: How Schools Can Cultivate Student Voice and Participation, 
complements a growing discourse to recommit to a fundamental purpose of education: 
centering democracy in our understanding of student readiness.1 School communities of all 
sizes, location, and demographics possess rich and often under-tapped assets that can create 
different kinds of opportunities where students don’t just hear about democracy, they 
practice it. We hope this report serves as a reminder that preparing young people for their 
individual economic mobility and their collective, social responsibility is not a binary choice.

It comes as no surprise that young people often model democracy and civic engagement 
even when formal channels to do so don’t always exist. Across the country, young people are 
organizing and taking action on their own terms. When we asked 35,000 middle and high 
school students what they would speak up about if their voices were included in important 
decisions, almost half of high school students named issues related to their education and 
school experiences. Just 11% named social or political issues. These students are animated 
by positively affecting their communities. Their ideas and energy can make a difference right 
now, not only once they’re given permission. Adults should actively invite young people to 
apply their voices, creativity, and unique experiences to meaningfully improve, and even 
reimagine the structures, policies, and cultures of our schools. As one high schooler told us: 

We the people have the power to make the change we want to 
see. Let’s see some people advocate for that.”

We at YouthTruth are deeply grateful to the young people, teachers, and education leaders 
who contributed to this report. They have ensured that the insights we share here reflect 
their lived experiences, deepening our understanding of what it takes to transform schools 
into places where civic engagement is practiced, not just taught.

David McKinney

Vice President, YouthTruth

1 McGuire, K., & Wilka, M. (2026, July 2). Building schools worth defending: A response to nine essays on renewing the 
purpose of public education. Stanford Social Innovation Review. https://ssir.org/articles/entry/schools-worth-defending2 2 2 

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/schools-worth-defending
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Civic engagement is how people shape the communities 
and societies they want to live in. It is how we advocate for 
what matters to us, work across differences, hold institutions 
accountable, and contribute to decisions that affect our 
lives. For young people, becoming civic participants means 
developing the confidence and skills to speak up, working with 
others to make a difference, and believing that their participation 
can make a difference. These capacities are essential to a 
functioning democracy, but they do not develop automatically. 

Civic education has long been part of the role schools play in 
preparing young people for the future. Across the country, 
states have embedded civics into standards, graduation 
requirements, and social studies curricula. As of 2025, 36 
states require a civics course in high school to graduate, 
while only five require one in middle school. Twenty-nine 
states require a civics assessment, 17 recognize excellence in 
civics among students or schools, and 39 provide credit for 
service-learning opportunities.2 These policies reflect deeply 
held values about schools’ responsibility to prepare young 
people to become informed and engaged members of their 
communities and society. 

But learning about civic life is much different from 
having opportunities to practice it.

INTRODUCTION

2 Benites, A. (2025, August 25). 2025 State Policy Scan Provides Updated Insight Into Civic Learning 
Policies, State by State. CivXNow. https://civxnow.org/2025-state-policy-scan/. 

https://civxnow.org/2025-state-policy-scan/
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District leaders tell an important part of the story: 
90% say their schools teach civics, but only 13% say their 
schools require experiential civic learning.3  In this report, 
students offer another perspective by showing whether 
those opportunities are part of their day-to-day school 
experience. YouthTruth’s 2024 Youth Civic Empowerment
report revealed a disparity between students’ desire 
to contribute and their confidence and ability to do 
so. More than half of students said helping others was 
important to them, yet only 44% felt empowered to 
make a difference and just 30% reported taking mean-
ingful action to change something for the better in their 
school, community, or the world. These findings raised 
an important question: 

Where are young people supposed to develop 
confidence and skills to participate if they do not 
have opportunities to practice those skills?

This report refers to the disconnect between teaching 
civic life and creating chances to practice it, the civic gap.

Schools are uniquely positioned to provide that practice. 
Young people spend much of their time in school where 
they are already experiencing the core tenets of democ-
racy: navigating communities, interacting with people 
who are different from them, following and questioning 
rules, joining groups, working with adults, and making 
decisions that affect their lives. In this way, schools are 
not only places where students can learn about civic life. 
They can also be places where students experience it. 

