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Abstract

Over the past two decades, there has been a wide-ranging debate about the impact of citizenship education
on young people’s political engagement and participation across Britain. Using data from a survey of 1025
young people aged |8years at the time of the 2010 General Election, we examined the impact that studying
for a formal qualification in General Certificate of Secondary Education in Citizenship Studies has on young
people’s political and civic engagement. Drawing from the hypothesis that those young people who took
the course would be more engaged than those who did not, results demonstrated that there are many
differences between the two groups in terms of their political perspectives as well as their past and future
patterns of political participation.
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Introduction

Since the turn of the new Millennium, scholars and politicians have been concerned about the
apparent withdrawal of citizens from democratic participation across a range of established democ-
racies (e.g. Norris, 2001; Furlong and Cartmel, 2011; Torney-Purta and Amadeo, 2013; Albacete,
2014; Henn and Foard, 2014; Kisby and Sloam, 2014; Sloam, 2014; Bechtel et al., 2015; Fesnic,
2015; O’Toole, 2015; Henn and Oldfield, 2016; Keating and Janmaat, 2016). In particular, atten-
tion has often centred on young people, whose levels of electoral and party engagement tend to be
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lower than that of the population in general, and indeed of previous youth generations (Henn and
Foard, 2012b). However, studies have also revealed that despite their seeming lack of interest in
formal political activities, young people are attracted to, and often engage in, informal and alterna-
tive modes and styles of participation in political life (O’Toole, 2015).

The underlying factors associated with, and shaping, young people’s political values, attitudes
and patterns of political behaviour are complex. Political socialisation, defined as the transmission
of political culture to new generations of citizens in a given society (Almond and Verba, 1963),
encompasses five key agents, including the mass media, the family, peers, voluntary associations
and schools (Amn4, 2012; Quintelier, 2013). Of these, school experience has been found to exer-
cise particular influence on the development of young people’s democratic knowledge and political
literacy skills, of building an informed young citizenry, and of preparing them for participation in
democratic life (Print, 2007; Dassonneville et al., 2012; Kisby and Sloam, 2014). Furthermore,
research demonstrates that the best available predictor of adult voting and democratic engagement
is participation in formal courses in civics or citizenship education (Niemi and Junn, 1998). Of
particular significance, studies indicate that the effects of civic education are long-term, and also
that the civic skills and political values acquired in schools are retained into adulthood (Torney-
Purta, 2004; Hooghe and Wilkenfeld, 2007).

Despite the considerable body of research into the subject of citizenship education in different
national settings (e.g. Alexander et al., 2012; Garratt and Piper, 2012; Henn and Foard, 2012a;
Jerome, 2012; Patterson et al., 2012; Burton et al., 2015; Geboers et al., 2015; Knoester and
Parkison, 2015; Lin, 2015), there remain unanswered questions concerning its impact in Britain,
and specifically the influence that studying for a formal qualification in the General Certificate
of Secondary Education (GCSE) in Citizenship Studies (CS) exerts on young people’s political
engagement.! For example, are young people who study the GCSE CS at school more inclined
to vote than others who do not? Do GCSE CS students hold different views about, and levels of
faith in, politicians and political parties when compared with young people who did not take this
course?

This article comprises two main sections to address this gap in knowledge. First, there is a criti-
cal examination of the literature that centres on the concept of citizenship education. This will
consider how the concept is defined, the implementation of citizenship education in schools, what
the current debates are concerning the issue of citizenship education, and what the challenges are
in turning citizenship education into an effective tool for promoting young people’s civic and
political participation. In the second section, we analyse the results from a representative online
national survey of 1025 British 18-year-olds conducted in 2011, to examine whether or not there
are differences between those young people living in England who completed the GCSE CS and
those living elsewhere in Britain who did not, in terms of their political engagement and general
political orientations. According to the existing literature on youth political engagement and CS
(e.g. Keating and Janmaat, 2016), it is expected that young people who studied for the GCSE CS
course at school will be more politically engaged than those who did not.

Citizenship education

The term ‘citizenship education’ has emerged as one of the main themes in recent British political
discourse in response to contemporary concerns about civic disengagement, diminishing interest in
formal politics, and pessimistic projections of active citizenship among the future generations
(Henn and Weinstein, 2006; Kisby, 2007). Additionally, previous studies (e.g. Print and Coleman,
2003; Fahmy, 2004; Henn et al., 2007; Kisby, 2009) link concerns about perceived declining rates
of social capital (Putnam, 2000) with the need for citizenship learning in schools. Evidence also



Pontes et al. 3

suggests that higher levels of social capital are associated with greater citizen engagement in dem-
ocratic politics (Gibson and McAllister, 2012). This is often expressed in terms of voter turnout at
elections, volunteering in social groups and the contacting of other citizens on issues of common
concern. However, these formal methods of participating in civic and political life are in decline,
and this is particularly evident with respect to young people’s ongoing electoral abstention (Henn
and Foard, 2014; O’Toole, 2015). Therefore, there may be a role for citizenship education in boost-
ing social capital for the purposes of stimulating civic and political engagement. This rationale
underpinned the UK Government’s decision to introduce statutory citizenship lessons in schools in
2002 to address what was perceived as an ongoing decline in levels of social capital (Kisby, 2012;
Kisby and Sloam, 2012).

