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Sticking Together
Classroom Diversity and 
Civic Education
David E. Campbell
University of Notre Dame, Indiana

How does classroom racial diversity affect the civic dimension of American
adolescents’ education? Does a high level of diversity correlate with more 
or less discussion of political issues, a key criterion for an effective civic edu-
cation? Do different levels of political discussion, in turn, have consequences 
for the intention of adolescents to become informed voters? Using the
International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement Civic
Education Study, this article puts these questions to the empirical test. Results
show that racial diversity corresponds to a lower level of political discussion in
the classroom. Less political discussion, in turn, correlates with a lower likeli-
hood of adolescents’ stated intention of becoming an informed voter.

Keywords: civic education; civic engagement; political socialization; ethnic
diversity; voting; political discussion

America’s public schools have an explicit mandate to provide their
students with a civic education. Although often forgotten, the huge

investment made in the nation’s public, or common, schools was originally
justified on civic grounds. Common schools were created to forge a united
citizenry—a mandate that has never been revoked and that has taken on
even greater significance given the rising level of ethnic and racial diversity
in America. Indeed, racial integration and the civic purposes of our schools
are intertwined, as de jure segregation was declared unconstitutional by the
Supreme Court at least in part because of its deleterious consequences for
the civic education of young people (Brown v. Board of Education, 1954).
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Yet little is known about the empirically observable consequences of racial
diversity in the classroom—both for minorities and Whites. This article
thus addresses a simple yet significant question: How does classroom-level
racial diversity affect the civic dimension of American adolescents’ educa-
tion? More specifically, are racially diverse classrooms home to more or
less discussion of varying political viewpoints? Do different levels of polit-
ical discussion, in turn, have consequences for the intention of adolescents
to become engaged in the political process?

This article draws from and contributes to the burgeoning literature on
how diversity affects civic engagement. It also speaks to the small but
growing body of research regarding civics instruction, an aspect of the
nation’s education system that is rarely discussed and even more rarely sub-
jected to empirical scrutiny (Macedo, 2000). In doing so, the article also
contributes to the more general body of scholarship on political socializa-
tion, which after a long period of dormancy has begun to experience a
reawakening (e.g., Campbell, 2002; Gimpel, Lay, & Schuknecht, 2003;
Jennings & Stoker, 2004; Niemi & Junn, 1998; Sears & Valentino, 1997).

The first section of the article examines whether classroom racial diversity
correlates with a higher or lower level of political discussion among adoles-
cents. Results show that diversity corresponds to less, not more, political dis-
cussion. Next, the second section turns to a possible consequence of political
discussion, namely, an adolescent’s stated intention to be an informed voter.
These results mirror what was observed for classroom discussion: A greater
degree of diversity correlates with a lower score on an index of intended polit-
ical engagement. The third section then combines the findings of the first and
second sections by testing whether political discussion mediates the relation-
ship between racial diversity and intended engagement. It does, suggesting
that more diversity corresponds to less political discussion, which in turn cor-
relates with a diminished expectation of becoming an informed voter. Finally,
the article’s conclusion addresses the normative implications of these findings.

Discussion and Diversity

This article speaks to at least two literatures. First is the research 
on political discussion, which has been shown to constitute an especially
valuable component of civic education. Discussion, particularly when it
includes differing opinions, provides a model for reasoned discourse and
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deliberation on matters of public interest, which is important training for
constructive participation in the public sphere. The significance of political
discussion is underscored when we consider the results of its absence.
Huckfeldt, Johnson, and Sprague (2004) describe the deleterious conse-
quences for democratic decision making when people are not exposed to
the healthy exchange of differing viewpoints: “The capacity of the citizens
to exercise judgment is undermined because they are inexperienced and
perhaps incapable of entertaining and understanding the full range of polit-
ical alternatives” (p. 9).

When it comes to the civic education of adolescents, the extant literature
shows that classrooms in which political issues are discussed freely have a
substantial, positive impact on an array of civic outcomes, notably scores
on an exam designed to evaluate adolescents’ understanding and applica-
tion of democratic principles (Niemi & Junn, 1998; Torney, Oppenheim, &
Farnen, 1975; Torney-Purta, 2001-2002). In the words of The Civic Mission
of Schools, a synthesis of existing research on civic education,

When young people have opportunities to discuss current issues in a class-
room setting, they tend to have greater interest in politics, improved critical
thinking and communications skills, more civic knowledge, and more inter-
est in discussing public affairs out of school. (Carnegie Corporation and CIR-
CLE, 2003, p. 6)

In sum, political discussion is a vital aspect of developing the habits of
active, engaged citizenship for people of all ages, but perhaps especially for
young people—with classrooms being a critical forum for such discussion.
The extent to which a classroom is characterized by the discussion of public
and even potentially controversial subjects will be referred to as the open-
ness of the classroom climate.