This report examines whether secondary students and 
educators experience their schools as places that foster 
civic participation, and what aspects of school culture 
and systems support or hinder that experience. To do 
so, the schools as civic spaces framework looks at three 
interconnected parts of students’ everyday experiences:

3 Schwartz, S. (2026, July 8). Most schools report teaching civics. But hands-on lessons aren’t as common. Education Week. https://www.edweek.org/
teaching-learning/most-schools-report-teaching-civics-but-hands-on-lessons-arent-as-common/2026/07

Civic climate is whether schools create an 
environment where participation is possible. 
Students were asked to share their experiences with 
having real influence on how things are run and whether 
their school creates opportunities to discuss important 
topics, even when people disagree. 

Civic practice is whether students have 
opportunities to put participation into action.
Students were asked to share their perspectives on 
working with adults to make changes in school 
and learning how to take action through civic and 
political systems.

Civic joining is how students come together 
and build community. Students were asked about 
opportunities to spend time with different peers and 
what motivates them to participate in clubs, sports, 
and other activities. 

Together, these three dimensions offer a way to 
understand whether schools are giving students 
meaningful opportunities to experience civic life 
through their everyday interactions, learning, 
and participation. 

https://youthtruth.org/resources/https-youthtruth-org-resources-civic-empowerment/
https://youthtruth.org/resources/https-youthtruth-org-resources-civic-empowerment/
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/most-schools-report-teaching-civics-but-hands-on-lessons-arent-as-common/2026/07 
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/most-schools-report-teaching-civics-but-hands-on-lessons-arent-as-common/2026/07 


6THE CIVIC G AP: H OW S CH O O L S C A N CU LTIVATE S TU D ENT VOICE A ND PARTICIPATIO N

Drawing on the voices of nearly 140,000 middle and high school 
students and 10,000 teachers during the 2025-26 school year, 
this report explored two central questions: 

•	 Do students and teachers experience their schools as places 
that foster civic participation? 

•	 What conditions make that more or less likely? 

What was found confirms the civic gap: a difference between 
teaching students about civic life and creating a school where 
they can experience it. Students need opportunities not only to 
learn about participation, but to have a meaningful voice, engage 
with people across differences, work with others to make change, 
and see that their contribution matters.

The first finding shows the civic gap in numbers: students 
report far fewer opportunities for civic participation than their 
teachers assume they have. The next two point to what schools 
can actually build: belonging and trust are foundational for civic 
participation at school, and instruction that challenges students 
and connects to their lives is linked to stronger civic participation. 
Both are stronger drivers of civic participation than a school’s 
location or size.

139,562  
middle &  high school students

10,062  
teachers

S U RV E Y  SA M PLE

Key Findings
Students report fewer 
opportunities for civic  
participation than teachers 
assume they have.

1

Belonging and trust are 
drivers of civic participation 
at school.

2

Instruction that challenges 
students and connects  
to their lives is linked to 
stronger civic participation. 

3

CIVI C  C LI M ATE

•	 In my school, students have a say in how things are run.

•	 In my school, we talk about important topics, even if 
people disagree.

CIVI C  PR AC TI C E

•	 In the past year, I have worked with adults to make 
changes in my school.

•	 In my school, we learn how to take action through civic 
and political systems.

CIVI C  J O I N I N G

•	 The way the schedule works at my school helps me 
spend time with different students.

•	 In my school, I feel welcome when I join a group or 
committee where I do not know anyone.*

•	 When I choose to get involved in clubs, sports, or other 
activities, it’s mostly because I want to…

Survey Questions 
Students were asked to rate their agreement with each of the following statements on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
Teachers were asked similar questions about their perspectives on their students. 

*Teachers were not asked about their perspectives on their 
students for this question.
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FI N D I N G  1

Students report fewer opportunities for civic 
participation than teachers assume they have.

Only about one in three students report strong opportunities for 
civic participation at school, while more than half of their teachers do. 
Students report experiencing elements of a strong civic climate, such 
as discussing important issues and connecting with peers outside their 
typical groups. Fewer report opportunities for civic practice, including 
having a voice in school decisions, working with adults to make change, 
and learning how to take action through civic and political systems.

“I hope that students’ 
participation is not just 
about expressing opinions, 
but a process of truly 
influencing decision-
making, understanding 
public affairs, and learning 
democratic practices.”

—11TH GRADE STUDENT

of teachers report strong opportunities for civic participation in school

of students report strong opportunities for civic participation in school
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Where the Perception Gap is Widest. Teachers per-
ceive more opportunities for student participation than 
students report across all items. Teachers are 19% more 
likely than students to rate their schools positively across 
these civic experiences. The gap is particularly large for 
civic practice. Only 26% of students say they have a say 
in how things are run at school, compared with 49% of 
teachers who believe students have that opportunity. A 
similarly large gap appears around opportunities to work 
with adults to make changes at school. 

