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ABSTRACT 

The Formation of Informed and Engaged Citizens: Civic Education at Santa Ana Unified 

School District provides an in-depth case study into the civic education at Santa Ana Unified 

School District (SAUSD), a majority-minority urban school district in Santa Ana, California 

serving 48,000 students across sixty K-12 schools. Through an analysis incorporating Board of 

Education meetings, interviews with Board members and teachers, the twelfth-grade government 

course requirement, and co-curricular programs, it becomes apparent SAUSD facilitates an 

innovative, student-centered civic education in classrooms and in co-curricular spaces with the 

goal of developing students’ knowledge of and participation in government. This thesis argues 

that these curricular and co-curricular opportunities bring about a transformative education for 

students experiencing separation from government, especially when students might feel alienated 

by virtue of their identities as Latinos, low-income, underrepresented, and/or immigrant. 

Furthermore, this thesis offers broader implications regarding school districts’ existing 

structures that support civic education opportunities for students, such as a district-wide 

government course requirement and other investments in civic education through co-curricular 

programs. As is the case at SAUSD, the reality is (1) schools tend to prioritize language arts and 

math over civic education and (2) the transformative civic education opportunities that exist 

reach a small number of students and this brings to question the scale of beneficial programs and 

how accessible they may or may not be for a given population of students.   
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PREFACE 

 Beginning sophomore year at Georgetown, American Studies majors like myself are 

encouraged to keep a list of potential topics for our senior thesis that we can return to our senior 

year when it comes time to begin our culminating thesis project. My list included topics that in 

one way or another connected to my identities as a Latino, low-income, first-generation, and 

formerly undocumented college student. I wanted my senior thesis to give me the opportunity to 

learn more about issues relevant to my experiences growing up but that I could not access in the 

academic space because this space did not necessarily cater to my identities. When it came time 

for me to decide on a topic, I immediately thought about the possibility of writing about my 

community and using the senior thesis as an opportunity to explore an area within education— 

civic education— that could inform my teaching, as I am an aspiring high school social studies 

teacher who plans to return to my community to teach in the near future.  

 I include this page because I want to be upfront about my positionality in relation to my 

topic. I am a graduate of the Santa Ana Unified School District (SAUSD), the district I use as a 

case study in this senior thesis, and I am interested in implementing a robust civic education 

model when I am in a classroom in the coming years. While these two facts have been integral to 

my decision to write about the civic education at SAUSD, I have made it my goal to be 

thoughtful about my research and to approach my topic in an unbiased, critical way. This thesis 

brings together secondary research on civic education theories, models, and application with 

primary research from Board of Education documents, interviews with teachers, and analysis of 

SAUSD curricular and co-curricular programs. My role as an SAUSD graduate interested in 

civic education did not hinder the quality or breadth of my research, and instead, enabled me to 

seek to build a strong, thoughtful argument.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
People who vote regularly, contact politicians and other government officials, 
speak up in public meetings, join civic organizations, and donate money to both 
candidates and civic causes invariably have more civic and political power in the 
United States . . . than those who do not. 

 
—Meira Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind 

 
 

In order to function, the democratic system in the United States requires citizens who 

understand the democratic process and who are able to participate in it.1 The idea of having 

citizens who are informed and who actively engage in democracy is of the utmost importance. 

Yet, as Levinson points out in the epigraph, the people who exercise their civic and political 

power by being involved in democratic practices tend to have more influence compared to 

people who do not exercise their own power. To make matters worse, the people who tend to use 

this civic and political power are not the ones most affected by the inequalities present in our 

society. According to Kahne and Sporte, “Low-income and less-educated citizens, as well as 

recent immigrants and those less proficient in English, are often underrepresented in the political 

process, have far less voice, and the votes of elected officials align with those of higher income 

citizens to a far greater degree than with the rest of the population.” 2 While these striving 

segments of our society need a responsive, accountable government, their identities as low-

                                                
1 William A. Galston, “Political Knowledge, Political Engagement, and Civic Education,” Annual Review 

of Political Science 4 (2001): 217, accessed October 7, 2018, 
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/annurev.polisci.4.1.217.  

 
2 Joe Kahne and Susan Sporte, “Developing Citizens: The Impact of Civic Learning Opportunities on 

Students’ Commitment to Civic Participation,” in Civic Education and Youth Political Participation, ed. Murray 
Print and Henry Milner (Rotterdam: Sense Publishers, 2009), 160. 
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income, less-educated, immigrants, and/or English learners affect their ability to exercise their 

civic and political power.  

To tackle the inequality in democratic participation, schools in the United States play a 

key role as “the most appropriate sites for forming citizens.”3 Jamieson et al. write in Guardian 

of Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools, “While there is no single solution that alone can 

revitalize our democracy, there is one common-sense step our nation can take to strengthen it. 

Too often overlooked by politicians, educators, and civic engagement advocates, investing in 

civic learning strengthens American democracy.”4 In schools, young people can obtain the 

knowledge and skills to exercise their civic and political power through a robust civic education. 

The aim of this civic education is “to produce good citizens” 5 who possess “the virtues, 

knowledge, and skills necessary for meaningful citizen participation in public life.”6 In 

democratic jurisdictions around the world, there is consensus that the way to address inequality 

in democratic participation is with enhanced programs of civic education.”7 If schools are able to 

                                                
3 Galston, “Political Knowledge, Political Engagement, and Civic Education,” 231. 

 
4 Kathleen H. Jamieson et al., Guardian of Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools (Philadelphia, PA: 

Leonore Annenberg Institute for Civics of the Annenberg Public Policy Center at the University of Pennsylvania, 
2011), 6, accessed February 21, 2019, https://www.carnegie.org/publications/guardian-of-democracy-the-civic-
mission-of-schools/. 

 
5 Vincent Tournier, “Attitudes Toward Citizenship and Political Participation Underlying Approaches to 

Civic Education: A Comparative Analysis,” in Civic Education and Youth Political Participation, ed. Murray Print 
and Henry Milner (Rotterdam: Sense Publishers, 2009), 61. 

 
6 Murray Print, Henry Milner, and Chi Nguyen, “Introduction,” in Civic Education and Youth Political 

Participation, ed. Murray Print and Henry Milner (Rotterdam: Sense Publishers, 2009), x. 
 
7 Alan Sears, “Children’s Understandings of Democratic Participation Lessons for Civic Education,” in 

Civic Education and Youth Political Participation, ed. Murray Print and Henry Milner (Rotterdam: Sense 
Publishers, 2009), 155. 
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facilitate this civic education, current inequalities regarding who exercises their civic and 

political power will decrease. 

Because schools, as well as teachers and curricula within schools, are the “critical link 

between education and citizenship,” 8 it is important to examine both how schools foster 

opportunities for students to be informed about government and to be engaged in it and the areas 

for growth in this matter. As such, in this senior thesis, I offer a case study to explore the ways in 

which Santa Ana Unified School District (SAUSD), a majority-minority serving school district, 

where 96 percent of students are Latino and 91 percent are low-income, enacts civic education to 

develop its students’ knowledge of and participation in government.  

Through an analysis incorporating Board of Education meetings, interviews with Board 

members and teachers, the twelfth-grade government course requirement, and co-curricular 

programs, it becomes apparent SAUSD facilitates an innovative, student-centered civic 

education in classrooms and in co-curricular spaces with the goal of developing students’ 

knowledge of and participation in government. This thesis argues that these curricular and co-

curricular opportunities bring about a transformative civic education for students experiencing 

separation from government, especially when students might feel alienated by virtue of their 

identities as Latinos, low-income, underrepresented, and/or immigrant. However, this thesis also 

highlights limitations concerning the small percentage of students receiving a robust civic 

education, given the lack of direct investment from the District to strengthen civic education.  

 

 

                                                
8 Richard G. Niemi and Jane Junn, Civic Education: What Makes Students Learn (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1998), 3. 
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Literature Review 

Research on civic education demonstrates the crucial role civic education plays in our 

society. Civic education supports students as they become connected with their community, 

nation, and global community.9 Similarly, it helps people understand their identity as both 

individuals and as members of groups and provides a basic level of civic knowledge, both of 

which can decrease a person’s mistrust and alienation from civic life.10 Jamieson asserts that 

civic education ought to increase students’ knowledge of our democratic system and provide an 

opportunity for students to increase their participation in the democratic system. She writes, 

“[T]he classroom is both the training ground for democracy and the incubator of its leaders.”11 

At its core, civic education seeks to provide civic knowledge and civic engagement skills. 

Brenda O’Neill contends in “Democracy, Models of Citizenship and Civic Education” that 

“knowledge of government and politics is essential for citizens’ ability to participate 

effectively.”12 In their book, Civic Education: What Makes Students Learn, Richard G. Niemi 

and Jane Junn argue “civic knowledge is necessary and useful for citizens in a democracy and, 

indeed, that democracy is incompatible with widespread ignorance about government and 

politics on the part of the citizenry.”13 Niemi and Junn add,  

                                                
9 James A. Banks, “Teaching for Social Justice, Diversity, and Citizenship in a Global World,” The 

Educational Forum 68, no. 4 (2004): 296, accessed October 7, 2018, 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/220662543?OpenUrlRefId=info:xri/sid:primo&accountid=11091. 

 
10 Galston, “Political Knowledge, Political Engagement, and Civic Education,” 223-224. 
 
11 Kathleen H. Jamieson, “The Challenges Facing Civic Education in the 21st Century,” Daedalus 142, no. 

2 (2013): 66. accessed October 7, 2018, https://www.jstor.org/stable/43297234. 
 
12 Brenda O’Neill, “Democracy, Models of Citizenship and Civic Education,” in Civic Education and 

Youth Political Participation, ed. Murray Print and Henry Milner (Rotterdam: Sense Publishers, 2009), 9. 
 
13 Niemi and Junn, Civic Education, 9. 

 
 



5 
 
 

In short, political knowledge helps citizens operate effectively in a democracy, heightens 
their awareness of the limits of both governmental and citizen behavior, increases 
attainment of democratic goals by promoting more equal access among citizens, and 
contributes to the extent to which citizens regard their government with confidence and 
satisfaction.14 
 
Civic engagement skills are the skills “necessary to participate as active and responsible 

citizens in democracy,” 15 according to the report, Guardian of Democracy: The Civic Mission of 

Schools, which details the decline in civic learning in American schools. The report also 

stipulates these skills include “critical thinking, collective action, speaking, listening, 

collaboration, community organizing, public advocacy, and the ability to gather and process 

information.”16 Together, civic knowledge and civic engagement skills form civically informed 

and engaged citizens.  