Additionally, recent studies indicate a range of social and educational variables shaping young
people’s political outlook and behaviour. Henn and Foard (2014) have suggested that gender, social
class, ethnicity and particularly educational career each appear to have a bearing on youth political
engagement. Glanville’s findings strongly suggest that instrumental extracurricular activities (such
as debating and drama, government and political clubs, student councils as well as youth organisa-
tions in the community) increase political participation in early adulthood (Glanville, 1999).
School community service has also been identified as a strong predictor of adult voting and volun-
teering (Hart et al., 2007). Finally, the length of time in full-time education is also likely to have an
important bearing on political outlook. In particular, experience in higher education is likely to lead
to exposure to forms of political socialisation not available to other young people (Flanagan et al.,
2012; Henn and Foard, 2014).

According to Davies (2014), citizenship education is crucial to processes of civic regeneration.
As stated by Kisby and Sloam (2014), ‘it offers a means for connecting young people to the politi-
cal system, helping them to make sense of a complex political world, and thereby strengthening
democracy’ (pp. 52-53). As such, any citizenship curriculum should seek to develop young peo-
ple’s understanding of democracy, government, and the rights and responsibilities of citizens. It
should

[Provide] students with knowledge and understanding of political ideas and concepts, and local, regional,
national and international political processes and institutions, develop students’skills, to enable them to
engage in decision-making, critical thinking, debate, and to participate in civic and political activities;
and, instil in students values which make it likely they will want to engage in British democracy. (Kisby
and Sloam, 2014: 53)

Citizenship education and the National Curriculum in England

Citizenship education was introduced as a statutory subject into the National Curriculum of English
secondary schools in September 2002 (Kisby, 2012; Tonge et al., 2012), providing all pupils aged
11-16years in maintained schools an entitlement to citizenship education. The inclusion of citizen-
ship classes in schools was triggered by the report of the Advisory Group on Citizenship (AGC),
Education for Citizenship and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools, published in September
1998; its vision was to initiate a transformation in the political culture, both nationality and locally,
‘for people to think of themselves as active citizens who were willing, able, and equipped to have
an influence in public life’ (Crick, 1998: 7). Additionally, a similar vision was identified in the lat-
est framework document (December 2014), from the National Curriculum in England, where the
purpose of citizenship education was stated as providing pupils with knowledge and skills to
explore social and political issues critically, to be able to debate, and to make reasoned arguments
(Department for Education, 2014).
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The establishment of the AGC was prompted by growing concern about declining youth partici-
pation in civic and political life and, in particular, ongoing electoral abstention by younger age
groups (Keating et al., 2010). Citizenship education was identified as a critical measure to help
tackle the issue, and the report advocated a ‘three-pronged approach to citizenship education, cov-
ering: knowledge and understanding; skills of enquiry and communication; and participation and
responsible action’ (House of Commons, 2007). Consequently, the final recommendations of the
AGC and the National Curriculum framework sought to address these concerns in the aims, out-
comes and design of the new Citizenship curriculum. Moreover, since the political literacy strand
was first identified, citizenship education has evolved considerably. In particular, more emphasis
has been placed on dealing with identity, diversity and community cohesion, and on encouraging
children and young people to participate more in their schools and in their local communities
(Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA), 2007). Increased interest in the former was
reflected in the revised guidelines for Citizenship in the new National Curriculum in 2008 and in
the introduction of a duty for schools to promote community cohesion (DFES, 2007). However,
there are various critiques of the AGC report. For example, Kisby (2009) examined the impact that
the concept of social capital has on the citizenship education initiative in England through its influ-
ence on the content of the policy as embodied in the report of the AGC. He argued that the model
of citizenship put forward by the AGC is situated within the context of an uncritical acceptance of
the boundaries prescribed by neo-liberal economic orthodoxy, which inevitably weakens the com-
munity attachments that the citizenship education policy seeks to promote.

Effective education for citizenship is defined in the report of the AGC in terms of ‘social
and moral responsibility, community involvement and political literacy’ (Crick, 1998: 13).
The social and moral responsibility aptitude was designed to help achieve learning self-con-
fidence and socially and morally responsible behaviour both in and beyond the classroom —
towards those in authority and to each other. The community involvement dimension intended
to support the accomplishment of learning about, and becoming involved in, the life and
concerns of students’ communities. Finally, it was anticipated that through political literacy,
young people would learn about the institutions, problems and practices of democracy, and
how — through the skills, values and knowledge that they acquired — they might more effec-
tively contribute to the life of the nation, their region and their locality. The report also argued
for flexibility in delivery of citizenship, taught either as a distinct subject or as a cross-curric-
ular subject through other subjects, including personal, social and health education, history,
geography and religious studies (Crick, 1998).

There is also significant attention needed with respect to the question of what is meant by effec-
tive citizenship education (Kerr, 2000; House of Commons, 2007). One of the difficulties facing
practitioners in this field is how to maintain pace with, and respond positively to, changes unfold-
ing in contemporary societies. In many countries, there is growing concern about an apparent
deepening disconnect between young people and democratic politics and institutions and, in par-
ticular, with the signs of their ongoing lack of interest and non-participation in political life.
Effective citizenship education in schools is considered as crucial to addressing this concern (Kerr,
2000; Hoskins and Kerr, 2012). However, there remains considerable debate as to what is meant
by the term ‘effective’ and how it can best be assessed and achieved.