“[Teachers] often make decisions that can 
greatly impact students without consulting 
them first or acknowledging their opinion, 
preferences, and/or needs.”

—9TH GRADE STUDENT

Have a say in how 
things are run 49%26% 23%23%

Learn how to take 
action through civic 
and political systems

51%32% 19%19%

Students work with 
adults to make 
changes in school

49%26% 23%23%

Talk about important 
topics, even if 
people disagree

60%49% 11%11%

Schedule at school 
helps spend time with 
different students

3%3%51% 54%

H OW  S T U D E NT S  E XPE RI E N C E  O PP O RT U N IT Y  VS .  H OW  TE AC H E R S  PE RC E IV E  IT

Students Teachers Perception Gap

Why the Perception Gap Matters. If adults believe 
opportunities for civic practice already exist, they may not 
recognize where those experiences fall short for students. 
A school can have student councils, leadership programs, 
government classes, and advisory committees and conclude 
that students have opportunities for voice. But those 
structures matter only if students experience them as 
accessible and consequential.

“I feel as though our opinions are not even 
taken into consideration and that many people 
of ‘authority’ are extremely unfair and even 
on a power trip.” 

—HIGH SCHOOL STUDENT

The question for schools is not simply whether 
opportunities for participation exist, but whether students 
know about them, can access them, and believe their 
participation can influence what happens. Creating 
opportunities for student voice is only part of the 
equation; how adults share power and respond to student 
perspectives helps determine whether those opportunities 
feel meaningful.
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When I choose to get involved in clubs, sports, or other activities, it’s mostly because I want to…

TO P  RE A S O N S  S T U D E NT  J O I N  E X TR AC U RRI C U L A R S Students Teachers

Perception Gap

Do something I enjoy 60%53% 7%

Hang out with friends 45%37% 8%

Make new friends 29% 30% -1%

Build resume 28%11% 17%
Meet Parental 
Expectations 14%1% 13%

Rethinking Why Students Join. The perception gap 
extends to why students participate in the first place, part of 
civic joining: how students come together and build commu-
nity through groups and shared activities. Students say they 
join clubs, sports, and other activities mostly to do something 
they enjoy (60%) or spend time with friends (45%). Teachers 
see a more civic motive: 31% believe students join to be part 
of something bigger than themselves, compared with 15% of 
students, and 21% believe students participate to lead, speak 
up, or take action, compared with 9% of students.

These differences don’t mean students’ reasons are less 
valuable; they raise questions about the assumptions adults 
make about what draws students into groups. One eighth 
grader described how joining band led to an unexpected 
friendship: “In band, I was able to connect with a classmate 
I otherwise thought I wouldn’t make a connection with... 

KEY TAKEAWAY: 
Adults and students do not always see civic life at 
school in the same way. Understanding students’ 
perspectives, including what motivates them to 
participate, is essential to understanding whether 
schools function as places where students can 
meaningfully practice civic participation.

I learned that extracurricular activities outside of school 
can help bring people together.” Schools can build from 
motivations like these by creating opportunities for 
students to form relationships, encounter people 
outside their usual circles, and gradually take on greater 
responsibility.

When students choose to get involved in clubs, sports, or other activities, it’s mostly because they want to…
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TE AC H E R S  R ATE  CIVI C  RE A S O N S  H I G H E R  TH A N  S T U D E NT S  D O

Perception Gap

Explore new interest 36% 50% -14%

Be part of 
something bigger 15% 31% -16%

Lead, speak up, 
take action 9% 21% -12%

Get to know people 
who are not like them 7% 11% -4%

Connect around 
shared values -19%24% 43%
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Be part of 
something bigger 15%15% 31%31% -16%

Lead, speak up, 
take action 9%9% 21%21% -12%

Connect around 
shared values -19%24%24% 43%43%
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FI N D I N G  2

Belonging and trust are drivers of 
civic participation at school. 

Students are more likely to experience 
school as a place for civic participation 
when they also experience a strong sense of 
belonging. Belonging here means more than 
feeling socially connected: it includes whether 
students feel part of their school community, 
whether adults treat them and students from 
different backgrounds with respect, and 
whether teachers and discipline are fair. That 
trust matters for civic participation because 
having a voice requires believing that speaking 
up is safe and that adults and school systems 
will respond fairly.

