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The Civic Bonding of School and Family:

How Kids Voting Students Enliven the Domestic Sphere

Executive Summary

Working independently from each other, the school and the family probably cannot do the job of political socialization by themselves. A growing number of scholars, in fact, have come to recognize that the potential for civic renewal lies in the interactive influence of multiple agents. But how these institutions might interact in ways that promote political empowerment has yet to be explored in adequate detail. We focus in this report on an under-examined but powerful linkage between the school and the family. By motivating student-initiated discussion and media use at home, the school can energize the family as a domestic sphere in which political communication becomes self-sustaining. One outcome of this scenario is influence moving back in the opposite direction – from family to school. That is, parents encourage students to participate more actively in civics activities at school.     

Our perspective on this cyclical dynamic is derived from an evaluation of Kids Voting USA, an interactive civics curriculum taught during election campaigns in 39 states. We assessed the curriculum’s influence during the fall of 2002 within the contexts of three field experiments. Effects of Kids Voting interventions were documented in Maricopa County, Arizona; El Paso County, Colorado; and Broward/Palm Beach counties, Florida. Here we present findings from the first wave of a panel study on the long-term influence of the curriculum on high school students and their parents. Data were collected from N=559 student-parent dyads. Results from standardized questionnaires are supplemented with focus-group interviews of students. 


A central goal of the study was to develop a conceptual map of the civic bonding of school and family, in which students influence parents to pay more attention to politics, and parents encourage students to participate more actively in civics activities at school. As evident in the findings, the process begins with Kids Voting instruction, which emphasizes peer-group conversation. Students acquire an interest in partisan debates and begin to appreciate the importance of strengthening their knowledge so as to back up opinions. Students then initiate conversations with parents, and in doing so gain confidence as young citizens who have the ability to influence others. Parents respond by paying more attention to news and by acquiring opinions they can use in subsequent conversations with children.

Students and parents become embraced in a discursive system at home, which we call the domestic sphere. In this social system, a family norm of political competence develops. Students and parents are equipped and motivated to influence each other in a self-perpetuating dynamic. The family takes on every appearance of a domestic sphere in which opinions are freely expressed, knowledge is shared, media use is encouraged, and political competence is highly valued. This can occur despite prior parenting practices that had discouraged open debate about political topics. The school-family bonding comes full circle when parents, apparently intrigued by the political conversations at home, take a greater interest in their children’s civics education. Parents encourage children to express political opinions in school, thereby completing a loop of influence in which the family and the school enliven the political discussion of each other. 

Kids Voting effects, consequently, occur at three levels – direct influence on students, indirect influence on parents, and eventual influence on family norms. 

Direct Influence on Students. One of our basic contentions is that civic development ought to be defined in such a way that transcends traditional indicators such as textbook knowledge or voting. We found that Kids Voting accounted for statistically significant effects involving several behaviors usually not measured in political socialization research. For example, the curriculum appeared to reduce the amount of time that students spend in general viewing of TV. We consider this a positive outcome as it implies – in conjunction with other findings – that adolescents are spending more time in activities conducive to active citizenship. 

We also included a measure of unconventional activism to evaluate whether the curriculum fosters a broad conception of political participation. While many students develop commitments associated with conventional involvement (such as allegiance to a political party), they also express support for unconventional activism. This finding is indicative of a pattern in which Kids Voting engenders citizenship through critical contemplation as opposed to indoctrination. Stimulated use of news media and knowledge acquisition, meanwhile, are accompanied by increased willingness to disagree openly with others. These new indicators of civic grow bring us to a conception of development far removed from earlier studies on political socialization, which essentially tried to document how young people adopt attitudes supportive of regime stability.    

We were also able to show that the intervention promotes equality of civic development among students from diverse backgrounds, replicating our prior research on Kids Voting effects. Previous studies illustrated how the intervention narrowed gaps in active citizenship between students of low and high socioeconomic status. While we found some evidence of this in the current study, we were able to demonstrate for the first time that Kids Voting can also narrow gaps along ethnic lines. This occurred primarily in El Paso County, where Hispanic students benefited the most from the curriculum. These students apparently became concerned about a proposed Colorado amendment to enforce English-only instruction. Kids Voting interacted with ethnicity to narrow or completely close gaps in attention to news, attention to the amendment campaign, knowledge, integration of new information, willingness to listen to opposing views, willingness to disagree, and support for conventional politics.