In his review of citizenship education across Europe, Kerr (2000) highlights eight common and
critical challenges faced by such programmes. These comprise (1) achieving a clear definition, (2)
securing curriculum status, (3) teacher preparedness and training, (4) adopting suitable learning
approaches, (5) resources and sustainability, (6) assessment arrangements, (7) developing and
sharing good practice and (8) influencing young people’s attitudes. It should also be noted that
many of these issues are interrelated. Furthermore, some authors have stated that there is evidence
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that young people who have taken citizenship education in the United Kingdom also demonstrate
higher levels of civic knowledge and skills than those who have not studied such courses (Henn
et al., 2007; Print, 2007; Keating et al., 2010; Kerr, 2014). Similar results have been found in other
countries, including Australia (Lindstrom, 2010), the United States (Patterson et al., 2012), Israel
(Court and Abbas, 2010) and Scotland (Brown, 2012).

Rethinking citizenship education

Notwithstanding the benefits claimed by some to follow from such teaching and learning, Biesta
and Lawy (2006) identified three problems with the notion of citizenship education. The first is
that citizenship education is largely aimed at individual young people — the hypothesis being that
they, as individuals, lack appropriate levels of knowledge and skills, the right values and the cor-
rect dispositions to be the citizens that they should be. In other words, citizenship is depicted as a
capacity or capability, based upon a particular set of knowledge, skills and dispositions, and under-
stood in terms of individual responsibility and choice, and not taking into account someone’s com-
munity context. The second problem concerns the assumption that citizenship can be understood
as the outcome of an educational trajectory. Here, the idea of citizenship as outcome reveals a
strong instrumental orientation in the idea of citizenship education, and the authors challenge this
assumption. Third, Biesta and Lawy argue that there is no guarantee that at the end of the course,
students’ understandings of the citizenship ideas and concepts will match the intended learning
outcomes. Finally, several authors claim that the problem of citizenship is not about young people
as individuals but about young people in context; where they are apparently unwilling to become
active in social and political life, this is less about lack of understanding of citizenship issues, and
more to do with young people feeling both let down by politicians, and that there are no meaningful
opportunities for them to influence the political world around them (Kerr, 2000; Biesta and Lawy,
2006; Henn and Foard, 2014).

It has also been argued (Kerr, 2000; Jones, 2007; Biesta et al., 2009) that there should be a
strong focus on the participatory element of citizenship education — on experiential learning, and
on extending citizenship education beyond the classroom and into the community. Central to this
position is the collaborative role that schools and non-governmental organisations can play in
building school-community partnerships that extend beyond traditional sectarian boundaries sup-
porting citizenship education and active citizenship (Ilcan and Basok, 2004). Therefore, civic edu-
cation curricula can implicitly act as the agency of political structures and their reproduction, not
only in what is taught but also how it is taught (Biesta et al., 2009; Haste, 2010).

A recent report undertaken by the Youth Select Committee (2014) during 2013 and 2014 recom-
mended that the UK Government invest ‘in new initial teacher training places for dedicated citi-
zenship teachers, with a view to ensuring that all citizenship lessons are taught by citizenship
specialists by 2020’ (p. 34). This reflects suggestions proposed in other studies (e.g. Jones, 2007,
Biesta et al., 2009; Kerr, 2014; Whiteley, 2014). The report also suggested that political education
should be a compulsory element structured within the school curriculum for all young people. It
should offer information on key formal political activities — such as how to vote, how to register to
vote, how to contact elected politicians, information on different types of elections and the differ-
ent positions of political parties (Youth Select Committee, 2014). Furthermore, the Committee
recommended a review of politics and citizenship education in schools which would evaluate the
potential benefits of introducing compulsory politics as a stand-alone subject in the GCSE. The
Department for Education (DFE) published a revised National Curriculum on 11 September 2013
for first teaching from September 2014, suggesting that Citizenship programmes of study must be
taught to pupils at Key Stage 3 (age 11-14years) and Key Stage 4 (age 14—16years), with schools
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deciding how to organise their curriculum to address these statutory teaching requirements
(Department for Education, 2014).

Alongside the debate concerning citizenship education, there are still issues to be examined con-
cerning the impact of such study on young people’s participation in civic and political life. However,
after the Government’s revision of the National Curriculum in 2013, the Secretary of State for
Education declared that although citizenship education would be maintained as a statutory subject at
secondary school level, in practice it was revised and reduced (Kisby and Sloam, 2014). However,
according to Kisby (2014), there has been some concern expressed by citizenship education cam-
paigners regarding the fact that the new reduced citizenship curriculum is “very problematic, under-
pinned by a highly individualised, consumerist agenda — focusing on teaching about personal finance
and financial services and products but not providing students with knowledge about public finance
and economic decision making more broadly’ (p. 7). Additionally, although citizenship was retained
as a GCSE qualification for optional study, the Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA) are
not planning to offer an Advanced Level qualification for the subject in 2017 (AQA, 2016).

Aims and objectives of this study

To date, despite the various studies into the topic of citizenship education (e.g. Tonge et al., 2012;
Kisby and Sloam, 2014; Abe et al., 2015; Knoester and Parkison, 2015), there is still a need to bet-
ter understand the impact that studying for a formal qualification in GCSE CS — which is currently
only available for study in England — has on young people’s political and civic engagement. The
main aim of this study is therefore to examine young people’s patterns of political engagement and
general political orientation, and whether these reflect study in CS. Our approach reflects the exist-
ing literature on youth political engagement and citizenship education (e.g. Print, 2007; Keating
et al., 2010; Whiteley, 2014), and hypothesises that those young people who took the GCSE in CS
were more politically engaged than those who did not take the course.