Within the discussion that civic education facilitates civic knowledge and civic 

engagement skills, researchers suggest these two functionalities can be seen as ideological. As 

part of the ideological spectrum discussion, civic education falls under two camps: republican 

citizenship and liberal citizenship. Republican citizenship is defined as a civic education 

emphasizing the knowledge of American history and the traditional American narrative, with the 

goal of assimilation.17 Liberal citizenship, on the other hand, is a civic education that fosters an 

understanding of American history and society through a critical lens with the goal of being 

                                                
14 Niemi and Junn, Civic Education, 9. 

 
15 Jamieson et al., Guardian of Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools, 16.  
 
16 Jamieson et al., Guardian of Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools, 16.  
 
17 Wayne Journell, “Social Studies, Citizenship Education, and the Search for an American Identity: An 

Argument Against a Unifying Narrative,” Journal of Thought 46, no. 3-4 (2011): 11, accessed October 7, 2018, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/jthought.46.3-4.5.  
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inclusive.18 The two conflicting goals also shed light on the tension between fostering an 

informed or an efficacious citizenry.19 Abowitz et al. note civic education is shaped by dominant 

and emerging discourses as well as political interests and visions of what democracy should be.20 

Although an informed and engaged citizenry is a desired outcome in our democracy, 

there continue to exist asymmetries in how civic education manifests itself across schools. For 

one, federal and state governments have not made civic education a priority. When schools 

undergo budget cuts, for example, the implementation of a robust civic education becomes 

difficult because schools tend to prioritize subjects such as language arts and math, which are 

most often the subjects evaluated by high-stakes tests.21 Civic education is also not equally 

accessible for different student demographics. For low-income students, research on civic 

education indicates there are fewer opportunities for youth who grow up in poor communities to 

become civically engaged.22  

Nevertheless, the need for civically informed and engaged citizens is greatest in high-

poverty urban communities because it is in these communities where civic engagement is lowest 

and most difficult to foster due to social, economic, and demographic factors such as poverty and 

                                                
18 Journell, “Social Studies, Citizenship Education, and the Search for an American Identity,” 12.  

 
19 Helen Haste, “Constructing the Citizen,” Political Psychology 25, no. 3 (2004): 424, accessed October 7, 

2018, https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2004.00378.x. 
 

20 Kathleen K. Abowitz and Jason Harnish, “Contemporary Discourses of Citizenship,” Review of 
Educational Research 76, no. 4 (2006): 654, accessed October 7, 2018, https://www.jstor.org/stable/4124417. 
 

21 Jamieson, “The Challenges Facing Civic Education in the 21st Century,” 66. 
 

22 Robert Atkins and Daniel Hart, “Neighborhoods, Adults, and the Development of Civic Identity in Urban 
Youth,” Applied Developmental Science 7, no. 3 (2003): 156, accessed October 7, 2018, 
http://web.b.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=3002a461-9043-47cf-8ac4-
1c93da481f52%40pdc-v-sessmgr01; Jamieson, “The Challenges Facing Civic Education in the 21st Century,” 77. 
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segregation.23 As a result, schools serving these communities have the responsibility to support 

students through their civic engagement.24 Abowitz et al. contends it is the role of “critical 

educators” in these environments to offer students the opportunity to understand the importance 

of their involvement in the democratic process.25  

James A. Banks argues in “Teaching for Social Justice, Diversity, and Citizenship in a 

Global World” that schools must also “nurture, support, and affirm the identities of students from 

marginalized cultural, ethnic, and language groups,”26 as these identities often contribute to 

students’ alienation from learning about government and from participating.27 Levinson 

amplifies this need to expose youth from these communities to civic education. She argues there 

is a Civic Empowerment Gap, where poor and non-White students receive less and worse civic 

education compared to middle-class and White students.28 Levinson asserts that students who 

receive this inequitable civic education “are unlikely to become active participants in American 

civic and political life,” which then impacts how much influence they have in the decision-

making process.29   

To combat the Civic Empowerment Gap, Levinson calls for students to be “taught to 

recognize the particularity of their own perspective” through exposure to a non-traditional way 

                                                
23 Atkins and Hart, “Neighborhoods, Adults, and the Development of Civic Identity in Urban Youth,” 163.  

 
24 Atkins and Hart, “Neighborhoods, Adults, and the Development of Civic Identity in Urban Youth,” 163. 

 
25 Abowitz and Harnish, “Contemporary Discourses of Citizenship,” 670.  
 
26 Banks, “Teaching for Social Justice, Diversity, and Citizenship in a Global World,” 304.   

 
27 Banks, “Teaching for Social Justice, Diversity, and Citizenship in a Global World,” 304. 
 
28 Meira Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), 50. 

 
29 Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind, 31.  
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of teaching centered around guided experiential civic education where students have the 

opportunity to participate in internships, community organizing, and activities such as mock 

trials.30 She adds that approaching civic education in this way will “upend and reshape power 

relationships directly, through public, political, and civic action.”31 This approach is timely, as 

Daniel Hart and Ben Levine conclude from their research on urban adolescents’ civic 

participation that “[T]he state of civic participation among minority and low-income adults and 

their children should alarm anyone who is concerned about the future of the United States.”32  

Ultimately, the literature on civic education indicates a civic education geared towards 

supporting striving students to become informed and engaged citizens must bridge together 

knowledge on how government works with opportunities for students to become engaged in the 

democratic process. While there is an array of literature on civic education theories, approaches, 

and frameworks, there is an opportunity to do a deep dive into the civic education a majority-

minority serving school district provides for its students. Therefore, this case study examines the 

civic education at SAUSD and how the District’s approach to civic education is linked to its 

students’ demographics. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
30 Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind, 84; 57. 

 
31 Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind, 13. 
 
32 Daniel Hart and Ben Kirshner, “Civic Participation and Development Among Urban Adolescents,” in 

Engaging Young People in Civic Life, ed. James Youniss and Peter Levine (Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University 
Press, 2009), 102. 
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Methodology 

The guiding research question for this study was: What civic education opportunities are 

taking place at SAUSD and what do these opportunities reveal about the District’s approach to 

educating its majority low-income, Latino student population?  

Data collection and analysis included research on:  

(1) The context of SAUSD and the District’s educational and civic priorities.  

(2) The role, mission, and purpose of the civic education at SAUSD through an analysis of 

board member discourse on civic education in biweekly Board of Education33 meetings, 

with an emphasis on meetings taking place before and after elections, postings on the 

District’s website, https://www.sausd.us/, and interviews with the Board of Education 

President and Vice President.  

(3) Existing opportunities for civic education in the curricular space, with an emphasis on the 

twelfth-grade government graduation requirement, through interviews with government 

teachers34 and an analysis of the government course standards, textbook, and other 

documents available on the District’s website, https://www.sausd.us/. 

(4) Existing opportunities for civic education in the co-curricular space, with an emphasis on 

the civic education taking place in the Speech and Debate Program, Youth and 

Government, and the Ethnic Studies Program, through an analysis of Board of Education 

meetings, Facebook postings, and programs’ websites.  

                                                
33 The SAUSD Board of Education serves as the governing board of the school district. The Board is tasked 

with leading and providing oversight over SAUSD schools and the District’s operations. In this thesis, I use the 
Board member’s discourse at Board meetings and in interviews with me as reflections of the priorities of the school 
district, as these individuals are directly responsible for the District’s policies and priorities.  

 
34 All teachers who participated in an interview were given pseudonymous.  
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When examining these sources, these questions guided the analysis:   

• What goals for civic education arise based on this “text”?  

• Based on this “text,” what is the relationship between the District’s goals for civic 

education and what happens district-wide and in schools? 

• How does the “text” contribute to the civic education happening at SAUSD?  

• In what ways does this “text” shed light on the relationship between the District’s civic 

education and the demographics of students SAUSD serves?  

 

Chapter Overview 

This thesis examines the civic education opportunities at SAUSD and how these 

opportunities are directly tied to the demographics of the District’s student population. The first 

chapter, “SAUSD and Its Civic Education Priorities,” provides an overview of SAUSD, 

including the District’s student demographics, education priorities, and goals for civic education. 

By outlining key characteristics about SAUSD that are relevant to understanding the importance 

of civic education in the District, this chapter frames the ways in which the civic education in the 

District occurs simultaneously as the District juggles with other pressures stemming from its 

urban context. The chapter also provides an analysis of the discourse SAUSD Board of 

Education members use when discussing the civic education they envision students across the 

District should receive. It brings together rhetoric used in board meetings and the context offered 

through interviews with the SAUSD Board President and Vice President.  

The second chapter, “Civic Education in the Classroom,” offers insights into how 

teachers who teach the twelfth-grade, district-wide government graduation requirement frame 

their role in fostering a classroom environment where students learn about and engage with the 
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democratic process. This chapter synthesizes different anecdotes and stories SAUSD teachers 

shared on their role in fostering civic education for students. As well, the chapter highlights the 

civic education standards, an excerpt from the textbook, and some of the class projects and 

activities happening in government classrooms across SAUSD. 

The third chapter, “Civic Education in the Co-Curricular Space” details the civic 

education that takes place outside of the classroom but within the confines of school. Here, there 

is an analysis of the Speech and Debate Program, Youth and Government, and the Ethnic Studies 

Program, three examples of the co-curricular programs taking place directly relevant to the civic 

education at SAUSD. The chapter weaves in details on how these District-wide programs 

approach civic education and the opportunities they create for students to become involved and 

to experience the democratic process.  

Lastly, the concluding part of this thesis brings together the civic education taking place 

in the curricular and co-curricular space by offering a discussion into the “so what?” of these 

civic education opportunities. There is also a discussion on the implications and key takeaways 

from the civic education taking place in SAUSD and the ways in which the District’s civic 

education, both inside and outside of the classroom, offers an opportunity for SAUSD students to 

feel connected to their community, and by extension, to their government. The thesis then 

proceeds to conclude with recommendations on ways to move forward with a transformative 

civic education at SAUSD and beyond.   
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CHAPTER 1: 
 

SAUSD and the District’s Civic Education Priorities 
 
 

Ideally, an effective school produces individuals who are academically and 
politically well prepared. 

 
—Rebecca M. Callahan and Chandra Muller, “Coming of Political Age”  

 
 
Self-government requires … citizens who are informed and thoughtful, participate 
in their communities, are involved in the political process, and possess moral and 
civic virtues. Generations of leaders, from America’s founders to the inventors of 
public education to elected leaders in the twentieth century, have understood that 
these qualities are not automatically transmitted to the next generation—they must 
be passed down through schools. Ultimately, schools are the guardians of 
democracy. 
 

—Jamieson et al., Guardian of Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools 
 
  

Schools hold a tremendous responsibility to ensure future generations are prepared 

academically. In these institutions of learning, students are expected to learn how to navigate 

living in the world and to perfect their ability to read, write, and so forth. It is in schools where 

young children first begin to interact with peers and to receive all kinds of new and interesting 

information. Nevertheless, as Callahan and Muller argue, “effective schools” are those who do 

not just prepare students academically, but as they emphasize, politically as well.35 The civic 

purpose of schools brings together the reality that students need to be prepared to read and write 

and to function as citizens who are informed and who engage in the democratic process. With 

this understanding, this chapter explores the context of SAUSD and the District’s overall 

                                                
35 Rebecca M. Callahan and Chandra Muller, Coming of Political Age: American Schools and the Civic 

Development of Immigrant Youth (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2013), 7. 
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education priorities, along with a discussion on how the District’s student demographics affect 

the education, and most importantly, the civic education, SAUSD provides.  

 

The District’s Context 

As the leader of the SAUSD Board of Education, Board President Valerie Amezcua plays 

a key role in the direction of the District. When asked why she decided to run for a seat on the 

Board of Education, she shared how disillusioned she was by the tension between students, 

parents, and teachers and the lack of student empowerment in the District.36 In her interactions as 

the parent of an SAUSD student, she felt the District was failing its students, particularly with 

the District’s zero tolerance disciplinary policies, as these policies ostracized students and 

contributed to the school-to-prison pipeline. She decided to be a part of the change she wanted to 

see happen in the District, so she ran for school board. After several failed election runs, Mrs. 