The second literature addressed by this research is the burgeoning study 
of heterogeneity or diversity. Recent years have seen scholars in multiple 
disciplines pay more and more attention to the consequences of social 
heterogeneity—with heterogeneity defined across multiple dimensions—for
civic and political engagement, producing a multidisciplinary literature rife
with intriguing inconsistencies. Some research has concluded that a diverse
environment correlates with less engagement (Costa & Kahn, 2003; Uslaner
& Brown, 2005), whereas other studies have found that diversity, at least
along a few dimensions, is related to greater political interest, involvement,
and efficacy (Oliver, 2001). Significantly, Gimpel et al. (2003) have found
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that among adolescents, living in a racially diverse community corresponds
to a higher level of political efficacy.

The apparently contradictory results within the diversity literature are,
on closer examination, not so contradictory when we see that they involve
different types of engagement, different types of diversity, and different
social groupings. Generally, measures associated with political conflict—
attending local meetings, a sense of political efficacy—rise in diverse envi-
ronments, whereas consensually oriented measures such as interpersonal
trust are higher in homogeneous communities. However, the story is differ-
ent when we turn our attention to microenvironments, specifically one’s
personal social network. Mutz (2002) shows that heterogeneous social net-
works dampen participation in conflictual activities, as people generally
wish to avoid clashing with those close to them. Conversely, Campbell
(2006) demonstrates that homogeneous social networks facilitate consen-
sually oriented engagement. Similarly, voter turnout is high in communities
where presidential elections are the least competitive, as turnout is driven
as much by strong civic norms born of consensus as by political conflict.

The significance of understanding the impact of diversity on civic edu-
cation is underscored by the trend toward greater racial segregation of
America’s public schools during the past 20 years (Lee, 2004; Logan, 2002;
Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003).1 Unlike the Jim Crow era, contemporary
segregation is de facto, which the Supreme Court has deemed constitutional
(Milliken v. Bradley, 1974), rather than de jure, which is prohibited. But it
is segregation all the same, and it thus compels the study of how it affects
adolescents’ preparation for informed political engagement.

Based on the existing studies that show a positive link between diversity
and conflictually oriented political engagement, we might expect that politi-
cal discussion abounds in racially diverse classrooms. This is the conflict
hypothesis: In heterogeneous environments, students have a lot to talk about
because their political opinions differ. Although race is certainly not a perfect
proxy for political opinions—even when it comes to racial issues—in con-
temporary America it often reflects salient political divisions (Kinder &
Sanders, 1996). So although it is an oversimplification to suggest that
members of different racial groups have systematically varying opinions on
every issue, race nonetheless shapes opinions on many issues, even among
adolescents (Gimpel et al., 2003). Racial diversity in the classroom, therefore,
almost certainly means opinion diversity, which might be expected to spark
discussion among members of a high school social studies class.

However, there is another line of reasoning that could lead us to expect
exactly the opposite relationship between diversity and classroom political

60 American Politics Research

 distribution.
© 2007 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized

 at UNIV OF NOTRE DAME on September 1, 2007 http://apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://apr.sagepub.com


discussion. As noted, within social networks on a small scale, diversity
dampens political engagement (Mutz, 2002). Perhaps political discussion is
less common in heterogeneous classrooms because students, teachers, or
both wish to avoid conflict and embrace consensus, which is more likely
when everyone is of the same race. This is the consensus hypothesis:
Homogeneity fosters commonality, which creates an environment in which
both teachers and students feel comfortable talking about social and politi-
cal issues. Strengthening the plausibility of the consensus hypothesis is the
fact that classrooms are not rudderless vessels. They are led by a teacher
who has considerable (although presumably not total) control over the
nature of discussion in the class. Teachers in a racially heterogeneous class
may wish to avoid addressing contentious issues that could trigger conflict
among students and perhaps raise the ire of administrators and/or parents.

Although both the conflict and consensus hypotheses find support in the
literature, a judicious reading of the research on diversity suggests that the
nod goes to the dampening effect. It is in small-scale environments—such
as classrooms, presumably—where diversity appears to be negatively
related to political engagement. Still, sorting out whether the conflict or
consensus hypothesis more accurately describes the relationship between
racial diversity and classroom discussion is an empirical question, and so
we turn next to the empirical analysis.