Methods

To examine this hypothesis, quantitative data from a study conducted by one of the authors in 2011 was
created.? This was derived from a national, representative online survey of 1025 young people aged
18years living in England, Scotland and Wales in May 2010. Using this sample enabled the authors to
compare the views of young people living in England who completed the GCSE CE with those of other
young people across Britain who did not take the course — whether living in England (who had opted
not to take the course), or in Scotland and Wales who were not eligible to take the GCSE CS. The survey
was conducted during April and May 2011, oneyear after the 2010 UK General Election; this was
important because we wanted to assess the views and reactions of this particular age group after they
had been granted their first opportunity as newly enfranchised citizens to gain experience of life under
a new government — regardless of whether or not they had opted to vote in the election.

Participants

The sample (n=1025) comprised slightly more males (51.5%) than females, and the overwhelming
majority of the participants were 19 years old (18years at the time of the preceding 2010 General
Election). Over four-fifths of the sample (83.8%) reported being White British. Slightly more than
half (57.3%) remained in full-time education at the time of the survey, and 22.3% of the partici-
pants left full-time continuous education when they were 17 or 18 years of age. A summary of key
socio-demographic variables can be found in Table 1.



Pontes et al.

"MOUD| 2,UOP (] ‘OU N S34 :A ‘UoneINp3 AJBPUOIS JO 2IBIYNIDY) [BIDUID) 13§D ‘UONEBINPS BWN-|[NJ Ul [|1S :J | 4 ‘SPUBIPIL ISOAA ‘AWM PUB|SUT JO 3BT :HNJT ‘PUBPODS :] DS ‘UOp

-U0T 38249 (N 3SBIYINOS :3S ‘SIIBAA STAA ISOMUINOS AAS ‘SPUEB|PIA IS8T T ASOAA YIION AAN ‘OPISISqUINK PUB SIYSHIOA WNH/SHA 38T YaIoN :JN “Iamsue 01 30u uaja.d :yN tdnous sluyss
J3y10 :5JOO BsauIyD) :JNHD PuUNo.y g S 1aYa0 AUk H | OF ‘UBdLYY ddE|g 1y4Vg ‘Ueaqqlied) yae|g :gyDg {Punc.dydeq uelsy Jayio Aue iH| OV ‘lIysepejSueg NGV ‘1uelsbied N>V ‘Uelpu|
‘ANIV ‘PUno.ByIeq PaXIW 13430 AUE :|J | OIW ‘UBISY PUE YAA SYAAW ‘UBDLYY YIB|g PUE DUYAA VAW ‘UBSGGLIED SIDBIG PUE SUYAA “DIAAIW USIHE DUYAA 9430 AUB SGAOA “YSBHE YA SIEM

(A4 LU I'§T sapms diysuaznidy

a N A ur3soo

€15 L2l £ LL (szo1=Y)

314 1IMS JI9pjo 1o 6] 8l 4oLl 91404G] [00y2s 33] 38y

Y6 AWM 6 ON33 98 1DS I'II ANT ¥¥13IS TISIM 98MS  9LWI  1I'TI MN 1'6 WNH SHA S¥IN (5701 =u) uoiday
90 0l ¥t LT S0 S0 10 8'¢€8

€1 VN 505300 903INHD €0HLO49 01 ¥dvd 60 94909 HLOV Nvav NMdV  ANIV  WLOW SYMIW VAMIW £0D9MIW  0€ IMOM NMEM (5201 =u) Apiupg
8'66 0

sieakg|  sdeakg| (5701 =u) °8y

g8y drWay G 3 (5701 =U) 49pudD

% % % % % % % % % % % % % % % %

"a]dwies sy jo sonsliadeJeyd dlydeaSowspoiog | aqel



8 Education, Citizenship and Social Justice 00(0)

Materials

The questionnaire? used in the original survey comprised items assessing socio-demographic fac-
tors such as gender, ethnicity, age the participants left school, region of residence and social class.
There were also questions addressing young people’s interest in politics and elections, and a sec-
tion of questions related to their satisfaction with the way that democracy works in the country,
how they felt about electoral processes and outcomes in Britain, along with their likelihood to vote
according to different and alternative forms of voting. Moreover, there was a group of questions
and statements related to political parties, as well as items assessing how active the young respond-
ents were in politics and community affairs. A full list of those items examined in this particular
article is set out in the Supplementary Appendix.

Statistical analyses

The statistical analyses comprised (1) independent sample tests for mean comparisons (Table 2)
and (2) categorical data analyses (i.e. chi-square tests; Tables 3 to 5). All statistical tests adopted a
significance level of p<0.05.

Results

Only 25% of the survey respondents studied for the GCSE course in CS which was only available
to students educated in England, while three-quarters of the sample did not. The results from the
independent #-tests summarised in Table 2 indicate that in terms of formal/electorally based par-
ticipation, young people who had taken the GCSE CS were significantly more likely than those
that had not taken the course to (1) support the idea of voting via the Internet or digital TV in the
future if there was such an option available (#503)=-3.39, p<0.05) and (2) be a member of a
political party (#315)=-2.71, p<0.001; see Table 2).