Amezcua was elected to the Board of Education in 2014. Now, as president of the Board, and 

with the support of the other Board of Education members, Board President Amezcua believes 

the District has redirected its focus to better improve the K-12 education students in the District 

receive. In “providing the best education,” she argues students are more prepared to do things 

like go off to college “because they can and they should, no matter where they come from.” 37  

This commitment to prepare students with the “best education” is relevant, given the 

group demographic of students SAUSD serves. SAUSD is the largest school district in Orange 

                                                
36 Valerie Amezcua, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 2, 2018. 

 
37 Valerie Amezcua, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 2, 2018. 
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County, California, enrolling approximately 48,000 students across sixty K-12 schools.38 Within 

this group of students, ninety-six percent identify as Latino, forty-one percent are English 

learners, and ninety-one percent are eligible for free/reduced lunch. 39 These student 

demographics and characteristics indicate SAUSD is a school district that serves a student 

population that likely experiences trauma, poverty, and unequal educational outcomes.40 Because 

of this context, the District has an added responsibility to ensure students are receiving a quality 

K-12 education. 

 

SAUSD’s Educational Priorities  

In their book, Coming of Political Age, Callahan and Muller argue “a major function of 

schools is to prepare students for college and for the labor force.”41 This preparation for college 

and career can take different forms but is mostly manifested through a robust K-12 education in 

traditional disciplines such as language arts and math. With the context of the District, it is no 

surprise that SAUSD markets itself as a school district “committed to providing each of its 

students with a high-quality education, rigorous and advanced programs, and a nurturing, safe 

environment with state-of-the-art facilities, 21st century learning and technology, and a direct 

pathway to college upon graduation.”42 With this statement, SAUSD makes a clear commitment 

to provide an education that is rigorous, nurturing, relevant, and effective in preparing students. 

                                                
38 “Quick Facts/About us,” Santa Ana Unified School District, last modified January 30, 2019, accessed 

February 18, 2019, https://www.sausd.us/domain/3.         
  

39 “Quick Facts/About us.” 
 
40 Linda Darling-Hammond, “The Anatomy of Inequality: How the Opportunity Gap is Constructed,” 

in The Flat World and Education (New York, NY: Teachers College Press, 2010). 
 

41 Callahan and Muller, Coming of Political Age, 126. 
 
42 “Quick Facts/About us.”         
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This desire to facilitate positive educational outcomes for students goes hand in hand with the 

demographics of the students SAUSD serves, as SAUSD students have historically experienced 

unequal education outcomes, including lower graduation rates, higher drop-out rates, and lower 

academic achievement levels compared to other students in the county.  

More specifically, under the District’s 2017-2020 Local Control Accountability Plan 

(LCAP), SAUSD has committed to the following goals:  

Goal 1: All students will have equitable access to a high-quality core curricular and 
instructional program. 
 
Goal 2: Establish collaboration and communication across all levels to support and 
promote engagement and school connectedness amongst students, staff, families and 
community. 
 
Goal 3: Cultivate and maintain a healthy, safe, secure, and respectful school and working 
environment for all. 
 
Goal 4: Implement a robust Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS) framework that 
provides timely and responsive support to targeted students within identified subgroups 
to meet individual academic, behavioral and social-emotional learning (SEL) needs.43 
 

Within the plan, the District stipulates it will aim to increase the College Readiness English 

language arts and math benchmarks, the English-language redesignation rate, as well as, among 

other priorities, maintain the 97 percent graduation rate from 2016. In addition to the LCAP, 

Board of Education Vice President, Dr. Rigo Rodriguez, said the school district has made 

progress on early childhood education, English-language development, and increased programs 

to support the health and well-being of students. He also mentioned the school district is 

committed to ensuring students have access to “curriculum and instruction for the 21st century.”44 

                                                
43 Santa Ana Unified School District, “Local Control Accountability Plan  (LCAP) Template,” accessed 

February 2, 2019, https://www.sausd.us/cms/lib/CA01000471/Centricity/Domain/7310/LCAP%202018-
19%20Board%20Approved%20Plan.pdf.  

 
44 Rigo Rodriguez, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, January 24, 2019. 
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Together, the LCAP goals and the progress in the aforementioned areas serve as evidence that 

the District strives to foster an equitable, engaging, supportive, and responsive education. With 

these educational priorities in place, SAUSD is preparing students academically. Another part of 

“effective” schooling, however, is the civic education students receive.45   

 

SAUSD’s Civic Education Priorities  

In their respective interviews, Board President Amezcua and Board Vice President 

Rodriguez both indicated SAUSD is committed to ensuring all students become informed and 

engaged citizens. Board Vice President Rodriguez articulated “public education is the 

cornerstone of modern democracy.” He added this brings a responsibility for schools to “form a 

group of people who understand democracy is a system that needs to work” and that it needs to 

work in a way that “level[s] the playing field for everyone.”46 Board President Amezcua voiced 

similar sentiments acknowledging, “We have the responsibility to teach our students about the 

civic process, who their leaders are, what happens when elected officials get elected.”47 The two 

sentiments expressed by the leaders of the SAUSD Board of Education detail the District’s 

commitment to civic education.  

At SAUSD, a majority of the board members held a shared understanding of the context 

in which students in Santa Ana, California, grow up in. This awareness appears to inform board 

members of their responsibility to foster opportunities for students to learn about and become 

engaged in the democratic process. 

                                                
45 Callahan and Muller, Coming of Political Age, 7. 
 
46 Rigo Rodriguez, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, January 24, 2019. 
 
47 Valerie Amezcua, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 2, 2018.  
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 The District’s mission statement offers a glimpse into the ways in which SAUSD situates 

itself as an urban school district with multiple roles: 

We assure well-rounded learning experiences, which prepare our students for success in 
college and career. We engage, inspire, and challenge all of our students to become 
productive citizens, ethical leaders, and positive contributors to our community, country 
and a global society.48 
 

The statement brings together several SAUSD operational goals, including the idea of assuring 

learning for the sake of preparing students for “success in college and career.” The statement 

then takes the role of the school district further by indicating SAUSD will “engage, inspire, and 

challenge” students to play multiple roles in society, including that of “becom[ing] productive 

citizens.” The latter raises questions about what the phrase “productive citizens” entails. In what 

ways is the school district supporting students to “become productive citizens”? Does the 

inclusion of the phrase “productive citizens” mean the school district prioritizes civic education 

for students?  

To better understand the District’s commitment to civic education, this research project 

examines the SAUSD Board meetings immediately following public acts relevant to civic 

engagement (such as elections) as windows into how the District leaders define and 

operationalize their responsibility to develop students as “productive citizens.”  

The November 15, 2016 board meeting following the 2016 presidential election, for 

example, provided a rich conversation on the impact of the election results on SAUSD students. 

During their respective remarks during the board meeting, every board member discussed the 

importance of not only fostering a safe and nurturing environment for students but also indicated 

                                                
48 “Vision and Mission Statements,” Santa Ana Unified School District, accessed February 18, 2019, 

https://www.sausd.us/domain/8254. 
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it was their priority to ensure students understood how the democratic system works and how 

students can get involved.  

Board members took their turn in discussing the relevance of political participation in the 

midst of uncertainty. Outgoing school board member at the time, Jose Alfredo Hernandez 

argued, “As an educational institution across the country, we have failed. We have failed because 

we’ve allowed racism, hatred, over many things to take over the views of others.”49 In his 

remarks, Mr. Hernandez raised the point that because SAUSD is an educational institution, it too 

holds a responsibility over the results of the 2016 presidential election and the consequences the 

election has for students. Mr. Hernandez added it was important for SAUSD to spearhead efforts 

that support students with their civic duty of voting and understanding the impact of elections on 

their family. He also argued SAUSD schools have the obligation to ensure students understand 

the democratic system and that schools are not in a position to dictate who a student should vote 

for or in support of what particular issues. Instead, Mr. Hernandez suggested students should be 

given opportunities to engage with the democratic process.  

Other board members echoed Mr. Hernandez’ statement and added to what the District 

could do moving forward. For instance, Mr. Richardson agreed with Mr. Hernandez’ sentiments 

and added, “What we really hope is that students learn how to become active participants in our 

society . . . If you are going to do something, it is engaging with the system. Being a voter, 

staying informed, and getting other people informed.”50 In these remarks, Mr. Richardson 

outlines the key mission of the public education SAUSD provides is to facilitate students’ 

                                                
49 SAUSD, “SAUSD Board Meeting November 15, 2016” (meeting video), accessed October 20, 2018, 

https://www.sausd.tv/media/SAUSD+Board+Meeting+November+15%2C+2016/0_z7giebz2/69436812.   
 
50 SAUSD, “SAUSD Board Meeting November 15, 2016” (meeting video). 
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understanding about how to become active members of society. In all, board members expressed 

a determination to ensure schools not only have high graduation rates and outstanding college 

attainment rates but that they also be places where students become informed about their civic 

duties and responsibilities.  

While there was not much specificity about how the District’s support of students’ 

engagement with the democratic process would change based on the conversation sparked by the 

2016 election, an incident involving Santa Ana High School and Aliso Niguel High School, a 

high school in a neighboring school district serving a predominantly white and affluent student 

population, sparked additional discussion among the board members regarding civic education. 51  

During the September 11, 2018 board meeting leading up to the 2018 midterm elections, the 

District Superintendent, Dr. Phillips, offered her Superintendent’s Report addressing the 

incident. At the away football game at Aliso Niguel High School, Santa Ana High School 

students and staff reported hearing racially-charged chants by the Aliso Niguel students and 

seeing signs supporting President Trump and his anti-immigrant sentiments placed across the 

stadium.  

The Santa Ana High School staff reported this to the Aliso Niguel High School staff, and 

following the incident, conversations across the two districts began to address the matter. Dr. 

Phillips noted how the two schools collaborated to raise awareness about issues of diversity and 

inclusion. Dr. Phillips and members of the Board of Education pushed for Santa Ana High 

School to hold several Restorative Circles in which SAUSD students had a space to share and 

                                                
51 SAUSD, “SAUSD Board Meeting September 11, 2018” (meeting video), accessed October 20, 2018, 

https://www.sausd.tv/media/SAUSD+Board+Meeting+September+11%2C+2018/0_n3ohplf3.  
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reflect amongst one another about the racially-charged incident and about their roles moving 

forward. 

The incident sparked yet another conversation among board members similar to the one 

they had immediately following the 2016 election. During the September 11, 2018 board 

meeting, Board Member Dr. Rodriguez suggested the incident provides SAUSD with the 

opportunity to (1) build solidarity, (2) engage in healing, and (3) push for educational 

opportunities where students recognize the invaluable contributions they make regardless of the 

color of their skin or the community in which they were raised. 52 Dr. Rodriguez’ third point 

about fostering educational opportunities to support students in recognizing their role in the 

democratic process serves as an example of a way in which SAUSD considers the background 

and experiences of students when envisioning ways to move forward after an incident that 

directly targets students.  

Moreover, in the September 25, 2018 board meeting, Dr. Phillips delivered a statement 

on the National Voter Registration Day Press Conference SAUSD held in partnership with the 

City of Santa Ana, the Santa Ana Chamber of Commerce, and the Rancho Santiago Community 

College District. In her remarks, Dr. Phillips explicitly stated SAUSD is committed to voter 

registration and voting. She said, “Voting makes us all better. It makes us a more informed 

citizenry, and it is really important to encourage our students to understand what they are voting 

for.”53 The Superintendent’s comments serve as additional evidence of a strong willingness to 

support students’ understanding of their role in society and their responsibility as citizens. 