Data

The data for the analysis are derived from the Civic Education Study
(CES), a nationally representative survey of ninth graders. Conducted under
the auspices of the U.S. Department of Education, the CES is part of a
cross-national study of civic education conducted in 28 nations.2 The study
was designed and administered by the International Association for the
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA), the same organization that
conducts international comparisons of academic competence in subjects
such as math and science, and it follows the same methodology as other
IEA studies. The study’s sampling frame was schools, selected randomly,
from both the public and private sectors. However, because it incorporates
demographic data from the district, this analysis uses the public school
sample only. In the full model, there are a total of 1,408 students in 106
schools (some models use fewer schools). In each school, students in 1
ninth-grade social studies classroom were surveyed.3
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Because of the data’s nested design—students in classrooms—it is pos-
sible to aggregate individuals’ responses to produce classroom-level mea-
sures. Most important, one can calculate the percentage of White and
African American students within each classroom.4 I have also merged data
describing each school and school district represented in the CES, as
reported in the Common Core of Data.5

The CES is an ideal source of data to examine whether classroom diver-
sity affects adolescents’ civic education. It contains a wide range of civic
measures, and as a nationally representative sample, it includes many
schools with widely varying racial environments. With other studies of ado-
lescents’ civic outcomes, such as the National Assessment of Educational
Progress Civics Exam, the National Household Education Survey, or
Monitoring the Future (MTF), it is not possible to test for classroom-level
factors shaping the civic education of young people.

Classroom Climate

The analysis begins with the question of whether ethno-racial diversity
in the classroom correlates with a more or less open classroom climate,6

which is defined as the degree to which students experience the discussion
of social and political issues while in class and whether they feel comfort-
able contributing their own opinions during such discussions. Classroom
climate is measured with an index of six items on the CES questionnaire.
For each statement, the student respondents could select the degree to
which it applies to their classes: never, rarely, sometimes, or often.

The next part of the questionnaire includes some statements about things that
happen in your school. When answering these questions think especially
about classes in history, civics/citizenship, or social studies.

Students feel free to disagree openly with their teachers about political
and social issues during class.

Students are encouraged to make up their own minds about issues.
Teachers respect our opinions and encourage us to express them during

class.
Students feel free to express opinions in class even when their opinions

are different from most of the other students.
Teachers encourage us to discuss political or social issues about which

people have different opinions.
Teachers present several sides of an issue when explaining it in class.
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Designed to be combined into an index, these six questions load cleanly on
a single factor, with an eigenvalue of 2.60.7 This factor constitutes the
dependent variable, standardized to have a mean of 5.0 and a standard devi-
ation of 1.0.

On the other side of the equation, a classroom’s level of ethno-racial
diversity is measured by calculating the percentage of Whites (non-Latino),
African Americans (non-Latino), Latinos (of any race), and students of
other ethno-racial groups within the classroom8 and then calculating a
Herfindahl index of diversity.9 The index of diversity is coded such that the
higher the index, the greater the diversity. A score of 0 would mean that
everyone is of the same group, whereas 1.0 would indicate that each of the
four groups has an equal share of the classroom population. The analysis
uses the classroom rather than the school as the level of aggregation for the
measurement of diversity because it is in the classroom that political dis-
cussion takes place and thus where diversity would be expected to have the
most direct impact on the volume and nature of that discussion.10

Although the level of classroom diversity is the independent variable of
primary interest, it is also necessary to account for other characteristics 
of students and their school that could influence the volume and nature of
political discussion within the classroom. At the individual level, these
include ethnicity and race to ensure that the impact of classroom diversity
is not conflated with differences in perceived classroom openness across
ethno-racial groups. White is the excluded category, which of course means
that the coefficients for the ethno-racial categories are interpreted as being
in comparison to Whites. The model also controls for gender because ado-
lescent girls are consistently more likely to report an open classroom cli-
mate than are their male peers (males are thus the excluded category).
Furthermore, the model accounts for students’ expected level of education,
a variable that serves as a rough measure of academic performance and
socioeconomic status (SES). There is also a control for the number of books
in the home, a widely used measure of SES in education research. To con-
trol for the high likelihood that students with greater intrinsic interest in
politics report more classroom political discussion, the model also accounts
for the individual student’s level of political interest.11 Finally, there is a
variable accounting for the amount of time devoted to social studies to
ensure that the measure of classroom openness is not simply serving as a
proxy for the frequency of civics instruction. (See the appendix for the
wording of these questions.)