Across schools, belonging and civic 
participation move together: where students 
report a stronger sense of belonging, they also 
report more voice in how school is run, more 
opportunities to discuss important issues, and 
more opportunities to work with others and 
take action.

“I like hanging out with friends 
and seeing some of my 
teachers because they make 
me feel like I belong…”

—9TH GRADE STUDENT

H I G H E R  B E LO N G I N G  PRE D I C T S  H I G H E R 
CIVI C  PA RTI CI PATI O N

This heat map depicts how students at 335 schools responded to questions about their 
Sense of Belonging and Civic Participation. The bottom-left cell shows the percentage of 
schools where students rated both Sense of Belonging and Civic Participation as low. The 
top-right cell shows the share of schools where students rated both measures as high.

Civic Participation
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Trust in Adults vs. Trust in the System. Looking more 
closely at the experiences that make up school belonging 
helps explain what may be driving this relationship. Stu-
dents were asked about both their interactions with adults 
and their experience of the school community and its 
systems. Their responses reveal an important distinction: 
students are more likely to feel respected by adults around 
them than to feel a strong sense of belonging to the school 
or trust that its systems are fair. 

Students are most likely to say that adults respect students 
from different cultural backgrounds (72%) and treat 
students with respect (60%), but far fewer feel like part of 
their school community (45%) or believe school discipline 
is fair (42%). In other words, positive relationships with 
individual adults do not necessarily translate into trust 
in the school as an institution. Students may experience 
respectful interactions with teachers while still questioning 
whether they belong, whether rules are applied fairly, or 
whether the systems governing school life work for them.

That distinction is especially important for civic partic-
ipation. Having a meaningful voice requires more than 
a positive relationship with an individual teacher; it also 
requires some trust that the larger institution will listen 
and respond fairly. A student who feels respected but does 
not believe school systems are fair may be less likely to 
engage in opportunities to speak up, work with adults, or 
try to influence a decision.

If I Spoke Up, a companion brief drawing on students’ own 
words from this same survey, found that most students are 
willing to speak up about issues affecting their learning, 
well-being, schools, and communities. But students who 
feel less connected to their schools are also more likely 
to question whether speaking up will make a difference. 
Having something to say and believing there is a meaning-
ful opportunity to say it are not the same thing. Feeling 
part of the community and trusting its systems are fair 
may help students believe their participation will be taken 
seriously.

When Inclusion is Explicit. Additional questions, asked 
in a subset of 119 schools, explored this connection further. 
Students in these schools were asked whether their school 
encourages them to speak out against racism, encourages 
them to get to know people of diverse backgrounds, 
and clearly communicates how to report discrimination. 
Schools where students responded more positively to 
these practices also had students who reported stronger 
opportunities for civic participation. These questions were 
asked in only a subset of schools, but the pattern suggests 
belonging is not created simply by making students feel 
welcome. It is also shaped by what schools do when 
questions of fairness, difference, and discrimination arise.

72%
Adults respect students from different cultural backgrounds

60%
Adults treat students with respect

59%
Teachers try to be fair

45%
I feel like part of my school community

42%
Discipline at my school is fair

S T U D E NT  AG RE E M E NT  O N  B E LO N G I N G 
A N D  TRU S T

KEY TAKEAWAY:
Belonging is not just about students feeling wel-
comed by the adults around them. It also depends 
on whether they trust the systems that govern 
school life, including discipline, fairness, and how 
concerns get handled, to treat them fairly. Schools 
that build broader trust, not just positive individual 
relationships, give students the foundation they 
need to see speaking up, working with adults, and 
trying to make change as safe and worthwhile.

https://youthtruth.org/resources/if-i-spoke-up-youth-civic-engagement/
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Students in large-city schools and schools with lower 
enrollment report stronger opportunities for civic participation.
Students’ opportunities for civic participation vary 
depending on where they go to school. Two school 
characteristics stand out: location and enrollment 
size. Students and teachers in large-city schools and 
schools with fewer than 300 students report stronger 
opportunities for civic participation than those in 
other schools. Here, the focus is on civic climate and 
civic practice, the two dimensions of the framework 
most tied to school-level structures and adult-shared 
decision-making.

S C H O O L  CO NTE X T  M AT TE R S 

“I like the community aspect and how 
everyone knows each other.” 