                                                
52 SAUSD, “SAUSD Board Meeting September 11, 2018” (meeting video).  
 
53 SAUSD,“SAUSD Board Meeting September 25, 2018” (meeting video), accessed October 20, 2018, 

https://www.sausd.tv/media/0_x0o8x51f.  
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Conclusion 

 All in all, SAUSD Board of Education members have a vision for the role of schools— to 

facilitate students’ understanding and experiences of civic engagement in their communities. 

Board members want students to become familiarized with the way government works and to 

realize the power they have within the democratic process, especially because their identities as 

mostly low-income, Latino students impact their civic and political power. While SAUSD 

students face an uphill battle in regards to developing “the skills and dispositions necessary to 

participate in civic life,” 54 the discourse on civic education suggests the District is fully aware of 

its role in addition to being tasked with educating students in traditional subjects. The following 

chapters on civic education opportunities in the curricular and co-curricular space examine how 

the priorities for civic education held by the Board of Education actually manifest themselves.   

  

                                                
54 Hart and Kirshner, “Civic Participation and Development Among Urban Adolescents,” 107.  
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CHAPTER 2: 
 

Civic Education in the Classroom 

Civic knowledge helps citizens understand their interests as individuals and as 
members of groups. The more knowledge [citizens] have, the better [they] can 
understand the impact of public policies on [their] interests, and the more 
effectively [they] can promote [their] interests in the political process.  
 
—William A. Galston, “Political Knowledge, Political Engagement, and Civic Education” 

 

The civic education priorities of members of the SAUSD Board of Education call for a 

civic education that empowers students by providing them with knowledge of the democratic 

process and the tools to become engaged citizens. An analysis of board meetings and interviews 

with board members explored how this priority for civic education is directly linked to the 

District’s student demographics and students’ disconnect from government. Shifting from the 

district level to the classroom level, this chapter focuses specifically on the approaches to civic 

education three teachers take in the twelfth-grade government course, a graduation requirement 

for all seniors in the District, to illuminate the manifestations of civic education in SAUSD 

classrooms. 55 Through telephone interviews, teachers reflected on:  

• Their priorities teaching government,  

• What they like about teaching government,  

• The ways they account for their students’ experiences, identities, backgrounds, and 

interests when lesson planning,  

• Projects and/or activities that expose students to a civic engagement skillset, 

                                                
55 For details on the history of states’ government courses, see Henry Milner, Chi Nguyen, and Frances 

Boylston, “A World Pattern for Civic Education: From the IEA Civic Education Study to the IDEA CIVICED 
Database Project,” in Civic Education and Youth Political Participation, ed. Murray Print and Henry Milner 
(Rotterdam: Sense Publishers, 2009).  
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• Impact of the 2016 presidential election on student engagement in government course, 

• Role of the school district in supporting government, and social studies teachers, more 

broadly, given the discourse from board members on preparing students to be 

“productive citizens”  

SAUSD government teachers strive to create opportunities for students to learn about and 

engage with the democratic process, prioritize creating classroom environments where students 

become empowered to be civically engaged, and express personal investment in ensuring 

students see themselves as a part of the democratic process. While individual teachers have 

different approaches to how they go about accomplishing this priority, the three teachers seek to 

first provide students with a solid foundation on how democracy works while creating 

opportunities, through class projects and activities, for students to become civically engaged.  

 

The Teachers  

Thirteen years ago, Ms. Rodriguez began her career as a social science teacher. Three 

years later, she began teaching at her current high school placement, where she has taught U.S. 

History, World History, Economics, Geography, and Government. She has been teaching 

Government exclusively (along with some sections of Geography) for three years.56   

Mr. Powell has been teaching for twenty-one years, and during his tenure, he has taught 

U.S. History, Geography, World History, Economics, AP World History, Model UN, and 

Government. He has been teaching Government for nine years.57  

                                                
56 Andrea Rodriguez, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 17, 2018. 

 
57 William Powell, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 1, 2018. 
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 Ms. Harris has been teaching for eighteen years. She has taught Government, AP 

Government, Economics, and World History. Ms. Harris has taught Government for fourteen 

years and exclusively for the last three years.58  

 

Priorities for Teaching Government 

 All three SAUSD teachers suggest that their role as government teachers is to ensure 

students (1) understand the way government works and (2) have the skills to be engaged 

participants. Within these priorities, however, each teacher holds slightly different views on their 

role and the ways in which their role supports students.  

Ms. Rodriguez seeks to ensure students are a part of the democratic process. Her goal is 

to “show kids their power in government” and ensure students understand how the government 

works at different levels. She does this by “infusing things that happen at different levels of 

government” and by critically examining the “progression in history.” In the three years she has 

spent teaching government classes, she said she has sought to ensure she fosters a “neutral 

classroom” for students. For her, this neutral classroom means that she introduces students to as 

much information as possible on government and politics without introducing her own bias. This 

grounding is meant to allow students to decide for themselves what policies, political parties, and 

politicians they should support. Ms. Rodriguez sums up her priorities as an educator by 

communicating to students that “This is [their] country, these are [their] rights. [They] do 

matter.”59 

                                                
58 Maria Harris, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 5, 2018. 

 
59 Andrea Rodriguez, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 17, 2018. 
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 Similarly, Mr. Powell’s top priority as a government teacher is to ensure students 

“understand how government works and how government works for them, so students 

understand what goes on around them.” He is aware students do not always see themselves as 

contributing members of society, but he strives to change this in the classroom, especially 

because “democracy is dependent upon their participation.” Mr. Powell also frames his class as 

an opportunity to repair a “fragile democracy.” This framing has provided Mr. Powell with the 

opportunity to expose students to “how government works and what it does or does not do” and 

to historical events that “help them understand their place in what is going on in our political 

climate.”60 This working understanding of historical events, he adds, will hopefully allow 

students to connect to the government at any level and to explore the ways they engage with the 

process. 

 Ms. Harris’ priority for teaching government stems directly from comments she hears 

from her students, who suggest the federal government is simply too distant to take into account 

or to make a difference in their lives. 61 To support students' connection to government, Ms. 

Harris spends a significant amount of time ensuring students understand that while the federal 

government is distant from students’ lives, there are tangible ways in which they can still be 

connected to it and to the local and state government. Ms. Harris’ top priority is, therefore, to 

ensure students have a solid understanding about local government.  

 The three government teachers understand how their students feel alienated from 

government because, as these teachers expressed, students feel like government is distant from 

them and not something they are a part of. Under this reality, these teachers seek to deconstruct 

                                                
60 William Powell, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 1, 2018. 

 
61 Maria Harris, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 5, 2018. 
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the role of government with the goal of making sure students see themselves as the driving force 

behind how and why government works. The teachers do this by facilitating a strong 

foundational base of knowledge on how government works and by providing civic education 

tools and approaches students can utilize to take ownership of their relationship to government.  

 

Connection to Students’ Backgrounds 

All three teachers argue that students do not necessarily feel connected to government, at 

any level, because their identities have made them feel overlooked by policymakers. For 

instance, Mr. Powell argues students’ backgrounds play a role in how students perceive 

government in the United States. He suggests that the experiences of different people impact 

their perception of government and what it does or does not do. Therefore, an understanding of 

historical events helps students better understand their place in what is going on in the political 

climate. 62 

Ms. Rodriguez, Mr. Powell, and Ms. Harris all ensure the content they present and their 

approaches to teaching government relate to students’ backgrounds and their lives outside of 

school. Ms. Rodriguez’ main approach to get students engaged in the democratic process is 

creating a classroom environment where students begin to understand and be aware of the 

context around them. She mentioned she tries to incorporate different government-related topics 

relevant to the lives of her students. For example, when students learned about eminent domain 

as part of the California Social Science State Standards, Ms. Rodriguez ensured they learned how 

the issue affects them through an exploration of eminent domain happening locally. This 

                                                
62 William Powell, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 1, 2018. 
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connection to the Santa Ana community has helped students feel connected to the curriculum and 

has facilitated active participation and interest from the students.63 Ms. Harris utilizes a similar 

approach, as she emphasizes issues affecting Santa Ana students directly, which includes 

covering rent control, affordable housing, and homelessness. 64 

 

Building a Knowledge Foundation in Government 

Levinson contends civic empowerment will likely only take place if students “know 

about political structures and institutions as well as contemporary politics.”65 Similarly, Galson 

argues, “Unless citizens possess a basic level of civic knowledge—especially concerning 

political institutions and processes—it is difficult for them to understand political events or to 

integrate new information into an existing framework.” 66 Therefore, in order to build a 

foundation in government that will enable students to be informed and engaged citizens, 

government teachers across SAUSD must facilitate civic knowledge. This civic knowledge is the 

precursor to an informed and engaged citizenry.67 

The California Department of Education document, “History–Social Science Framework 

for California Public Schools,” offers a window into what government teachers are required to 

                                                
63 Andrea Rodriguez, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 17, 2018. 

 
64 Maria Harris, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 5, 2018. 

 
65 Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind, 33.  
 
66 Galston, “Political Knowledge, Political Engagement, and Civic Education,” 223. 

 
67 Judith Torney-Purta, Carolyn H. Barber, and Britt Wilkenfeld, “Latino Adolescents’ Civic Development 

in the United States: Research Results from the IEA Civic Education Study,” Journal of Youth and Adolescence 36, 
no. 2 (2007): 115, accessed April 20, 2019, https://search.proquest.com/docview/204626271; Levinson, No Citizen 
Left Behind, 33. 
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teach. The guiding framework for the government course was adopted by the California State 

Board of Education in July 2016. The document guides government course instruction along 

with the “History–Social Science Content Standards for California Public Schools.” 68 As part of 

the framework and standards, teachers must address “Principles of American Democracy,” 

which broadly include elements of representative democracy, individual rights, degree of power 

government should have over citizens, the rights and responsibilities of citizens, election 

processes, and how government works and does not work.  

The document “Government Department Syllabus,” used at one of the SAUSD high 

schools, provides a course description and course objectives for the government course. As part 

of the class,  

Students pursue a deeper understanding of the institutions of American government. They 
compare systems of government in the world today and analyze the life and changing 
interpretations of the Constitution, the Bill of Rights and the current state of the 
legislative, executive, and judiciary branches of government. An emphasis is placed on 
analyzing the relationship among federal, state, and local governments with particular 
attention paid to important historical documents. 69 
 

Through the semester-long course,  

 Students will be able to:  
 
Analyze how civic life, politics, and government interact. 
Analyze the foundations of the American political system. 
Analyze how the government established by the Constitution embodies the purposes, 

values, and principles of American democracy. 
Analyze the relationship of the United States to other nations and to world affairs. 
Analyze the roles of the citizen in American democracy. 70 

 

                                                
68 On the government course state standards, see California Department of Education, “History–Social 

Science Content Standards for California Public Schools,” accessed October 4, 2018, 
https://www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/ss/documents/histsocscistnd.pdf.  

 
69 “Government Department Syllabus,” accessed November 5, 2018, https://www.sausd.us/Page/35804.  