In addition to these individual-level controls, the model includes vari-
ables describing students’ schools and districts, as reported by the Common
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Core of Data for public schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2002).
School-level variables include whether the school is urban to isolate the
impact of being in a racially diverse classroom as distinct from whether the
school is in an urban environment. Because political engagement of all
sorts is so closely linked to SES, the model controls for SES at the district
and school levels in a number of ways: per capita income within the school
district, percentage of households within the district below the poverty line,
percentage of the residents within the district who have earned a college
degree, and percentage of students within the school receiving a free or
reduced price lunch. Individually, each of these measures has its flaws, but
in combination they represent a multidimensional measure of SES.

The fact that the CES consists of students sampled within schools pre-
sents an econometric challenge. Modeling data with geographic clustering
risks a violation of the independence assumption underpinning ordinary
least squares regression, as students within a given classroom likely have
more in common with one another than would students drawn from two dif-
ferent classrooms. The estimation thus employs hierarchical linear model-
ing (HLM). A hierarchical estimation accounts for the grouped nature of
the data by modeling the intercept of the individual-level equation (Level 1)
as a function of the school-level variables (Level 2).12 Formally, the model
can be represented as

Level 1 Model: Classroom climate = β0 + β1*(Black) + β2*(Latino) 
+ β3*(other minority) + β4*(female) 
+ β5*(expected education) + β6*(books in the home) 
+ β7*(frequency of social studies) + β8*(political interest) + r

Level 2 Model: β0 = γ00 + γ01*(classroom racial heterogeneity) 
+ γ02*(urban district) + γ03*(per capita income, district) 
+ γ04* (% college degree, district) + γ05*(% below poverty line,

district) + γ06*(% free/reduced price lunch, school) + U0.

Column 1 of Table 1 displays the results,13 which reveal that African
American students are less likely to report an open classroom climate than are
Whites, whereas there is no statistically significant difference between
Whites and Latinos. Importantly, ethno-racial heterogeneity has a negative,
statistically significant impact on students’ perceptions of an open classroom
climate (–0.478, p < .05). The magnitude of the coefficient (0.478) means that
as ethno-racial heterogeneity moves across its entire range, classroom climate
declines by almost half of a standard deviation—a considerable range. The
substantive significance of this relationship is accentuated by the fact that it
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is observed even when controlling for SES of the students and the mean SES
within both the school and district.

The negative relationship between ethno-racial diversity and classroom
climate is notable but leaves open the question of how members of differ-
ent racial groups react to the presence or absence of other groups or their
own group members. Recall that the diversity index does not reflect the spe-
cific composition of the classroom, only its overall level of heterogeneity.
Thus, a classroom that is 90% White and 10% African American has the
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Table 1
Classroom Climate: Results From Hierarchical Linear Models

(1) (2) (3)

Classroom racial −0.478 (0.192)**
heterogeneity

Black × % Black in 1.148 (0.455)**
Classroom

White × % White in 0.651 (0.264)**
Classroom

Individual-level variables
Black (non-Latino) −0.099 (0.102) −0.481 (0.180)***
White (non-Latino) −0.175 (0.178)
Latino (any race) 0.001 (0.087) −0.015 (0.099) 0.219 (0.133)*
Other ethno-racial group 0.090 (0.110) 0.152 (0.146) 0.324 (0.140)**
Female 0.165 (0.050)*** 0.204 (0.064)*** 0.151 (0.051)***
Expected education 0.074 (0.025)*** 0.078 (0.027)*** 0.079 (0.026)***
Books in the home 0.004 (0.021) 0.016 (0.027) 0.010 (0.022)
Frequency of social studies 0.136 (0.029)*** 0.119 (0.038)*** 0.146 (0.028)***
Political interest 0.092 (0.027)*** 0.061 (0.033)* 0.092 (0.027)***