—12TH GRADE STUDENT

“I love the community at our school. 
Being a small school, I like that even 
if some may not like each other, we 
are like a big family and always have 
each other’s backs.” —12TH GRADE STUDENT

Location Matters. Students and teachers in large-city 
schools report stronger opportunities for civic partic-
ipation than those in medium or small cities, suburbs, 
towns, and rural communities.4 Among students, 45% in 
large-city schools rate their civic experiences positively, 
compared with 37% in other schools. Teachers see a similar 
pattern. Sixty-five percent of teachers in large-city schools 
agree that their school provides their students with civic 
experiences, compared with 57% elsewhere. The gap holds 
across both civic climate, including having a say in school 
decisions, and civic practice, including learning to take 
action and working with adults to make change.

Cities offer a natural backdrop for civic life, with greater 
proximity to government buildings, courts, community 
organizations, public advocacy efforts, and other oppor-
tunities beyond school. One high school student pointed 
to this access directly, saying they would speak up about 

“the amount of access to things outside of school in my 
city to do.” In suburban, rural, and small town contexts, 
civic institutions tend to be more dispersed and less 
visible in students’ day-to-day lives.5 That does not mean 
these communities are less civic-minded, but the pattern 
raises questions about how the communities surrounding 
schools may shape the civic opportunities students 
encounter inside and outside the classroom. 

Size Matters. School enrollment shows a similar, though 
more modest, pattern. Forty percent of students in schools 
with fewer than 300 students6 rate their civic experiences 
positively, compared with 37% in larger schools. The 
difference is even more pronounced among teachers: 64% 
of teachers in smaller schools rate their schools positively 
across these civic experiences, compared with 55% in 
larger schools. 

Similar to schools in large cities, students in small schools 
say that there are more opportunities for them to have a say 
in how their school is run, work with adults to make changes 
in their school, and learn how to take action. Teachers in 
smaller schools are also more likely to agree that students 
have these opportunities than teachers in other schools.

Smaller schools can make it easier for students to feel a 
sense of community, where they feel known, have a voice, 
and see themselves as part of something.7 When students 
feel known and connected to their school community, 
opportunities to have a voice or contribute may also feel 
more accessible.

Schools cannot easily change their location or enrollment 
size, but these patterns confirm that where a school sits and 
how big it is shapes the civic conditions students walk into 
on day one.

4 The location size is as defined by the federal government’s National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES). See Appendix for more details.

5 CIRCLE. (n.d.). Lack of civic support for rural youth may lead to lower civic 
engagement. Tufts University.

6 School size is defined by NCES

7 Leithwood, K., & Jantzi, D. (2009). A review of empirical evidence about 
school size effects: A policy perspective. Review of Educational Research, 
79(1), 464–490.
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H I G H E R  CO N N EC TE D  LE A RN I N G  PRE D I C T S  H I G H E R 
CIVI C  PA RTI CI PATI O N

This heat map depicts how students at 335 schools responded to questions about their 
Connected Learning and Civic Participation. The bottom-left cell shows the percentage of 
schools where students rated both Connected Learning and Civic Participation as low. The 
top-right cell shows the share of schools where students rated both measures as high.

Civic development isn’t confined to civics class. 
Across subjects, classrooms can give students 
opportunities to think critically, wrestle with 
complex ideas, and build relationships with 
adults who take their learning seriously. To 
explore this, students were asked whether 
their schoolwork makes them really think, 
whether teachers care if they are really 
learning, and whether teachers understand 
their lives outside of school, capturing both 
whether students feel challenged and whether 
they feel known.

Across schools, these experiences are closely 
connected to civic participation: where 
students feel more challenged, known, and 
supported, they also report more voice in 
school decisions, more opportunities to discuss 
important issues, and more opportunities to 
work with adults and take action. Classrooms, 
in other words, can be an everyday place to 
practice the habits civic participation requires. 

FI N D I N G  3

Instruction that challenges students 
and connects to their lives is linked 
to stronger civic participation.

“My history teacher makes me 
feel seen and always gives 
me extra explanations when 
I ask for help. He helps me feel 
more confident and excited 
for the future.” 

—11TH GRADE STUDENT

Civic Participation
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Challenged, But Not Known. Looking more closely at 
students’ responses, however, reveals a notable gap be-
tween being challenged academically and feeling personally 
known by teachers. 

More than half of students (55%) say their schoolwork 
makes them really think. Far fewer say their teacher cares 
whether they are really learning (29%), and just 22% say 
their teacher understands their life outside school. Students, 
in other words, experience intellectual challenge much 
more often than they experience the relationships that help 
connect learning to who they are and the lives they lead. 