We were also able to conduct, for the first time, a comprehensive analysis of effects associated with individual components of Kids Voting. Two activities stood out as most influential with respect to media use, knowledge and information processing, attitude formation, discussion, and civic behaviors. The first was frequent discussion about election issues in class. In discussion, teenagers can experience the social value of acquiring political competence: they can assert a political identity by demonstrating expertise among peers. These interactions offer students real-time feedback on the adequacy of their knowledge and the soundness of their arguments. The other curriculum activity of note was an exercise in which students were asked to encourage other people to vote. We are not sure of the causal mechanisms by which this activity promotes media use, discussion, and opinion formation. But we can surmise that persuading adults to vote is an empowering experience for adolescents. 

Indirect Influence on Parents. Apparently through the mechanism of student-initiated conversation, Kids Voting stimulated parents’ discussion with friends, strength of opinions, strength of partisanship, and support for conventional and unconventional politics. This pattern of results replicates our findings from previous studies on Kids Voting effects, although with additional measures of student-to-parent influence. 

Another result of political communication in the home is “boomerang influence,” whereby parents develop stronger interest in their children’s civics education at school. This becomes manifest in parents encourage students to express political opinions during classroom discussions. In the long-term, parent interest in civics instruction might lead to other positive outcomes such as parents volunteering for school activities or otherwise becoming more involved in communities. In this regard, boomerang influence could be particularly beneficial for immigrant or politically disengaged parents.

Family Norms. By moving beyond the individual level of analysis, we explored whether the school intervention altered family norms. This conceptual approach fits with our understanding of the family as a potential domestic sphere in which news media use is encouraged and family members feel confident and comfortable about initiating discussion. Kids Voting increased the frequency with which family members encouraged each other to use news media; strengthened the perception of family members that they can engage each other in political conversations; and promoted a microclimate of opinion in which both students and parents held strong views about political issues.  

A vitalized domestic sphere, in turn, should reflect healthy family functioning whereby family members perceive a strong sense of cohesion. However, this cohesion should not come at the expense of adolescent development, which requires flexibility of leadership so that both parents and children contribute to decision making. We found that the curriculum increased the perception of cohesion in families while also strengthening somewhat the perception of flexible leadership style. The fact that cohesion is enhanced in the context of increased opinion expression suggests that family members are developing political maturity and tolerance as well. 

Implications for Instruction


We offer the following suggestions for civics instruction based on insights from the standardized questionnaires and the focus groups.

( School administrators and parents should encourage teachers to allow for political discussion and debate, even if the topics are contentious. Time and time again in the focus groups, students stressed the need for enthusiastic teachers who engage students in the learning process with interactive approaches. 

( A dominant theme from the focus groups was the need to engage students and families through issues that directly and personally affect them. While many of these students were already interested in politics, they suggested that their peers would only become more involved when issues that were highly relevant to them were stressed at school. Some of these topics include higher education funding, drinking age, voting age, and school policies. Many of the students were highly political but not necessarily about issues and topics salient to adults. Many explained that their media use habits were partially determined by the ability of news sources to present information that was of direct interest to teens. MTV was often cited as a source that was effective at presenting this type of news. Schools would be wise to focus on issues that are of direct interest to young adults. We believe that the ethnicity-based gaps in involvement closed in Colorado because the Hispanic students were intrigued (or perhaps threatened) by the English- only movement.    

( Teachers should implement activities such as student campaigns that mobilize adults to vote. We noticed that service learning was not yet implemented as part of the Kids Voting curriculum for most of the schools in the study sites. There was also minimal use of the exercise in which students work at polling sites. Along with classroom discussion, these are the types of activities that empower students and heighten their sense of political efficacy.