Contextual variables
% Black, classroom −0.110 (0.264) −0.363 (0.240)
% White, classroom
Urban district 0.045 (0.104) 0.025 (0.134) 0.009 (0.113)
Per capita income, district −0.001 (0.000)*** −0.001 (0.000)** −0.001 (0.000)**
% college degree, district 0.300 (0.265) 0.107 (0.474) 0.287 (0.238)
% below poverty line, 0.203 (0.939) −1.451 (1.220) 1.005 (1.013)

district
% receiving free/reduced −0.380 (0.358) −0.343 (0.402) −1.011 (0.449)**

price lunch, school
Intercept 4.034 (0.226)*** 4.091 (0.263)*** 3.813 (0.235)***

Individual-level 0.036 0.043 0.048
variance explained

Classrooms 106 72 96
Cases 1,408 926 1,344

Source: Civic Education Study.
Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .10, two-tailed. **p < .05, two-tailed. ***p < .01, two-tailed.
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same index score as another classroom that is 90% African American and
10% White, even though many observers would consider these classrooms
as qualitatively different. Nor can a reliance on the diversity index alone
reveal how individuals of different racial groups respond to their environ-
ment. We gain a better understanding of how the racial context affects polit-
ical discussion by thinking in terms of interactions. How do adolescents
respond to the presence of their own racial group members? Previous liter-
ature suggests that minorities, especially African Americans, feel more
comfortable engaging in political discussion when they are in a racially
homogeneous environment (Harris-Lacewell, 2004)—what I will refer to as
the racial solidarity effect. Does this also apply to adolescents in a relatively
structured environment such as the classroom?

Testing the racial solidarity effect is accomplished with interaction terms
between an individual’s race and the racial environment of the classroom.
For example, the test of how African Americans’ perception of the class-
room climate is related to the presence of other African Americans in 
the classroom is operationalized with the variable Black × % Black in
Classroom. A positive coefficient would mean that as the percentage of
African Americans in a classroom rises, African Americans report a more
open classroom environment. An analogous interaction term has also been
calculated for Whites.14

Columns 2 and 3 of Table 1 display the results of models that test whether
we observe the racial solidarity effect for African Americans and Whites. The
control variables are all identical to the model in column 1, except that the
diversity index has been replaced with % Black in classroom. At the individ-
ual level, White is the excluded racial category, which of course means that
the coefficient for Black is interpreted as relative to Whites.

Separate models are used test the racial solidarity effect for African
Americans and Whites, respectively, because the two models use a slightly
different set of classrooms and, thus, cases.15 Because interacting Black ×
% Black in Classroom logically requires each classroom to have at least
one African American, the model in column 2 omits the 34 classrooms with
no Black students. Likewise, the 10 classrooms with no White students are
omitted from the model that tests the racial solidarity effect among Whites
(column 3).16

In column 2, the negative coefficient for Black indicates that African
American students perceive a classroom climate that is less conducive to
political discussion than do their White peers. However, the positive coeffi-
cient for Black × % Black in Classroom is evidence favoring the racial soli-
darity effect: As the percentage of Blacks in the classroom rises, Black
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students are more likely to report an open classroom climate. Likewise, the
model in column 3 reveals that Whites also experience a solidarity effect, as
the results parallel those for African Americans. A greater concentration of
Whites in the classroom leads White students to perceive a more open class-
room climate and thus leads to more frequent discussion of political topics.

The interpretation of interaction terms is clearest when the results are
presented graphically, as has been done in Figures 1 and 2. Figure 1 dis-
plays the change in African American students’ perception of the classroom
climate as the percentage of fellow African Americans in the classroom
rises from the 10th percentile (4.0%) to the 90th percentile (60.9%). Note
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that all the control variables have been held constant at their mean values.
Over this range, the average classroom climate score rises more than 0.5 
of a standard deviation. Note that the figure also displays the line for
non–African Americans (students of all other races), which allows us to see
when the percentage of African Americans reaches a critical mass. That is,
we can see what the proportion of African Americans in a classroom needs
to be before Black students report a more open classroom than students
who are not Black—visually, where the lines cross. Based on this estima-
tion, it would appear that a critical mass is achieved when African
Americans are roughly 40% of a classroom.17

Figure 2 displays the racial solidarity effect for Whites. The percentage
of Whites in the classroom again ranges from the 10th percentile (12%) to
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the 90th percentile (95%), but in this case the rise in classroom climate is
about 0.25 of a standard deviation. Again, there is a line for students of all
other races, and so we can get a sense of a critical mass for Whites. Their
threshold is much lower than for African Americans; when Whites consti-
tute roughly one fourth of the class, White students report a higher level of
classroom openness than students of other races.