My schoolwork makes me really think

55%

29%

My teacher cares if I am really learning

22%

My teacher understands my life outside of school

S TU D E NT AG RE E M E NT 
O N CO N N EC TE D LE ARNIN G

KEY TAKEAWAY: 
Connected learning alone does not turn every class-
room into a civics classroom. Rather, it shows how 
civic development can be part of students’ everyday 
learning. When students are challenged to think 
deeply, connect ideas to their lives, and develop 
relationships with adults who value their learning, 
school becomes a place where they practice the 
habits participation requires: thinking critically, 
considering different perspectives, communicating 
their ideas, and seeing themselves as people whose 
contributions matter.

Connected Learning happens when students link what 
they learn to their own interests, relationships, and life 
outside the classroom, not just to the single lesson or 
subject in front of them. Students’ own words illustrate why 
that connection matters. One sixth grader described feeling 
comfortable asking for help because 

“my teachers all understand me and my life outside 
of school.”

A seventh grader described a different way learning can 
extend beyond the classroom: 

“They make me think about the deeper meaning of 
what we are learning about. For example, in ELA 
we learn about things that actually have a deep 
meaning that connects to life.”

These reflections show two sides of connected learning: 
being known by the adults teaching them and being asked to 
connect what they learn to a world beyond the classroom.

Together, these two conditions, belonging
and connected learning, matter more to civic 
participation than where a school is located 
or how big it is. 

How students feel about belonging and 
connected learning predicts how they feel 
about their schools as civic spaces. Unlike 
location or size, they are also experiences 
every school can work to build.

BELONGING CIVIC 
ENGAGEMENT

CONNECTED 
LEARNING
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IMPLICATIONS
Building stronger civic participation requires more than civics 
courses or student government. These findings point toward 
a broader way of thinking about civic education: not only as 
something students learn, but as something they need real 
opportunities to experience and practice. Those opportunities 
depend on whether students feel they belong, trust that they 
will be heard, and see their learning connect to their lives.

Both educators and policymakers shape whether these 
conditions take hold: educators through the daily relationships 
and classroom practices students experience firsthand, policy-
makers through the broader policies that determine whether 
those experiences reach every student.

A few states already show what this can look like: requiring 
school climate and belonging surveys, shifting discipline toward 
restorative practices, creating a civic engagement diploma seal, 
and building cultural competency into teacher certification. 
None of these is labeled civic education, but together they 
legislate for belonging and connection alongside civics itself.
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Educators, from classroom teachers to school leaders, tend to see stronger 
opportunities for civic participation than students do. Closing that gap starts 
with understanding school from students’ perspective. 

1.	 Are opportunities for student voice visible, meaningful, and accessible?
Students may have structures intended to give students a voice, but their presence does not necessar-
ily mean students experience them as meaningful opportunities to participate. Consider who is invited 
into decisions, how students learn about opportunities to get involved, and whether participation 
extends beyond students already involved in student government or formal leadership roles. Are 
opportunities to have a voice, work with adults, and influence decisions reaching all students? When 
students do participate, can they see what happened as a result? 

2.	 Do students feel that they belong?
Belonging is woven into every part of a student’s school experience. It is shaped by their relationships 
with adults, and whether they feel genuinely part of their school community. The findings show that 
students are more likely to report respectful interactions with adults than to say they feel part of their 
school community or believe discipline is fair. What helps students feel known and included in your 
school? Where might school policies, routines, or practices be undermining that sense of belonging?

3.	 Do students trust their school when they speak up? 
Having a voice requires some trust that using it will be worthwhile. Students need to know how to 
raise concerns, believe adults will take them seriously, and trust that school systems will respond fairly. 
Among schools that asked additional questions about inclusion, stronger opportunities for civic partici-
pation were associated with students being encouraged to speak out against racism, build relationships 
with people from different backgrounds, and know how to report discrimination. Do students know 
where to go when something feels unfair? Do they trust that adults will listen and respond?

4.	Does learning challenge students and connect to their lives?
Civic development can happen across the school day, not only in civics or social studies classes. Class-
rooms can give students opportunities to think critically, consider different perspectives, connect ideas 
to their lives, and develop relationships with adults who take their learning seriously. Yet students are 
much more likely to say their schoolwork makes them think than to say their teachers understand their 
lives outside of school. Where are students being asked to connect what they learn to the world around 
them? How are teachers building the relationships that help make those connections? 