 
70 “Government Department Syllabus.”  
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The description and list of objectives indicate the government course covers both a substantive 

level of civic education content reflective of the California State Standards and that it also 

includes course objectives that enable students to “analyze the roles of the citizen in American 

democracy.”  

Furthermore, to facilitate a civic education knowledge foundation, the three teachers use 

the textbook Magruder’s American Government. While the 2006 textbook is outdated, teachers 

indicated it serves as a resource of information where students can get an understanding of 

government concepts such as the principles and origins of American government, federalism, 

political parties, the electoral process, and the three branches of government, all of which are 

outlined in the framework and state standards. The textbook offers a window into a resource 

SAUSD government teachers use to get students more connected to government. The book also 

weaves in important aspects of government all citizens should be aware of while also showcasing 

how government has—and has not—worked for some. By beginning with a foundation on the 

history of voting rights and civic participation, the textbook makes the case that engagement with 

the democratic process was initially only meant for a certain subset of the population. This 

knowledge is foundational for students to know, and the textbook, as a strategy used to inform 

students about how government works, engages with government principles in a way that is 

relevant to SAUSD students.  

 

Classroom Projects and Activities + Increased Engagement After 2016 Election 

As Levinson suggests in her discussion of the Civic Empowerment Gap, teachers play a 

key role in exposing students to a non-traditional way of teaching centered around guided 
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experiential civic education.71 Ms. Rodriguez, Mr. Powell, and Ms. Harris utilize this guided 

experiential approach with different classroom projects and activities that provide students with a 

space to engage with the democratic process in a way that moves beyond memorizing facts and 

figures and taking an exam. Ms. Rodriguez makes current events, mock elections, election 

analysis, and debates key parts of her government classes. She acknowledged that at first, 

students find it hard to talk in class about the material. As such, the debates, in particular, 

provide students with an opportunity to get excited about the material and to process what they 

are learning. 72 Engagement in her classes has also increased after the 2016 election. Ms. 

Rodriguez also shared how students talk about President Trump, his actions, and the comments, 

via Twitter, that he gives. She argued the content of the class has prepared her students to engage 

critically with the information they see, including some of the President’s tweets. 

Ms. Harris uses a similar approach to Ms. Rodriguez by infusing in current events, a 

letter-writing activity, and visits by elected officials. Ms. Harris wants students to be informed 

about what goes on in government and this has to include ensuring “students can digest and 

understand what is happening.” 73 She makes it a priority to have students read current event 

articles that are accessible regardless of their reading level. One of the projects/activities that 

stood out from Ms. Harris’ class is a letter-writing exercise she includes in her curriculum. As 

part of this activity, students can write to any elected official they choose including their 

Congressional representative or local school board trustees. Ms. Harris makes it clear that if 

                                                
71 Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind, 84. 

 
72 Andrea Rodriguez, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 17, 2018. 

 
73 Maria Harris, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 5, 2018. 
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students are upset about a particular policy, they are encouraged to use letter writing as a “form 

of expression” and civic engagement. Students also have been able to understand the power of 

the letters because SAUSD Board members and the local Congressional representative have 

actually visited her class to talk to students directly. 74 

Mr. Powell’s projects and activities differed slightly compared to those of Ms. Rodriguez 

and Ms. Harris, as he seeks to ensure students ground their participation in service to the 

community. The high school where Mr. Powell teaches requires a community service project for 

seniors, and some students decide to center their project around government and politics. The 

opportunity to use the senior project to engage with an aspect of government is also connected to 

students’ increased interest in government and politics following the 2016 presidential election. 

Mr. Powell detailed how more students are now interested in the daily happenings in government 

following the election of President Trump. Now, he argues, more students are aware of the 

impact the presidency has “on their daily life and their daily social media feed.”75 

The classroom projects and activities used by the three government teachers align with 

the literature on civic education best practices. First, the inclusion of current events and students’ 

ability to discuss them alongside their peers has proven to increase students’ interest in politics, 

thereby increasing the likelihood for student engagement in the democratic process.76 Second, 

                                                
74 Maria Harris, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 5, 2018. 

 
75 William Powell, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 1, 2018. 

 
76 Allison M. Martens and Jason Gainous, “Civic Education and Democratic Capacity: How Do Teachers 

Teach and What Works?,” Social Science Quarterly 94, no. 4 (2013): 959, accessed October 7, 2018, 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1540-6237.2012.00864.x; Jamieson et al., Guardian of 
Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools, 28; James Youniss and Peter Levine, “A ‘Younger Americans Act’: An 
Old Idea for a New Era,” in Engaging Young People in Civic Life, ed. James Youniss and Peter Levine (Nashville, 
TN: Vanderbilt University Press, 2009), 22. 
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student participation in interactive activities such as mock-elections, debates, and letter writing 

have a track record of increasing students’ interest in political issues relevant to their lives.77 

Even though there is evidence to suggest low-income, students of color are less likely to 

experience an open classroom with rich discussion and activities like these, the fact that it is 

happening in classrooms at SAUSD indicates students with teachers who foster this environment 

are receiving a civic education that is paving the way for their engagement in the democratic 

process.78 

 

Teachers’ Reflections on SAUSD’s Role  

 In addition to the in-class learning experiences, teachers also reflected on the extent to 

which the Board of Education’s priority of ensuring SAUSD students are informed and engaged 

citizens has actually played out in schools and if they feel supported by the school district. The 

three teachers referenced the lack of a social studies curriculum specialist and outdated textbooks 

as indicators of the lack of resources for civic education and as obstacles as they seek to facilitate 

an enriching and robust civic education.  

Ms. Rodriguez, for example, said that the lack of a curriculum specialist was important 

but that “if you care about what you are doing, you will find the resources.” 79 Mr. Powell takes 

issue with the lack of a curriculum specialist, arguing that a “social studies curriculum specialist 

is crucial.”80 He understands that social studies are not tested by the State of California and that 

                                                
77 Torney-Purta, Barber, and Wilkenfeld, “Latino Adolescents’ Civic Development in the US,” 122.  
 
78 Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind, 193; Martens and Gainous, “Civic Education and Democratic 

Capacity,” 959. 
 
79 Andrea Rodriguez, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 17, 2018. 

 
80 William Powell, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez. December 1, 2018. 
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this then deprioritizes the discipline. Nonetheless, he believes the curriculum specialist position 

would help with collaboration and innovation across the District, especially as it relates to 

sharing best practices. According to the former SAUSD social studies curriculum specialist, the 

decision to eliminate the curriculum specialist occurred in the spring 2017, after the school 

district underwent severe budget cuts due to declining enrollment, even though other core 

subjects maintained their curriculum specialists. 81 Since then, no full-time person has occupied 

the role of the social studies curriculum specialist. As expressed by the three teachers, this is 

unfortunate given how important a curriculum specialist is for teachers, as they “need assistance 

with curriculum and program identification and development, as well as coaching to learn how to 

implement [curriculum] effectively.” 82  

 

Conclusion 

 The insights and reflections from Ms. Rodriguez, Mr. Powell, and Ms. Harris during 

phone interviews shed light on the ways in which their teaching as government teachers impacts 

the civic education their students receive. At the core of it, each teacher demonstrated a strong 

willingness and concrete actions to get students to better understand their role within the 

democratic process and to situate a responsibility for increased engagement with politics by 

referencing the impact of government on the lives of students and their community. The teachers 

emphasize the importance of students understanding how government works but also facilitate 

opportunities that enable students to connect to government through a project-based, experiential 

                                                
81 Rachel Lane, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, March 28, 2019. 
 
82 Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind, 248; Jamieson et al., Guardian of Democracy: The Civic Mission of 

Schools, 38. 
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way. Likewise, teachers make use of the limited resources they have in order to provide a 

transformative and innovative civic education to SAUSD students. Although not necessarily 

crucial based on the flexibility of teachers, the absence of an updated textbook and of a social 

studies curriculum specialist limit the effectiveness of the civic education taking place in these 

classrooms.   

 This chapter used the experiences of the three teachers as a window into what takes place 

in the government course at SAUSD. Yet, it is important to note every comprehensive high 

school in SAUSD has at least two government teachers and their experiences, priorities, and 

approaches to civic education may be different. Every teacher has full autonomy over how they 

choose to teach government, and as was examined in this chapter, approaches and priorities can 

vary from teacher to teacher. 83 The three teachers in this chapter may also be outliers in their 

approach to civic education, considering they have been teaching between the range of thirteen 

to twenty-one years. Over the years, these teachers most likely acquire new knowledge and 

perfect their teacher pedagogy in ways that are more relevant to students’ lives. A teacher 

teaching for a shorter period of time might not be as inclined to foster innovative, student-

centered approaches given the time and expertise these require. In a similar vein, new social 

studies teachers have not had the support of a social studies curriculum specialist to guide the 

implementation of a social studies or civic education, for that matter.  

The lack of a structure of support for new teachers, and in general, for all government 

teachers, is a missed opportunity for the District to make true on its promises to provide a 

transformative education that will prepare “productive citizens.” The government class is already 

                                                
83 Maria Harris, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, December 5, 2018. 
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institutionalized and part of the District’s curriculum. However, when there is no centralized hub 

of support for collaboration or professional development, the impact of the government course 

for all twelfth-grade students in a given year lessens.  

In sum, teachers who prioritize providing students with a robust civic education that 

encompasses both civic knowledge and civic engagement skills are key players in getting 

SAUSD students to combat the alienation from government they might experience by virtue of 

their identities. In the next chapter, analysis indicate the same thread of a civic education that 

provides civic knowledge and civic engagement skills is also happening in the co-curricular 

space. Here, project-based and experiential civic education through the Speech and Debate 

Program, Youth and Government, and the Ethnic Studies Program facilitate civic knowledge and 

civic engagement skills that support students’ relationship with government.  
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CHAPTER 3:  

Civic Education in the Co-Curricular Space 

When young people have limited or no access to effective civic learning 
opportunities, however, they inherit an unequal democracy. Without civic 
knowledge, skills, identity, and propensity toward engagement, some students are 
essentially disenfranchised and disempowered. Civic learning opportunities are 
thus essential for promoting civic equity as a democratic ideal. 

 
—Jamieson et al., Guardian of Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools 

 
 

While civic education plays a key role increasing students’ knowledge about government, 

civic education must also provide students with opportunities to increase their participation in the 

democratic process. 84 These opportunities are not readily available for all students, however. As 

Levinson points out, “the very students who have the least influence on political process … often 

get fewer school-based opportunities to develop their civic capacities and commitments than 

other students.”85 With this inequity in mind, if schools want to educate informed and engaged 

citizens, they need to facilitate opportunities where students can practice being citizens on a 

regular basis. 86 When school districts make these opportunities available, students will more 

likely become more informed and engaged citizens.87 Moreover, just like with the civic 

education taking place in classrooms, schools need to be purposeful with creating “model civic 

spaces” that “give students opportunities to develop and practice empowering civic skills, habits, 

                                                
84 Jamieson, “The Challenges Facing Civic Education in the 21st Century,” 66.  
 
85 Joseph Kahne and Ellen Middaugh, “Democracy for Some: The Civic Opportunity Gap in High School,” 

in Engaging Young People in Civic Life, ed. James Youniss and Peter Levine (Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University 
Press, 2009), 31. 

 
86 Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind, 56.  
 