Informed Voting

Thus far we have seen evidence supporting the conclusion that racial
diversity is negatively related to political discussion in social studies class-
rooms in general and that African Americans and Whites are more likely to
report such discussion as the proportion of students sharing their racial iden-
tity rises—the racial solidarity effect. Although the existing literature on civic
education suggests that an open classroom climate provides an especially
effective forum for learning about politics, the question of whether racial
diversity is related to young people’s political engagement remains. Does
classroom diversity correlate with engagement beyond the classroom? The
challenge in answering this question is determining the appropriate outcomes
to evaluate. Civics is a potentially contentious subject, with considerable dis-
agreement over the content and objectives of what should be taught in the
classroom (Murphy, 2003). In the midst of this disagreement, however, I sug-
gest that consensus can be reached on the basic proposition that schools
should prepare young people to be voters, and informed voters at that. Indeed,
many state constitutions explicitly give their public schools the mandate to
teach young people to be knowledgeable members of the voting public
(Carnegie Corporation and CIRCLE, 2003). Presumably, conservatives and
liberals alike can find common cause in the simple proposition that a democ-
racy functions best with an electorate of informed voters.

The CES includes a test of whether adolescents intend to be informed vot-
ers. The student respondents are asked, “When you are an adult, what do you
expect that you will do?” Among the options are “vote in elections” and “get
information about candidates before voting in an election.”18 A simple addi-
tive index of these two items has a Cronbach’s alpha of .79, indicating a high
degree of overlap between them.19 Together, they indicate the likelihood that
young people say they will become educated and active members of the elec-
torate. The two items have been combined into a single factor, the informed
voter index.20 Obviously, responses to a paper-and-pencil questionnaire are far
from a guarantee that these young people really will be informed voters on
reaching voting age, and so perhaps these questions are more appropriately
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seen as providing a window into their current frame of mind. In the absence
of longitudinal data—which would be far more informative—whether inten-
tions turn into actions remains an open question.

Although the CES itself is not longitudinal, evidence from another panel
study suggests that adolescents who say they are going to vote actually do
and that they cast their first ballot relatively soon after coming of age to do
so. MTF, an annual survey of high school seniors, includes a question much
like what is found on the CES: MTF researchers follow up with a repre-
sentative subset of respondents every 2 years following their graduation
from high school and ask, among other things, whether they have voted. A
panel beginning in 1980 found that 84% of those students who said that
they would vote reported doing so 10 years later.21 Voting early in life, in
turn, is an investment that compounds over one’s lifetime because voting is
largely a habitual behavior. For example, drawing on the Jennings-Niemi
Student-Parent Socialization Study, a panel extending over 15 years,
Plutzer (2002) finds that the earlier in life people cast their first vote, the
more likely voting becomes a matter of habit over the course of their life-
span. Based on data across numerous nations, Franklin (2004) comes to a
similar conclusion. Thus, although the most cautious interpretation of ques-
tions that ask young people about their anticipated level of political engage-
ment later in life is simply that they reveal the youth’s current inclinations,
evidence from other sources of data suggests that future-oriented items
offer some insight into their subsequent behavior.

The analytic strategy for the informed voter index mirrors the models
testing the relationship between racial diversity and classroom climate. All
of the same control variables are included, and again the dependent variable
has been coded to have a mean of 5.0 and a standard deviation of 1.0. As
before, the racial solidarity effect is tested with interaction terms between
an individual’s race and the classroom racial composition (Black × % Black
in Classroom and White × % White in Classroom). Columns 1 and 3 of
Table 2 display the results, which resemble those for classroom climate. For
both African Americans and Whites, we observe evidence favoring the
racial solidarity effect: Black × % Black in Classroom and White × %
White in Classroom are both positive and statistically significant. (Note that
the interaction for Whites is only significant at p = .08, using a two-tailed
test. One might argue, however, that the test could be one-tailed, in which
case the p value would be .04.) In sum, for both Blacks and Whites, the
more they are surrounded by students who share their race, the more likely
they are to envision themselves as informed voters—and thus participants
in the most elemental form of political activity.
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Classroom Climate as a Mediating Variable

The fact that both classroom climate and the intention to be an informed
voter are negatively related to classroom racial diversity suggests that they
are linked to one another. Theory also suggests a connection between them.
As has been noted, research on classroom discussion indicates that an open
classroom climate motivates the political engagement of young people. If
this is the case, we would expect the relationship between racial diversity
and the informed voter index to be mediated through classroom discussion.
In other words, a lower score on the informed voter index is a function of
less political discussion in the classroom: the mediation hypothesis.

The test of whether classroom climate mediates the relationship between
racial diversity and the intention to become an informed voter is straightfor-
ward. A control for the individual student’s perception of the classroom cli-
mate is simply added to the models in columns 1 and 3 of Table 2. If classroom
climate mediates the relationship between diversity and the informed voter
index, when included in the equation it should be positive and statistically sig-
nificant, while also wiping out the impact of racial composition.