Regarding informal methods of political participation, young people who took the GCSE CS
course were more likely than those that had not taken the course to (1) agree with the idea that peo-
ple should be allowed to organise public meetings to protest against the government (#(511)=-2.32,
»<0.05) and (2) have previously been involved in local community affairs (#425)=—1.80, p<0.05;
see Table 2).

Furthermore, in relation to the attitudes towards democratic practices, processes, parties and
professional politicians, young people who had completed the GCSE CS were also more likely
than those that had not taken the course to be satisfied with the way that democracy works in
Britain (#(491)=-0.87, p<0.05; see Table 2). However, results also revealed that young people
who had studied the GCSE CS were significantly /ess likely than those who had not to have confi-
dence in their knowledge about political parties when it comes to deciding how to vote at an elec-
tion (#(500)=—0.77, p<0.05; see Table 2). Furthermore, statistically significant differences
emerged in terms of their motivations for voting for one party rather than another. Table 3 indicates
that those who had nof studied the GCSE CS differed from those who took the course and were less
likely to cite the following statements when justifying their voting decisions: (1) ‘the party has the
best leader’ (2 (1, 161)=5.59, p=0.02), (2) ‘I really preferred another party but it stood no chance
of winning in my constituency’ (x> (1, 86)=7.37, p=0.001) and (3) ‘I liked the local candidate’ (>
(1, 120)=3.98, p=0.05; see Table 3).

Interestingly, the GCSE CS group were significantly more likely to express negative views about
the outcomes from democratic practice, and particularly in terms of the motives and actions of the
political parties and elected politicians. The findings reveal statistically significant differences
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Table 2. T-test differences in political engagement and political participation according to young people’s
enrolment or not on the GCSE Citizenship Studies course.

Took GCSE  Did not take GCSE t df Cl Cl p Cohen’s
in Citizenship in Citizenship lower upper d
Studies Studies
mean (SD) mean (SD)
Interest politics in 3.09 (1.07)  3.11 (1.51) -0.20 477.623 -0.170 0.139 0.096
general
Knowledge about 2.53 (0.90)  2.58 (1.02) -0.765 500.424 -0.184 0.081 <0.05 0.07
parties/vote
Supporter of a 2.69 (0.75)  2.64 (0.71) 1.044 425765 -0.049 0.161 0.731
particular party
Which political 2.38(1.83)  2.38(1.79) 0.006 139.073 -0.448 0451 0.883
party supported
Gov. treats young 3.66 (1.09) 3.62 (1.08) 0.508 442.606 -0.115 0.196 0.755
people fairly
Gap expectations/ 2.09 (1.08)  2.28 (1.13) -2.322 464417 -0.338 —-0.028 0.137
reality
Neglecting duty if 3.30 (1.24)  3.38 (1.14) -0.863 416.381 -0.248 0.097 0.058
did not vote
Public protest 2.19 (1.05)  2.38(1.22) -2.315 511.129 -0.340 -0.028 <0.05 0.21
meetings
Time/effort to be  2.93 (1.17)  3.09 (1.16) -1.910 441.072 -0.328 0.005 0.5I5
active in politics
Knowledge what  2.65 (1.21)  2.80 (1.19) -1.698 441453 -0.319 0.023 0.379
is going on in
politics
Satisfaction 2.88 (1.13)  2.95(1.26) -0.873 491.270 -0.239 0.092 <0.05 0.08
democracy works
Elections help 294 (1.36)  3.01 (1.30) -0.793 427.882 -0.269 0.114 048
keep promises
Elections express 2.33 (1.15)  2.60 (1.22) —-3.242 466.487 -0.441 -0.108 0.150
opinions
Elections whatis  2.68 (1.15)  2.71 (1.19) -0.426 456.251 -0.201 0.129 0.984
important
Elections waste of 3.01 (1.27)  3.15(1.24) —-1.547 435.861 -0.321 0.038 0.440
time/money
Elections listen 270 (1.19)  2.76 (1.20) -0.643 446.783 -0.226 0.115 0.526
public opinion
Vote public place 1.83 (0.71) 1.95 (0.80) -2.249 499.966 -0.223 -0.015 0.864
Vote over more  1.63 (0.69) 1.71 (0.76) -1.696 481.019 -0.189 0.014 0.657
than oneday
Polling stations 1.60 (0.64)  1.74 (0.72) -2.783 499.025 -0.226 -0.039 0.879
24hours
Vote by post 1.72 (0.67)  1.83 (0.73) -2.158 482.313 -0.204 -0.010 0.624
Vote by phone 1.62 (0.69)  1.75(0.79) -2.470 509.625 -0.231 -0.026 0.313
Vote by the 1.46 (0.69)  1.64 (0.79) -3.391 502.798 -0.277 -0.074 <0.05 0.31
Internet/TV
Vote was 1.62 (0.79)  1.75 (0.84) -2.127 467.071 -0.238 -0.009 0.941
compulsory

(Continued)



10 Education, Citizenship and Social Justice 00(0)

Table 2. (Continued)

Took GCSE  Did not take GCSE t df Cl Cl p Cohen’s
in Citizenship in Citizenship lower upper d
Studies Studies

mean (SD) mean (SD)

Contact MP email 2.19 (1.55)  2.22 (1.63) -0.221 465.335 -0.249 0.199 0.438
Sign electronic 3.05(l.6l) 3.02(1.69) 0.314 465.078 -0.195 0.269 0.056
petition