5.	 Is data being used to understand civic opportunities in your school? 
Student experience data can help identify where perceptions differ, which students feel connected or 
disconnected, and which opportunities may not be reaching everyone. Do you know which students 
feel that they belong and have a meaningful voice? How does their perspective compare with what 
adults in the school believe? 

FOR EDUCATORS
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FOR POLICYMAKERS

These questions are for policymakers at every level, from state legislators to 
school boards and district leaders. Policy should consider not only what schools 
teach about civic life, but also whether students have chances to develop a 
voice, engage across differences, contribute to their communities, and practice 
the skills participation requires.

1. Does civic education policy include opportunities to practice participation?
While civic education has deepened in recent years, the gap between civic learning and civic practice 
remains. Expanding course requirements is not the same as expanding participation. Students not only 
need to learn about civics, but they also need opportunities to exercise voice, influence decisions, and 
engage with civic institutions. Where do students have opportunities to discuss important issues, work 
with others to make change, and see that their participation can matter? 

2. Does civic education policy account for school context?
Large city schools and smaller schools show stronger civic conditions, in part because of the resources 
and relationships those contexts make possible. What civic institutions and opportunities already exist 
in the community? What additional resources do schools need when the surrounding context does not 
provide them?

3. Do policies give schools room to build belonging, trust, and participation?
The findings show a close relationship between students’ sense of belonging and opportunities for 
civic participation. Among schools that asked additional questions about inclusion, students also 
reported stronger opportunities for civic participation when they were more likely to say their school 
encouraged speaking out against racism, supported relationships across different backgrounds, and 
clearly communicated how to report discrimination. 

This finding is especially relevant as states continue to debate and enact policies governing how 
schools address topics including race, gender, identity, and U.S. history. PEN America has documented 
state laws and policies since 2021 that restrict classroom instruction on some of these topics.8 Do 
state policies give educators sufficient space to create school environments where students can 
engage across differences, raise concerns, and develop trust that they will be heard? 

4. Are educators prepared to connect learning to students’ lives?
Teaching that challenges students, connects learning to their experiences, and helps them feel known 
by their teachers is closely associated with stronger opportunities for civic participation. Teacher 
preparation and professional learning can therefore consider civic development as something that 
extends beyond social studies. How are educators across subjects prepared to help students think 
critically, engage with different perspectives, connect learning to the world around them, and develop 
relationships that support meaningful participation?

5. Are policies measuring the right outcomes?
Traditional measures of civic education can show whether students completed a course or demon-
strated knowledge. They reveal less about whether students experience school as a place where they 
belong, have a voice, engage across differences, and participate meaningfully. Student experience data 
can provide another source of evidence. What do states know about whether students feel that they 
belong and are treated fairly? Are students’ experiences of voice and participation visible?

8 PEN America, Educational Gag Orders, pen.org/report/educational-gag-orders. See also PEN America’s annual America’s 
Censored Classrooms report series for ongoing K-12 tracking.

http://pen.org/report/educational-gag-orders
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The findings in this report point to a civic gap. This gap between 
teaching students about civic life and giving them real oppor-
tunities to practice it is both significant and addressable. Only 
one in three students view their school as a civic space, while 
the majority of teachers believe their school already is one. 
That difference between what students experience and what 
teachers assume is real, but awareness of it alone won’t close it.

Schools are practice grounds for civic life. Students spend 
much of their time in school not only learning academic content 
but navigating communities, interacting with people who are 
different from them, following and questioning rules, working 
with adults, and making decisions that affect their lives. In that 
sense, civic development does not happen only in government 
class, through a service-learning project, or once a young per-
son becomes old enough to vote. It can happen now, through 
the everyday experience of being part of a school community.

But practice cannot happen if the right conditions are not in 
place. Students need to feel they belong, trust that adults will 
listen, and see themselves as valued members of their school 
community. They also need teachers who challenge their 
thinking and connect what happens in the classroom to the 
world beyond it. Belonging and connected learning are not 
background features of a good school. They are what makes 
practicing civic engagement possible.

Young people do not become civic participants the day they 
turn 18. The skills and confidence to speak up, the ability to 
contribute to their communities, and the willingness to act on 
issues they care about are often developed long before. Civic 
life is already happening in schools, whether or not adults name 
it that way. Schools need to recognize what’s already there, 
make it explicit, and give students real chances to practice civic 
engagement. Students must see their own participation as 
consequential, and carry that confidence with them.