Results are shown in columns 2 and 4, for African Americans and
Whites, respectively. In both cases, the mediation hypothesis is supported.
Classroom climate is highly significant, whereas the coefficients for the
racial interactions are pushed well past the boundaries of statistical signifi-
cance (p = .35 in the model for African American students, p = .43 in the
model for White students).

Although data that are experimental or longitudinal, or ideally both,
would be superior for untangling the causal relationships among these vari-
ables, observational, cross-sectional data nonetheless allow for an initial
test of the hypothesis that racial diversity in the classroom correlates with
less discussion of political issues, which in turn corresponds to a lower like-
lihood that adolescents see themselves as active participants in the electoral
process. The limitations of the available data mean that these results should
be considered suggestive but not conclusive, but they are nonetheless con-
sistent with the growing body of evidence that indicates that an open class-
room climate is the key to a successful civic education.

Discussion

We live in an era in which “in the pantheon of unquestioned goods,
diversity is right up there with progress, motherhood, and apple pie”
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(Schuck, 2003, p. 12). Perhaps nowhere is this more the case than in the
public schools, which are often celebrated for bringing students of different
races and cultures together (Gutmann, 1999; Hochschild & Scovronick,
2003; Macedo, 2000). Some readers may be uncomfortable, therefore, to
learn that racially diverse classrooms have relatively low levels of political
discussion and that there is instead considerable evidence favoring a racial
solidarity effect. Nonetheless, civic educators need to grapple with the con-
sequences of diversity in the classroom, whatever they might be.

This analysis is hardly the final word on the civic implications of class-
room diversity. Sorting out the causal relationships between diversity and
civic engagement has proven to be complicated, and the study of young
people is no different. For example, although the CES data show that diver-
sity negatively correlates with political discussion in the classroom, Gimpel
et al. (2003) find that living in a diverse community is related to more polit-
ical discussion among young people outside of the classroom. Reconciling
these two apparently contradictory conclusions is difficult, especially
because the two studies have different sampling frames (Gimpel et al.’s
[2003] data come only from one state, Maryland, whereas the CES is a
national survey). Perhaps one explanation for the divergent results is that a
diverse setting sparks political conversation among adolescents when they
are left to their own devices outside of the classroom. If so, this would
imply that teachers dampen (or simply do not facilitate) political discussion
in heterogeneous classrooms. Unfortunately, the limitations of the CES
data mean that we do not know whether it is students or teachers who cur-
tail discussion in racially diverse classrooms or where the balance lies
between them. Nor is it possible to determine whether the race of the
teacher matters. Are minority teachers more likely to foster political dis-
cussion among minority students? In a similar vein, CES data do not per-
mit us to examine the content of the political discussion within these
classrooms. Perhaps the discussion in diverse classrooms is lower in quan-
tity but nonetheless higher in quality than in homogeneous classrooms. In
short, there is much to be learned about the implications of classroom diver-
sity for civic education, which is indicative of the general need for more
empirical examination of how young people come to learn about politics
and the role schools play in that process.

I close on a normative note. Although these data show that under the
status quo, racial diversity is negatively related to political discussion in the
classroom, I am hopeful that the direction of this relationship can be
reversed. Particularly encouraging is Gimpel et al.’s (2003) conclusion 
that community-level diversity correlates with greater political discussion
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among young people, which implies that diverse classrooms can be venues
for dialogue on social issues. Such dialogue will only occur, though, if
teachers are supported by administrators who recognize the value of spir-
ited discussion as a pedagogical tool. And administrators will only offer
that support if parents likewise see the need for an open classroom climate.
Through the combined efforts of teachers, administrators, and parents, per-
haps diversity in the classroom need not be an impediment to civic educa-
tion but can instead become its impetus.

Appendix

Question Wordings in the International Association for the Evaluation of 
Educational Achievement Civic Education Study

Race/ethnicity
What is your race?

1. American Indian or Alaska Native
2. Asian
3. Black or African American
4. Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
5. White

What is your ethnicity?
1. Hispanic or Latino
2. Not Hispanic or Latino

Gender
Are you a female or a male?

Expected education

How many years of further education do you expect to complete after this year?
Please include vocational education and/or higher education.