Share link 2.83 (1.65)  2.70 (1.70) 1.072 457311 -0.108 0.366 0.109
political/social

issue

Create group/ 224 (1.59) 220 (l.6l) 0.367 450.719 -0.184 0.269 0.736
blog politics

Volunteered 1.53 (0.50) 1.60 (0.49) —-1.804 424.609 -0.138 0.006 <0.05 0.0l
in local or

community affairs

Activity level 2.13(0.69) 2.07 (0.75) 0.790 225441 -0.092 0216 0.697

in voluntary

organisations

Being member of 1.94 (0.24) 1.98 (0.14) -2.709 314490 -0.074 -0.012 <0.001 0.31

a political party

GCSE: General Certificate of Secondary Education; SD: Standard Deviation; Cl: Confidence Interval; MP: Member of
Parliament.

Table 3. Chi-square differences in voting choices according to young people’s enrolment or not on the
GCSE Citizenship Studies course.

Total CS NoCS CS% (n) NoCS% (n) 2 df  p value

Voted General Election 1025 257 768 728 (187) 68.0(522) 208 | 0.I5
The party has the best policies 710 187 523 17.6 (33) 19.5(102) 030 | 058
The party has the best leader 709 187 522 40.1 (75) 308 (l61) 559 |  0.02
| really preferred another 709 187 522 25.7 (48) 16.5(86) 737 | 0.0l
party but it stood no chance of

winning in my constituency

| voted against one of the parties 709 187 522 27.8 (52) 26.1 (136) 020 |  0.66
or candidates

| liked the local candidate 710 187 523 29.9 (56) 229 (1200 398 1 0.05
Family tradition 709 186 523 24.7 (46) 9.7 (103) 210 | 0.5
| followed the advice of my 710 187 523 21.4 (40) 17.0 (89) 181 1 0.18
friends

Don’t know 709 187 522 4.8 (9) 4.4 (23) 009 I 077

Note: ‘Total’ refers to total number of participants answering the question; CS: total number of participants taking GCSE
CS answering the question; NoCS: total number of participants not taking GCSE CS answering the question; CS% refers
to the total percentage of people who endorsed the item who studied CS, with the respective number of people in
parentheses; NoCS% refers to total percentage of people who endorsed the item who did not study GCSE CS, with

the respective number of people in parentheses. This table excludes those who responded that they did not vote at the
2010 General Election, except for ‘Vote General Election’.

GCSE: General Certificate of Secondary Education; CS: Citizenship Studies.
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Table 4. Chi-square differences in voting motivations according to young people’s enrolment or not on
the GCSE Citizenship Studies course.

Total CS NoCS CS% (n) NoCS% (n) 2 df p value

| feel/would feel a sense of 967 253 714 545 (138) 539(385) 0.08 | 086
satisfaction when | vote/if |

voted

By voting/If | voted, | feel as if | 967 252 715 39.7 (100) 37.8(270) 0.29 | 0.59

can/could really help change the
way Britain is governed

| would be seriously neglecting 971 253 718 48.6 (123) 45.8(329) 059 I 044
my duty as a citizen if | didn’t

vote

I would only vote in an election 969 254 715 42.5(108) 41.3(295) 012 | 0.73
if | cared who won

| would only consider | have 963 253 710 62.5 (158) 563 (400) 2.86 I 0.09

the right to complain about the
government if | voted in the
General Election

Note: ‘Total’ refers to total number of participants answering the question; CS: total number of participants taking GCSE
CS answering the question; NoCS: total number of participants not taking GCSE CS answering the question; CS% refers
to the total percentage of people who endorsed the item who studied CS, with the respective number of people in
parentheses; NoCS% refers to total percentage of people who endorsed the item who did not study GCSE CS, with the
respective number of people in parentheses.

GCSE: General Certificate of Secondary Education; CS: Citizenship Studies.

between the two groups, with those who had completed the GCSE CS considerably more likely than
their counterparts to agree that (1) there is often a big difference between what a party promises it
will do and what it actually does when it wins an election (2 (1, 209)=3.78, p=0.05), (2) in general,
political parties are more interested in winning elections than in governing afterwards (¥ (1,
187)=5.04, p=0.03), (3) the main political parties in Britain don’t offer voters real choices in elec-
tions because their policies are pretty much all the same (y? (1, 123)=4.79, p=0.03) and (4) political
parties do more to divide the country than to unite it (y> (1, 142)=5.53, p=0.02; see Table 5). Of
particular note, although very critical of the political class in general, this group of GCSE CS com-
pleters were more positive of their particular member of parliament than were their counterparts,
claiming that they try hard to look after the interests of all people in their constituency (y> (1,
82)=7.27, p=0.01; see Table 5).

Discussion

The main aim of this study was to examine if there were differences between young people who
studied for the GCSE qualification in CS and those who did not in terms of their levels of political
engagement and participation. Results demonstrated that the GCSE CS group were more likely to
have voted in the previous General Election than their contemporaries. Given that the literature
suggests that turning out to vote is a strong indicator of young people’s political engagement (e.g.
Tonge et al., 2012; Whiteley, 2014), this fits with our hypothesis that formally studying citizenship
matters is positively related to political engagement (Keating et al., 2010; Tonge et al., 2012).
However, results also suggested that those who did not take the GCSE CS were more confident in
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Table 5. Chi-square differences in perceptions of political parties according to young people’s enrolment
or not on the GCSE Citizenship Studies course.