87 Print, Milner, and Nguyen, “Introduction,” ix. 
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and attitudes.”88 Opportunities in the co-curricular space are thus “indispensable to well-rounded 

civic learning.”89 

At SAUSD, government teachers utilize innovative approaches to support students and 

their trajectory into becoming “productive citizens” who know how government works and the 

ways in which to engage within it. Alongside these innovative approaches found in classrooms, 

civic education takes place in the co-curricular space across the District. The District’s co-

curricular programs seek to provide students with additional opportunities to learn about and 

engage with the democratic process. Three co-curricular programs, Speech and Debate, Youth 

and Government, and the Ethnic Studies Program, provide students with an opportunity to 

develop a civic engagement skillset, a sense of ownership, and leadership skills grounded in 

community. These opportunities enable SAUSD students to combat the sense of alienation they 

might experience in relation to government given their identities and experiences as low-income, 

underrepresented, and/or immigrant.  

 

Speech and Debate 

In 2016, SAUSD staff member, Salvador Tinajero began a district-wide program aimed 

at helping SAUSD students become more comfortable with researching, learning about 

themselves, speaking, and debating.90 The inception of the program was supported by the Santa 

                                                
88 Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind, 185.  
 
89 Jamieson et al., Guardian of Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools, 32.  
 
90 Santa Ana Unified Speech and Debate, “Two years ago, Mr. Tinajero and his staff were asked to start a 

district-wide program,” Facebook, June 21, 2018, https://www.facebook.com/722940907881779/posts/two-years-
ago-mr-tinajero-and-his-staff-were-asked-to-start-a-district-wide-prog/965305960311938/.  
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Ana Kiwanis Club, “the premier service club in Santa Ana” that brings together “a mosaic of 

ordinary people doing extraordinary things to uplift [their] communities and serve the world.”91 

The program is now a “national-award winning Speech and Debate team” serving six hundred 

SAUSD students.92 While the program initially began in middle schools across the District, it has 

expanded into both elementary and high schools.  

 

Youth and Government  

 Santa Ana Youth and Government (Y&G) is an afterschool extracurricular program 

convening high school students from across SAUSD high schools.93 SAUSD alumni and 

community leaders created Y&G as a space envisioned to form and support “the next generation 

of future leaders.”94 Students who are interested in learning more about California’s government 

and how changes at the state level impact their community can participate in the program.95 The 

statewide Y&G convenes several delegations from across the State of California where students 

“role-play various positions of the California State Legislature and the State Court systems.” 96 

                                                
91 “Welcome to the Kiwanis Club of Santa Ana,” Kiwanis, accessed February 10, 2019,  

https://www.kiwanissantaana.com/.   
 
92 Art Pedroza, “Hundreds of SAUSD students are participating in a speech and debate tournament today,” 

accessed March 5, 2019, http://newsantaana.com/2018/01/20/hundreds-of-sausd-students-are-participating-in-a-
speech-and-debate-tournament-today/. 

 
93 Although Y&G is not directly a program sanctioned by the SAUSD Board of Education, it is included 

here among the other co-curricular programs because it serves SAUSD students and because the program takes 
place in SAUSD schools. Y&G students and staff also occasionally report to meetings of the Board of Education.  
 

94 “About us,” Santa Ana Youth and Government, accessed February 10, 2019,  
http://santaanayouthandgovernment.weebly.com/about.html.  

 
95 “Youth & Government,” YMCA, accessed February 10, 2019,  https://www.ymcaoc.org/youth-

government/#1542225564408-865443c6-daf7. 
 
96 “Youth & Government.” 
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Nineteen SAUSD high school students participated in the last competition, and these students 

came from five of the six comprehensive high schools in the District.  

 

Ethnic Studies Program97  

 On March 10, 2015, the SAUSD Board of Education approved the District’s first-ever 

Ethnic Studies course, which was designed to help students develop an understanding of how 

race, ethnicity, nationality, and culture shape people in their community and in society. The 

proposal brought forth to the Board of Education stipulates that the year-long course is targeted 

to 11th and 12th grade students as an elective course students can decide to take. The proposal 

also stated that the Ethnic Studies course would “provide an emancipatory education that 

inspire[s] students to critically engage in self-determination and seek social justice for all.” 98   

 

Developing a Civic Engagement Skillset 

 According to the report, Guardian of Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools, civic 

education aimed at fostering an informed and participatory citizenry must facilitate the civic 

engagement skills necessary for students to be “active and responsible citizens in democracy.” 99 

These civic engagement skills include “critical thinking, collective action, speaking, listening, 

                                                
97 While the Ethnic Studies Program is a course that occurs during the school day, as an elective that is only 

accessed by a fraction of students in SAUSD who choose it, it is not part of the required curriculum in the way the 
twelfth-grade government course is. As such, its reach is more akin to the other co-curricular offerings discussed in 
this chapter. 

 
98 “Board Meeting Agenda,” Santa Ana Unified School District Board of Education, February 24, 2015, 

accessed February 8, 2019, 
https://www.sausd.us/cms/lib/CA01000471/Centricity/Domain/133/Board%20Meeting%20Agenda%20Packet%202
015-02-24%2018-00.pdf.  
 

99 Jamieson et al., Guardian of Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools, 16.  
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collaboration, community organizing, public advocacy, and the ability to gather and process 

information.”100 Through their structure, programing, and approach, the three co-curricular 

opportunities explored in this chapter all address these skills in one shape or form. These 

programs offer students who elect to participate a comprehensive experience where they can 

learn about government and become civically engaged.  

Whether it be by learning and practicing how to become effective communicators or by 

researching how a particular policy works and its effects, students who participate in these 

programs acquire the skillset necessary to become active members in society. As students 

prepare their speech or debate in Speech and Debate, they immerse themselves in research as 

they seek to understand topics such as online speech, military spending, humanitarian aid, and 

the Electoral College.101 After researching and preparing their speech or debate argument, 

students must then think creatively about effective delivery. Along the way, students are also 

developing a “keen appreciation for credible research, well-constructed arguments, and sound 

evidence and reasoning.”102 Critical thinking, researching and processing information, and 

speaking skills support students’ success in Speech and Debate competitions and they enable 

students to become “more informed, engaged, and responsive citizens.”103   

The opportunities at Y&G are similar. Students receive “hands-on experience in the 

legislative process,” all while learning how government works and the ways they can insert 

                                                
100 Jamieson et al., Guardian of Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools, 16.  
 
101 “SAUSD Board of Education Meeting Highlights: Intermediate Speech and Debate Winners,” May 25, 

2017, accessed February 10, 2019, https://vimeo.com/219028817.  
 

102 Michael J. Hogan et al., Speech and Debate as Civic Education (University Park, Pennsylvania: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2017), 2.  
 

103 Hogan et al., Speech and Debate as Civic Education, 2.  
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themselves in the conversation.104 The lead Y&G coach summed it up as, “Students don’t just 

learn about government; they get to act it out.”105 In preparing for mock legislative sessions, 

Y&G students come to realize the importance of civic engagement skills such as collective 

action, collaboration, and community organizing. These skills are put to practice through events 

such as the “Candidates Forum for Santa Ana Unified School District (SAUSD) Board Member” 

event the group hosted leading up to the Board of Education election in 2016.  

A press release for the event included the following statement: “It is so very important to 

encourage the youth and the community to be involved in the election process, especially when it 

centers on the quality of education in our city. Our candidate forums have been invaluable in 

helping bring this information to the public.”106 This candidate forum serves as evidence of how 

co-curricular programs like Y&G enable students to view themselves as changemakers who can 

organize and bring together the community in a new student-led way. The skills students 

acquired in Y&G were the same skills they put to use for the benefit of the community and 

community members’ knowledge and awareness of local politics.   

Similar to Speech and Debate and Y&G, the Ethnic Studies Program facilitates students’ 

development of civic engagement skills. As part of the course, students “develop academic skills 

                                                
104 “Santa Ana Unified School District Board Of Education recognizes Youth and Government students,” 

accessed February 10, 2019,  
https://www.sausd.us/site/default.aspx?PageType=3&DomainID=1&ModuleInstanceID=6157&ViewID=6446EE88
-D30C-497E-9316-3F8874B3E108&RenderLoc=0&FlexDataID=79203&PageID=1 
 

105 SAUSD, “SAUSD Board Meeting February 26, 2019” (meeting video), accessed March 1, 2018, 
https://www.sausd.tv/media/0_tdvvwj1l.    

 
106 Theresa Sears, “Santa Ana Youth & Government to present Candidates Forum for Santa Ana Unified 

School District (SAUSD) Board Member positions,” Voice of OC, October 9, 2016, accessed February 10, 2019, 
https://voiceofoc.org/2016/10/santa-ana-youth-government-to-present-candidates-forum-for-santa-ana-unified-
school-district-sausd-board-member-positions-on-oct-17-2016/.  
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in reading, analysis, and writing of historical narratives” and also learn to navigate living in a 

society with a variety of perspectives and “the richness and complexity” that comes with this 

diversity.107 With this experience, not only are students studying their own history and culture, 

they are also examining the world through an inclusive lens, all while perfecting their critical 

thinking skills.  

Additionally, through the Learning Service Project embedded in the Ethnic Studies 

Program, students design and implement a project in collaboration with a community 

organization in Santa Ana. After the experience, students present their findings to their class. The 

Learning Service Project also equips students with a scaffolded research opportunity which 

supports their engagement with the community, as they are learning about and helping advance 

the mission of an organization serving the very community where they live. The civic 

engagement skillset students acquire in Ethnic Studies can potentially be translated to other 

courses and directly informs potential next steps for them, including increasing their propensity 

to continue collaborating with their respective community organization or taking the 

organization’s mission and continuing to engage after the experience. They are then more likely 

to exercise their role as citizens, considering they are engaged in a policy-oriented, collective 

action experience.108 

 

A Sense of Ownership   

 The three government teachers (in Chapter 2: Civic Education in the Classroom) shared 

how their students feel alienated from government because they do not often see themselves 

                                                
107 “Board Meeting Agenda,” February 24, 2015.  
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reflected in government or do not see government working for them and their community. The 

three co-curricular programs, however, all seek to break down the barriers between SAUSD 

students and their relationship with government. A sense of ownership is facilitated by the three 

programs as each provides students with knowledge, a set of skills, and most importantly, the 

space to own their identities and to find their voice.  

With Speech and Debate, “students are not only widening their knowledge about the 

world around them but are adding their own voice to the world!”109 Mr. Tinajero, the director of 

the program, adds, “Our students now have an ability to present and to speak up. You can’t put a 

dollar sign on that. It is empowerment and I do believe, in the next few years, you are going to 

start to see the fruits of that.”110 Through Speech and Debate, students uncover ways to advocate 

for themselves, and in doing so, they also acquire communications skills that make them more 

inclined to speak up about issues that affect them and to potentially deliver calls to action 

demanding these issues be addressed.  

Mr. Tinajero also saw the sense of ownership programs like Speech and Debate foster in 

students, and he decided to push for the inclusion of more English learners in Speech and Debate 

by creating a Spanish-language Speech and Debate competition in 2018. As part of this 

competition, newly-arrived immigrant students from Mexico and Central America have a space 

to research and to craft a speech or debate in their native language and to translate their speech or 

                                                
109 Santa Ana Unified Speech and Debate, “Shakuntala Devi once said, “Education is not just about to 

school and getting a degree,” Facebook, February 18, 2019, 
https://www.facebook.com/722940907881779/posts/shakuntala-devi-once-said-education-is-not-just-about-to-
school-and-getting-a-de/1135867873255745/.  
 