CONCLUSION
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SAMPLE
Data for this report come from the YouthTruth student and teacher surveys 
administered during the 2025-26 school year. The student sample includes 
139,562 middle and high school students across 430 schools, 122 districts, 
and 14 states. The teacher sample includes 10,062 teachers across 214 
schools, 69 districts, and 9 states.

School context characteristics were drawn from the National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics (NCES) Common Core of Data. Location classifications follow 
NCES locale definitions: large city schools are located in the principal city of a 
metropolitan statistical area with a total population of 250,000 or more; small 
city schools are located in a principal city with a population below 250,000; 
suburban schools are located outside a principal city within a metropolitan 
area; and rural schools are located outside any metropolitan area. Of the 430 
schools in the student sample, 394 had NCES location data available. Among 
those, 42 were large city (11%), 68 small city (17%), 158 suburban (40%), and 
126 rural (32%). School size is defined by enrollment: small schools have fewer 
than 300 students, medium schools have 300 to 999 students, and large 
schools have 1,000 or more students. The sample includes 163 small schools 
(38%), 185 medium schools (43%), and 82 large schools (19%). Just over half 
of schools in the sample, 217 (51%), are designated high poverty.

APPENDIX
Civic Climate In my school, students have a say in how things are run.

In my school, we talk about important topics, even if 
people disagree.

Civic Practice In the past year, I have worked with adults to make 
changes in my school.

In my school, we learn how to take action through civic 
and political systems.

SURVEY ITEMS
The Schools as Civic Spaces framework asks students to rate the degree to 
which their school functions as a civic space, and asks teachers to assess the 
degree to which students experience those same conditions.

The measure consists of six items, responded to on a five-point agreement scale:

ANALYSES
Analyses of civic conditions required a minimum of 10 valid student responses per 
school on the Schools as Civic Spaces items, yielding an analytic sample of 335 
schools for student findings. Teacher findings draw on 205 schools meeting the 
same minimum threshold.

All findings in this report are statistically significant, p <.05. For the findings on the 
perception gap, school context, belonging, and connected learning, we focused 
reporting on factors with at least a medium effect size.
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Civic Joining The way the schedule works at my school helps me 
spend time with different students.

In my school, I feel welcome when I join a group or 
committee where I do not know anyone. (Teachers were 
not asked about their perspectives on their students for 
this item).

When I choose to get involved in clubs, sports, or other 
activities, it's mostly because I want to…

• Build my resume or college applications

• Support or hang out with friends

• Make new friends

• Connect with people who share my interests or values

• Get to know people who are not like me

• Explore new interests or learn new skills

• Do something I enjoy or that makes me happy

• Do what my parents/caregivers expect

• Be part of something bigger than myself

• Lead, speak up, or take action on issues I care about

FINDING 1: PAIRED T-TESTS COMPARING STUDENT 
AND TEACHER RESPONSES

Paired t-test: t(203) = 20.75, p <.001, Cohen’s d = 1.45

Note that each individual item was also statistically significant p<.001

n (schools) Mean SD

Student composite 204 38.27% 8.18

Teacher composite 204 55.04% 13.94

Difference 
(teacher − student)

204 16.78% 11.55
APPENDIX
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Survey  
(Composites)

Group (n) t p d

Students 
Large city (33); 
Else (302)

4.03 p<.001 0.84

Students
Small schools 
(134); Else (201)

4.97 p<.001 0.59

Teachers 
Large city (28); 
Else (186)

2.30 p=.028 0.53

Teachers
Small schools 
(63); Else (151)

4.43 p<.001 0.72

SCHOOL CONTEXT MATTERS FINDINGS: T-TEST GROUP COMPARISONS

The composite scores focus on civic climate and civic practice, the two dimen-
sions of the framework most tied to school-level structures and adult-shared 
decision-making. For each school, the composite score reflects the percentage 
of individual item responses rated 4 or higher across all students or teachers 
with valid responses.

FINDINGS 2 AND 3: COMBINED REGRESSION MODEL

Predictor Partial r p-value

School Belonging 0.452 <.001*

Connected Teaching 0.353 <.001*

Large City 0.137 0.13

Small size -0.098 .074

Overall Model: R² = 0.769 · Adj R² = 0.766 · n = 335 schools

Predictor School Factors:  
Belonging, Connected Learning

Covariate School  
Characteristics: 

 Large City, Low Student 
Enrollment

Student perceptions: 
Civic School Conditions

Teacher perceptions:  
Civic School Conditions

APPENDIX
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