Total CS NoCS CS% (n) NoCS% (n) 2 df p value

Political parties are effective 948 249 699 265 (66) 21.0(147) 3.16 |1 0.08
organisations for changing the lives

of people for better

There is often a big difference 959 252 707 82.9 (209) 77.1 (545) 378 1 0.05
between what a party promises it

will do and what it actually does

when it wins an election

In general, political parties are more 954 251 703 745 (187) 66.9 (470) 5.04 | 0.03
interested in winning elections than

in governing afterwards

My member of parliament tries 807 224 583 36.6(82) 269(157) 727 | 0.0l
hard to look after the interests of

people in my constituency

The main political parties in Britain 926 246 680 50.0 (123) 41.9(285) 479 | 0.03
don’t offer voters real choices in

elections because their policies are

pretty much all the same

Political parties do more to divide 942 250 692 56.8 (142) 48.1(333) 553 1 0.02
the country than unite it

Parties generally do a good job in 928 248 680 28.2 (70) 23.1 (157) 259 | 0.1l
finding suitable people to run for

parliament

In elections, political parties 938 245 693 55.1 (135) 51.2(355) 1.09 | 0.29

don’t tell people about the really
important problems facing the
country

Note: ‘Total’ refers to total number of participants answering the question; CS: total number of participants taking GCSE
CS answering the question; NoCS: total number of participants not taking GCSE CS answering the question; CS% refers
to the total percentage of people who endorsed the item who studied CS, with the respective number of people in
parentheses; NoCS% refers to total percentage of people who endorsed the item who did not study GCSE CS, with the
respective number of people in parentheses.

GCSE: General Certificate of Secondary Education; CS: Citizenship Studies.

their knowledge about political parties when it comes to deciding how to vote at election times.
This runs counter to the expectation from the hypothesis and is in contrast with previous studies
that found evidence that young people who have taken formal citizenship education demonstrate
higher levels of confidence in their civic knowledge (Henn et al., 2007; Print, 2007). Nonetheless,
Niemi and Junn (1998) found that studies conducted in America since the 1960s concerning the
impact that high school classes in American civics have on political knowledge of young people
found that there is little or no effect. In their own research based on the 1988 US National
Assessment of Educational Progress survey data, they also examined the relationship between
civic education and political knowledge, and their analysis demonstrated significant (though mod-
est) effects of civic education on knowledge among American students (Niemi and Junn, 1998).
Results revealed that young people in the CS group were more inclined than other young people
to agree with the idea that people should be allowed to organise public meetings to protest against
the government. According to Albacete (2014), emerging forms of political participation are char-
acterised by the use of non-political behaviour to express political opinions, and such activities are
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as diverse as buying or boycotting products, using new technologies for political reasons, and
protesting and carrying out artistic demonstrations in the streets conveying political messages
(Delli Carpini, 2000; Albacete, 2014). Research also suggests that those young people are also
likely to engage in protest activities, have higher expectations of democratic politics and are con-
sequently more likely to express their discontent with governance and the quality of participatory
opportunities offered by the political system (Sloam, 2014). However, despite their view that peo-
ple should be allowed to organise public meetings to protest against the government, young people
who completed the GCSE CS appeared to be more satisfied with the way democracy works in the
Britain than those who did not take the CS course.

Those young people in the CS group reported that they would be more likely than their counterparts
to vote in the future if they were able to do so via the Internet or digital television. Likewise, in a recent
study of youth engagement, researchers found that 66% of young people would be more likely to vote
if they could do so online (Birdwell et al., 2014), and the Sky News Stand Up Be Counted Survey also
found that four out of five young people would be more likely to do so (Sky News, 2014). Research
evidence indicates that new technologies enable the individual to be an active agent in accessing,
modifying and disseminating information on a potentially global scale, almost instantaneously (Haste,
2010). Moreover, Gallagher and Hafner (2008) stated that using modern technology, it should be pos-
sible to make citizens aware of governmental activities, bring them into the decision-making process
and facilitate a closer relationship between the government and the people. It could also help increase
young people’s political literacy by helping them learn about how to make themselves more effective
in public life (Crick, 1998). For example, in 2009, the Ackerman Colloquium on Technology and
Citizenship Education was conceived as a forum exploring new ground and topics on how to integrate
technology within citizenship education in schools (Van Fossen, 2009).

It is interesting to highlight that the rationale underpinning the decision to introduce citizenship
education in schools was in part driven by the 1997-2001 UK Government’s desire to reverse what
were perceived to be declining levels of social capital evident at that time (Kisby, 2006). Previous
studies have found evidence that community service is a strong predictor of adult voting and vol-
unteering (Hart et al., 2007) and also a factor that may influence young people’s feelings and
actions about civic and political participation (Finlay et al., 2010). Given that our analyses revealed
that the GCSE CS group within the study exhibited higher levels of involvement in community
affairs when compared with other youth, this suggests that formal study in this citizenship qualifi-
cation may have a positive impact in terms of their social capital.

Results also indicated that when asked about the reasons to vote for one political party rather
than another, young people who studied for the GCSE CS were statistically significantly more
likely than their counterparts to justify their choices by responding that either the party they voted
for had the best leader or that they preferred another party, but it stood no chance of winning in
their constituency, or that they liked the local candidate.