110 “SAUSD Board of Education Honors 2017 National Speech & Debate Tournament Team,” July 26, 
2017, accessed February 10, 2019, https://vimeo.com/227138646.  
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debate to English once they are comfortable with this endeavor.111 Students then compete using 

these speeches or debates. With this support for English learners, Speech and Debate further 

tackles the Civic Empowerment Gap students like these experience because of the language 

barrier. The ability to participate in a competition serves as an indication to students that they 

belong and that their language barrier is an asset rather than a liability.  

Y&G’s approach follows a similar strategy to that of Speech and Debate, as students in 

Y&G become connected to government and their community when they learn about and engage 

with government. In the student publication at Godinez Fundamental High School in SAUSD, 

Youth and Government is described as an organization that “has changed and helped many 

students have courage, learn responsibility and have a voice.”112 The knowledge and support 

students receive through programs like Y&G enable students to learn more about themselves, 

their community, and their role in society. This benefit highlights the importance of the civic 

education taking place in the co-curricular space, as there is learning and empowerment taking 

place at the same time.  

 The Ethnic Studies Program is also no exception to the thread of ownership found across 

the other two co-curricular programs in SAUSD. In fact, the program utilizes teaching and 

learning to provide a space where students learn “to be politically, socially, and economically 

conscious about their personal connections to local and global histories.” 113 As part of the 

elective course, students: 

                                                
111 “SAUSD Board Meeting Highlight Oct. 23, 2018 - Speech and Debate,” accessed February 10, 2019, 

https://vimeo.com/299115859.  
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(1) Discuss their identities, including race, ethnicity, culture, and nationality,  
(2) Describe the ways in which these categories are socially constructed and how they    

affect students’ lives and the lives of others,  
(3) Participate in grassroots community organizations, and  
(4) Explain the dynamics among internalized, interpersonal, and institutional oppression and 

resistance. 114 
 

For students, these objectives lay the groundwork for navigating their identities, cultural history, 

and to participate in experiential, community-based opportunities. This Ethnic Studies approach 

is relevant because, as Levinson argues, “At the core is the idea that students explore their 

communities from an asset-based perspective, identify issues that are important to them and 

important in their community, research the issue, analyze power, and ultimately develop an 

action plan and take action.”115 The objectives for the Ethnic Studies Program shift the narrative 

that students’ identities have no implications for their lives. In engaging critically with race, 

ethnicity, culture, and nationality, for instance, students can realize for themselves how the world 

operates. In turn, they are able to combat and deconstruct the alienation they experience from 

government.  

 

Leadership and Community  

The three co-curricular programs in this chapter support students and their relationship to 

their community by radically transforming the way students view and interact with the world. To 

do so, the programs equip students with knowledge and skills they can then utilize to address a 

particular problem and to “[rethink] social and political possibilities as a whole.” 116 By 
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participating in Speech and Debate, Youth and Government, and/or the Ethnic Studies Program, 

students are actively engaging with political issues and exercising their civic and political power 

in ways they might not have previously. This participatory behavior engages students with 

politics and leadership in the community.”117  

Specifically, Speech and Debate and Y&G both seek to instill in students a sense of 

leadership grounded in community, where students who participate are encouraged and prepared 

to contribute to their community. Speech and Debate is often marketed to students using the 

phrase, “Producing Our Leaders of Tomorrow through the Art of Speech and Debate.”118 This 

mission of forming a new generation of leaders is at the root of the creation of the program. 

Alfredo Amezcua, leader of the Kiwanis Club of Santa Ana, said “Kiwanis is collaborating with 

the Santa Ana Unified School District to ensure that our youth become the leaders of tomorrow. 

Students will have the opportunity to write and memorize speeches and perform them in front of 

an audience to bolster their confidence and academic success while creating a path toward 

college.” 119 This skillset, Mr. Amezcua adds, will enable students to be successful in college and 

will equip students with a mindset grounded in returning to Santa Ana to be a part of a positive 

change in the community. He explains, “One of the most important aspects of our club is to be 

able to develop our youth, to develop and train new leaders in our community.”120 

                                                
117 Ryan T. Knowles and Antonio J. Castro, “The Implications of Ideology on Teachers’ Beliefs Regarding 

Civic Education,” Teaching and Teacher Education 77 (2019): 232, accessed February 17, 2019, 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0742051X18301744. 
 

118 Theresa Sears, “News Release: Santa Ana Unified Speech and Debate National Qualifying 
Championship Tournament,” Voice of OC, May 5, 2017, accessed February 10, 2019, 
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Elements of leadership and community are also evident in Y&G. In her remarks to the 

Board of Education on February 26, 2019, the Y&G student president stated, “Youth and 

Government has made a difference, a difference in which I feel confident to have a voice, to 

learn how to help my community, and to be a better leader.”121 The sense of leadership and 

confidence came about because of the experiences Y&G provided. The experience provided 

students like the Y&G student president with a sense that all politics is local and that students 

have the knowledge and skills at their disposal to advocate on behalf of themselves and their 

community. This mindset is a part of the transformational change that is equipping young people 

in SAUSD with the civic and political power civic education research argues young people from 

low-income, underrepresented, and/or immigrant backgrounds do not possess.  

 

Conclusion 

The civic education taking place in co-curricular programs such as Speech and Debate, 

Youth and Government, and the Ethnic Studies Program complements the civic education 

happening in classrooms across SAUSD. This is relevant because students with the 

demographics associated with the District’s student demographics “often get fewer school-based 

opportunities to develop their civic capacities and commitments than other students.”122 These 

programs shift this narrative by having “positive impacts on students’ civic knowledge and 

engagement.”123 They also extend the importance of facilitating a solid foundational 

understanding on how government works by providing students with hands-on opportunities to 

                                                
121 SAUSD, “SAUSD Board Meeting February 26, 2019” (meeting video). 
 
122 Kahne and Middaugh, “Democracy for Some,” 31. 
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learn not just about government but also about themselves, their communities, and other issues of 

potential interest to them.  

In addition, the civic education taking place in the co-curricular space enables students to 

change their perceptions on how government works, which then has an impact on their 

relationship and potential future engagement in the democratic process. By facilitating a civic 

engagement skillset, a sense of ownership in government, and leadership skills grounded in 

community, students’ personal interest in politics transforms. As a result, students may become 

more invested in political participation with these beneficial takeaways.124 

The programs also offer a glimpse into the importance of community partnerships, which 

are crucial to the existence of innovative, student-centered civic education opportunities.125 In the 

three co-curricular programs examined in this chapter, community partnerships strengthen the 

civic education provided. The Kiwanis Club plays an important role with Speech and Debate, as 

does YMCA and community leaders with Youth and Government. Likewise, the community-

based learning experience that takes place in the Ethnic Studies Program would not be possible 

without community partnerships and their mentorship and guidance of SAUSD students.  

Nevertheless, while there are clear tangible benefits to the civic education taking place in 

the co-curricular space, only a small number of students relative to the size of SAUSD benefit 

from these programs. Together, Speech and Debate, Y&G, and the Ethnic Studies Program serve 

approximately seven hundred students out of a total 48,000 students. That is less than two 

percent of the District’s student population. In contrast, the twelfth-grade government course is a 

                                                
124 Jane C. Lo and Gavin Tierney, “Maintaining Interest in Politics: ‘Engagement First’ in a U.S. High 

School Government Course,” Journal of Social Science Education 16, no. 3 (2017): 69, accessed February 17, 2019, 
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graduation requirement for all students. Certain board members are aware of the growth the 

District should be making to expand these programs and to make them accessible to more 

students. In sharing the benefits of Speech and Debate, for example, Board Vice President Dr. 

Rodriguez acknowledged the District should “[build] a system and [scale] it up so it is accessible 

to more students.”126 Until co-curricular opportunities like these are expanded and accessible to 

many more students, co-curricular programs will have a limited impact on SAUSD students, and 

SAUSD will continue to forgo the possibility of reaching and supporting many more students. 

 

 

  

                                                
126 “SAUSD Board of Education Honors 2017 National Speech & Debate Tournament Team.” 
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CONCLUSION 

“This is [their] country, these are [their] rights. [They] do matter.” 
 

—Ms. Rodriguez 
  

 
When students receive a civic education in curricular and co-curricular spaces that 

facilitates civic knowledge and civic engagement skills, these students are more likely to 

become informed and engaged citizens.127 However, the opportunity to receive a robust civic 

education is often not available for our most vulnerable and disenfranchised. 128 Low-income, 

youth of color— the same students SAUSD serves— do not always have access to an education 

that will prepare them to become informed and engaged citizens. To combat this reality, 

Levinson writes, “Schools need to take seriously the knowledge and experiences of low-income 

youth and adults of color—to teach in ways that are consonant with and that even build upon 

their knowledge and experience, in ways that are engaging and empowering rather than 

disaffecting and disempowering.” 129 With this call to action in mind, this thesis sought to 

understand (1) the civic education opportunities taking place at SAUSD and (2) what these 

opportunities reveal about the District’s approach to educating its majority low-income, Latino 

student population.  

Because SAUSD is an urban school district serving mostly low-income, underrepresented 

students, the District has an added responsibility to ensure all students acquire the knowledge 
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and the skills needed to become informed and engaged citizens. This thesis has offered 

substantial evidence detailing how Latinos, low-income, and immigrant students often distance 

themselves from government because they do not see government as an institution that serves 

them directly. An analysis of the District’s context, educational priorities, and civic education 

taking place in the curricular and co-curricular space reveal that an innovative, student-centered, 

transformational civic education is happening in government classrooms and in some co-

curricular programs across the District. This civic education seeks to radically change students’ 

relationship with government by providing a knowledge foundation on how government works 

and civic engagement skills students can utilize to become informed and engaged citizens. By 

providing this robust civic education, SAUSD is directly attempting to attack the alienation from 

government students might be experiencing because of their identities. Nevertheless, the District 

falls short in both ensuring all teachers have the support to implement elements of a robust civic 

education and expanding co-curricular opportunities to engage more of its 48,000 students.  

In “Democracy for Some: The Civic Opportunity Gap in High School,” Kahne and 

Middaugh, argue the following key elements are part of a robust civic education:   

• Discussing current events, 

• Studying issues about which the student cares, 

• Experiencing an open climate for classroom discussions of social and political topics,  

• Studying government, history, and related social science,  

• Providing opportunities to interact with civic role models,  

• Engaging in after-school activities,  

• Learning about community problems and ways to respond,  
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• Working on service-learning projects,  

• Engaging in simulations.130 

 
The opportunity for students to experience these is in direct relationship to their potential 

involvement as informed and engaged citizens. In other words, if students are able to experience 

an education where they can discuss current events, study their community, and engage with 

community-based projects, they are more inclined to become informed and engaged citizens who 

participate in the democratic process. After examining the civic education opportunities available 

to SAUSD students in the curricular and co-curricular space, it becomes clear students are 

exposed to some, if not all, elements of a robust civic education.  

Through the twelfth-grade, district-wide government requirement, students learn and 

engage with government-related topics that directly affect their lives. Teachers aim to create 

opportunities for students to learn about and engage with government, prioritize creating open 

classroom environments where students become empowered to be civically engaged, and express 

personal investment in ensuring students see themselves as a part of the democratic process. 131 

According to SAUSD teachers, students feel distant and often alienated from government by 

virtue of their identities. This alienation causes students to see themselves as ostracized 

individuals in society who have no say or control over what happens to them. While these 

students remain disenfranchised, however, there are other students who come from more affluent 

                                                
130 Kahne and Middaugh, “Democracy for Some,” 33. 
 
131 Joseph Kahne, David Crow, and Nam-Jin Lee, “Different Pedagogy, Different Politics: High School 

Learning Opportunities and Youth Political Engagement,” Political Psychology 34, no. 3 (2013): 432, accessed 
February 17, 2019, https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2012.00936.x.  
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backgrounds who understand they possess civic and political power, and they use this power to 

advance their particular interests and agendas.  

On one hand, the three government teachers who shared their priorities and approaches to 

teaching government serve as examples of teachers who understand the power of civic education, 

especially in relation to their students’ experiences. These teachers know that “youth at the 

bottom of the civic empowerment gap have no reason to embrace civic engagement in the 

absence of proof that it makes a difference,”132 and their approach to teaching government 

demonstrates they are doing everything in their power to provide students with the proof 

necessary for them to understand that their involvement as informed and engaged citizens is 

crucial and possible.  

On the other hand, these teachers might be outliers to the civic education taking place in 

the school district because these teachers, if measured by the number of years they have been 

teaching, have extensive experience in the classroom. Because of this, they are more likely to 

implement innovative, student-centered approaches to civic education that form students into 

informed and engaged citizens. A key question to ask, though, is what about the rest of the 

SAUSD government teachers? The three teachers who are implementing a quality civic 

education program voice their frustration with the lack of a social studies curriculum specialist. 

Without a doubt, other teachers across the District most likely yearn for the support and 

professional development opportunities a curriculum specialist would provide. 133    

                                                
132 Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind, 185.  
 
133 Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind, 57.  
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The lack of a social studies curriculum specialist clouds the innovative approaches to 

civic education implemented by the three SAUSD government teachers. Mr. Mitchell, a long-

time SAUSD middle school teacher who has advocated for the reinstating of a social studies 

curriculum specialist, thinks social studies education at SAUSD is “disappointing” and that the 

District has “provided no leadership.”134 He added, “Now, more than ever, students need to be 

civically engaged and understand their role to defend their leaders”135 and suggests the school 

district is focused exclusively on language arts and math. Similarly, Mrs. Lane, the District’s 

former social science curriculum specialist, paints a dark picture for social studies education in 

the school district after her layoff. For starters, she argued, social studies teachers have gone 

without a curriculum specialist for two years. During this time, there have been “no programs, no 

promotion, no professional development.”136  

Moreover, similar to the government course, the civic education happening in programs 

like Speech and Debate, Youth and Government, and the Ethnic Studies Program is giving 

SAUSD students opportunities to become informed and engaged citizens who develop a civic 

engagement skillset, a sense of ownership, and leadership skills grounded in community. The 

students who participate in these programs acquire “critical thinking, collective action, speaking, 

listening, collaboration, community organizing, public advocacy, and the ability to gather and 

process information.”137 These civic engagement skills enable students to learn about 

                                                
134 Carlos Mitchell, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, April 19, 2019. 
 
135 Carlos Mitchell, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, April 19, 2019.      
 
136 Rachel Lane, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, March 28, 2019. 
 
137 Jamieson et al., Guardian of Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools, 16.  
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government and become civically engaged. Whether it be delivering a speech, simulating how 

the California Legislature operates, or working alongside community-based organizations, these 

opportunities further enhance students’ relationship to government.  

Although there are tangible benefits to the robust civic education students who participate 

in these co-curricular programs receive, it is important to be aware of the limited number of 

students the programs serve in relation to the total population of SAUSD students. Together, 

Speech and Debate, Youth and Government, and the Ethnic Studies Program serve 

approximately seven hundred students compared to the total 48,000 students currently attending 

SAUSD schools. What happens to the ninety-eight percent of students who are not participating 

in these programs? Certainly, there are other civic education-related opportunities but nothing as 

expansive or institutionalized district-wide as these. As such, it is imperative the District keep 

thinking about ways to increase the scale of these programs and to invest in their expanded 

access so they can reach, serve, and support more SAUSD students.  

 When you have a homogeneous group of people who come from mostly Latino, low-

income, historically this group has struggled to exercise civic and political power. Yet, while this 

might be historically accurate, schools play a crucial role in challenging students’ alienation and 

indifference to government. When school districts like SAUSD have existing structures of 

support such as the twelfth-grade government requirement, schools take a clear step toward 

ensuring students receive the knowledge and civic skills necessary for an informed and engaged 

citizenry. Although SAUSD has a government coursed aimed at facilitating a robust civic 

education for SAUSD students, the District has been missing out on a key opportunity to tackle 

students’ distant relationship with government.  
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As funds continue to decrease due to declining enrollment, SAUSD faces a difficult 

decision when it comes to what to invest its limited resources into. What takes priority? 

Academic achievement in language arts and math, science education, restorative justice 

practices, civic education, or the health and well-being of students? More often than not, these 

priorities compete with one another for funds because there is a finite amount of money the 

school district receives, per pupil, to provide a quality, K-12 education.138 Districts like SAUSD 

are often put at a crossroads, especially with the increasing standards of accountability focused 

exclusively on language arts and math.139 This standardization has been detrimental to any 

potential goal of implementing a robust civic education when this focus is likely in direct tension 

with standardization requirements.  

What is important to note, though, is that regardless of the cost associated with ensuring 

schools provide an equitable education for all, investments in civic education opportunities 

inside and outside the classroom are good investments for schools in the long-run, as being 

informed and engaged citizens leads to “a better school climate,” and among other benefits, 

lower drop-out rates.140 SAUSD is already investing in the health and well-being of students but 

based on Board of Education comments, civic education is seen as separate from health and well-

being. On the contrary, research suggests civic education opportunities support this area as well, 

                                                
138 Milner, Nguyen, and Boylston, “A World Pattern for Civic Education,” 117. 
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and in fact, “[civic education has] a positive impact on a wide range of outputs for students, 

ranging from academic achievement to personal character.”141  

The Santa Ana Unified School District faces different pressures to ensure its striving 

students receive a quality K-12 education that will prepare them for college and career. Because 

of the demographics of the students, the District has to invest heavily on resources to support 

students who come to school facing traumatic experiences and the challenges that come with 

living in poverty. Even though the SAUSD Board of Education has expressed how important it is 

for students to receive a robust civic education to become “productive citizens,” the Board has 

not thoroughly invested in ensuring all SAUSD students receive this education.  

In all, the possibilities for a robust civic education that prepares students to be “productive 

citizens” are endless. The onus is on SAUSD to ensure priorities for civic education actually play 

out in schools and that these opportunities become available to many students. Currently, it is up 

to teachers to provide students with opportunities to become civically engaged. These teachers, 

however, need the explicit support from District administrators to provide a high-quality civic 

education to students. Without this essential support, the formation of “productive citizens” in 

SAUSD will not bring about the transformational change students should experience in order to 

feel like they are a part of society. As well, co-curricular programs need to be expanded so many 

more SAUSD students can benefit from the experiential, community-based opportunities these 

offer.  

                                                
141 Jamieson et al., Guardian of Democracy: The Civic Mission of Schools, 23.  
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 SAUSD is making strides in the right direction. Board members are aware of the limited 

reach of co-curricular programs and they are actively finding ways to deliver expanded 

opportunities for students. In terms of supporting teachers, the Board of Education took the bold 

step in January 2019 to re-hire Mrs. Lane as the social studies curriculum specialist. She will 

continue her work from two years ago beginning in the summer of 2019. In her interview, Mrs. 

Lane vowed she will put structures of professional and curricular support in place for SAUSD 

social studies teachers, including SAUSD government teachers. In fact, she says she is already 

looking into the possibility of bringing together at least one teacher from every high school in the 

District to learn about the curriculum offerings offer through the nationally-renowned Mikva 

Challenge, which seeks to develop youth to be empowered, informed, and active citizens.142 This 

is a step in the right direction for SAUSD. One can only imagine how much more powerful civic 

education will be when the District continues to explicitly invest in civic education opportunities 

for students, including updating civic education resources, revamping the government 

requirement to ensure all students receive a transformative civic education, and expanding co-

curricular programs.  

 As the Santa Ana Unified School District and other school districts across the country 

continue to expand their understanding and willingness to implement a robust civic education, 

the role of other institutions and systems in society should not be disregarded. If we want 

informed and engaged citizens who are civically engaged, everyone must come together to make 

it happen. States, for example, play a key role in terms of what requirements guide school 

                                                
142 Rachel Lane, phone interview by Luis Gonzalez, March 28, 2019. 
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districts’ policies. Jamieson et al. argue states must work to “develop common standards and 

assessments in social studies through a state-led effort and hold schools and districts accountable 

for student civic learning achievement by inclusion of civic learning in state assessments and 

accountability measures.”143 Equally as important to the development of common standards and 

assessments, however, is the funding states provide to school districts. States must make sure 

they are equitably funding schools and that these funds are plentiful for districts to better address 

the educational inequalities in opportunity and outcomes that exist.  

 This case study on the civic education taking place at SAUSD has demonstrated the 

power that schools have when it comes to ensuring students have opportunities to become 

informed and engaged citizens. The thesis offers one window into the civic education taking 

place at SAUSD by examining several curricular and co-curricular programs. It centered on the 

offerings available to students and what adults have to say about these options. Further research 

studies examining the civic education at SAUSD and in other districts, however, should center 

on students and examine how they feel about the role of schools and the extent to which schools’ 

programs are impacting their lives. This analysis might parallel the evidence that civic education 

facilitates informed and engaged citizens or it may perhaps contradict the role of schools in 

fostering civic engagement.  

 Finally, as a society, we must also critically examine what it means when a subset of our 

population, especially our most striving population of students from low-income, 

underrepresented communities, is experiencing alienation from government. When examining 
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this dynamic, it is important to note that students may be developing attitudes of alienation and 

distrust because of a system that is not inclusive towards them. As Gimpel and Pearson-

Merkowitz argue, “Without question, much of the distrust and scorn of the system we have seen 

expressed stems from attitudes developed toward law enforcement authorities. Some of it was 

also anchored in the experience of unequal treatment by local government authorities when it 

came to public policy.”144 These institutions of power contribute greatly to how people regard 

themselves in relation to community and they should not go unnoticed and unquestioned. As a 

society, we must strive to make these systems fairer and more equitable to our most vulnerable 

members.  

All in all, we live in a politicized society where the democratic process only seems to 

serve those who are connected to government because they have been afforded the knowledge on 

how government works and an awareness on the best way to influence the democratic process. If 

we want the democratic process to work for everyone— and not just a handful of individuals— 

implementing a robust civic education is an option that we must consider. In this thesis, the 

transformational nature of civic education in curricular and co-curricular spaces aimed at getting 

students prepared with the knowledge and skills necessary to become informed and engaged 

citizens is made clear. More needs to be done at all levels of education and society to ensure a 

robust civic education is available to all students.  

  

                                                
144 James G. Gimpel and Shanna Pearson-Merkowitz, “Policies for Civic Engagement Beyond the 

Schoolyard,” in Engaging Young People in Civic Life, ed. James Youniss and Peter Levine (Nashville, TN: 
Vanderbilt University Press, 2009), 86. 
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