Finally, notwithstanding the positive reception that they give to individual local Members of
Parliament, young people who took the GCSE CS were otherwise significantly more sceptical than
other youth of the motivations and practices of the British political class in general. In particular,
they were considerably more likely to agree that there is often a big difference between what a
party promises it will do and what it actually does when it wins an election, and they are more
interested in winning elections than in governing afterwards. They also feel that the main political
parties in Britain do not offer voters real choices in elections because their policies are pretty much
all the same; furthermore, these same parties do more to divide the country than unite it. These
results reinforce findings reported elsewhere within the literature that young people lack trust in
political parties and are disillusioned with the way that formal politics works in practice (e.g. Henn
and Weinstein, 2006; Albacete, 2014; O’Toole, 2015).
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It is important to note that although young people who took the CS GCSE were more likely
to have voted in the previous General Election than their contemporaries (by a margin of 73% to
68% but not statistically different), it does not signal that they are not disillusioned. Some people
vote even if they are disillusioned with the way that politics works, but they may consider that
voting is the only means open to them to influence what is going on in politics (e.g. Lee and
Young, 2013). It is also important to emphasise that these differences found between the two
groups — those who took the GCSE CS and those who did not — in terms of their political and
civic behaviours, may pre-date their taking of the course. It might be the case that those who are
more politically and/or civically engaged are also more likely to take the GCSE CS course in the
first place, so these particular classes might have little or no impact on students’ behaviours and
engagement. For example, in their study on the role of diversity, deprivation and democratic
climate at school, Keating and Benton (2013) observed that when prior outcomes were taken into
account (e.g. regarding young people’s participation in civic activities), they were clearly the
strongest and most consistent predictors of students’ current civic attitudes and behaviours.
Although this was not addressed in this study, this would be something to examine more system-
atically in future studies.

Limitations and future research

This article has generated potentially important findings about the impact of studying for the GCSE
CS on political engagement and participation among a large representative sample of teenage par-
ticipants. However, this study has some limitations that need to be considered.

The first of these is that the data are self-report and subject to well-known biases (such as recall
biases and social desirability biases). Another limitation relates to the questions used to assess
young people’s political engagement because they mainly focused on formal (rather than informal)
forms of political participation. Another limitation was that there are no previous studies investi-
gating the differences between young people’s political engagement between those who have taken
the GCSE in CS and those who have not; therefore, there are no direct comparisons with previous
findings. However, the absence of such prior studies provides a justification for this particular
research study. Additionally, due to the cross-sectional nature of this study, it was possible to estab-
lish correlations between taking or not the GCSE course and young people’s political and civic
engagement. However, it was not possible to establish causality. There could be, for example, other
factors intervening in the way civic education works, such as the lack of training of teachers who
deliver citizenship education classes at school or even individual differences across young people
that could require an analysis from a psychological point of view.

In light of these limitations, future research should be conducted to explore at more depth the
differences between those young people who take formal qualifications in CS at school and those
who do not, in terms of their political engagement. Such research should examine indicators related
to both formal and alternative methods of political participation. Moreover, the motives as to why
some young people opt not to study CS courses should be investigated, so that necessary actions
designed to encourage greater youth involvement in politics can be articulated and implemented.
Other studies should be carried out to ascertain the potential benefits of introducing compulsory
politics in GCSE classes in schools.

Conclusion

Politicians, academics, practitioners and commentators often point to the need for schools to pro-
vide more education about citizenship matters. The results from this study demonstrate that there
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are some considerable gains to be made in this respect, with some significant differences between
those young people who have completed study for the GCSE in CS and those who have not in
terms of their respective levels of political engagement, participation and inclinations.

Schools play an important role in political socialisation. However, to address citizenship-
related issues more efficiently, the impact of the delivery of teaching and learning issues must be
acknowledged. For example, some authors argue that for citizenship education to be effective,
policy announcements must be supported with practical assistance from schools and trained
teachers (Keating and Kerr, 2013). Accordingly, Burton et al. (2015) found that the most salient
issue concerning the inclusion of citizenship education in schools was who teaches it, when, and
how it is delivered and assessed. Therefore, it appears that the training of teachers in citizenship
education is fundamental for their own confidence in the subject matter, and if delivered in an
appropriate manner, this may translate into greater understanding and appreciation of the subject
by students. This is in line with one of the Youth Select Committee (2014) proposals, which
encourage the Government to invest in new initial teacher training places for dedicated citizen-
ship teachers with a view to ensuring that all citizenship lessons are taught by citizenship spe-
cialists by 2020.

There are still issues to be discussed concerning the impact of citizenship education on young
people’s participation in civic and political life. To achieve its ambition to contribute to enhanced
youth political engagement, the teaching of citizenship needs to be supplemented with a more in-
depth understanding of the ways in which young people actually learn in the communities and
practices that make up their everyday lives.
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Notes

1. As outlined below, citizenship education in Britain is only available as a statutory subject in secondary
schools in England, but not in Wales (where it is a non-statutory subject) or in Scotland (where it is a
cross-curricular theme). Furthermore, study for the specific General Certificate of Secondary Education
(GCSE) qualification in Citizenship Studies is only available (as an optional course) to students living
and studying in England but not for those living elsewhere in Britain (Democratic Life, 2010; UCAS,
2015).

2. Full details of the research design used in the study are available on request from the authors of this
article.

3. The full questionnaire, including all questions, is available from the authors on request.
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