1. 0 years
2. 1 or 2 years
3. 3 or 4 years
4. 5 or 6 years
5. 7 or 8 years
6. 9 or 10 years
7. More than 10 years

Books in the home
About how many books are there in your home?
(Do not count newspapers, magazines, or books for school)

1. None
2. 1-10
3. 11-50
4. 51-100
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5. 101-200
6. More than 200

Social studies frequency
How often do you study social studies in school?

1. Almost every day
2. Once or twice a week
3. Once or twice a month
4. Never or hardly ever

Political interest
I am interested in politics

1. Strongly disagree
2. Disagree
3. Agree
4. Strongly agree

Notes

1. Although the authors of these studies disagree on the causes of resegregation, or increas-
ing racial homogeneity, in the public schools, they all agree on the basic trends.

2. For more details about the Civic Education Study (CES), see (Torney-Purta, Lehmann,
Oswald, & Schulz, 2001). Information about the study is available at http://www.wam.umd
.edu/~iea.

3. The school participation rate (after replacement) was 83% (65% before replacement).
The student participation rate was 93% (Sibberns & Foy, 2004).

4. More accurately, this group should be described as Anglo White because many Latinos have
a White racial identification. From this point forward, White should be taken to mean Anglo White.

5. The identity and geographic location of the schools are not available in the public
release version of the data set. They have been identified through a restricted data license from
the National Center for Education Statistics.

6. Because the diversity index includes both racial (White, Black) and ethnic groups
(Latino), when describing the overall measure of diversity, I use the term ethno-racial.

7. The factor was rotated using the varimax method. The factor loadings are the following:

Variable Loading

Disagree openly 0.63
Make up minds 0.68
Respect opinions 0.70
Express opinions 0.67
Discuss issues 0.59
Several sides 0.67

8. This group is primarily, but not entirely, composed of Asian Americans. Because it is a
residual category, it will not be featured in the discussion of the results.

9. The computational formula is 1– 
∑

r
s2

rc, where r represents each ethno-racial group and c

each classroom. Thus, src is the share of group r in each classroom c.
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10. Parallel analyses incorporating measures of ethno-racial diversity in the entire school
produce results that are very similar to those using classroom measures, which should not 
be surprising because school-level and classroom-level diversity correlate highly (r = .78,
p < .001). It is because of this high correlation that both school and classroom measures are
not included in a single model. The high correlation inflates the standard errors of both mea-
sures, distorting the interpretation of their impact. As expected, when school-level and class-
room-level results are in the same model, the classroom measures are generally more robust.

11. Admittedly, this might be thought of as a dependent variable. However, political inter-
est is unaffected by classroom diversity. Results are available on request.

12. In the tables reporting the results of the hierarchical models, I report the amount of
individual-level variance explained. Following the guidance of Raudenbush and Bryk (2002),
this has been calculated by comparing the individual-level variance in a model with no inde-
pendent variables (a one-way random ANOVA, or Model 1) with the variance in the model as
fully specified (Model 2). Specifically,

σ2 (Model 1) − σ2 (Model 2)

σ2 (Model 1) 

13. Models include poststratification weights, as calculated by the International Association
for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement.

14. The analysis centers on comparisons between Blacks and Whites, as the coefficients
for Latino × % Latino in the Classroom fail to reach conventional levels of statistical signifi-
cance (although they are in the same direction as for Blacks and Whites).

15. An alternative method is to calculate the racial composition of the classroom as con-
sisting of everybody in the classroom but the respondent. The problem with doing so, how-
ever, is that such a setup would not permit the use of hierarchical modeling, which requires
that all Level 1 cases (in this case, students) within a given Level 2 unit (classrooms) share the
same Level 2 values. To use a measure of classroom racial diversity that does not include the
respondent requires a slightly different estimation strategy, namely, linear regression employ-
ing robust standard errors (with clustering by classroom). When that method is used, the
results are substantively identical to what is reported here. However, a hierarchical modeling
approach is preferred for data of this sort.

16. Experimentation with different specifications reveals that the observed effect is best
described as showing racial solidarity, namely, members of one group reacting to the presence of
others with the same identity. Models that interact an individual’s own racial identity with the 
percentage of other groups in the classroom—Black × % White in Classroom, for example—
produce results that mirror those reported here. This is as expected, as more Whites in a classroom
mean fewer seats that can be occupied by African Americans. Percentage White in classroom
serves as a negative proxy for % Black in classroom, but only imperfectly, because having fewer
Whites in a classroom does not necessarily mean that all the other seats are filled by African
American students. Those seats could also be taken up by Latinos or members of other racial
groups. More precisely, the correlation between % White in classroom and % Black in classroom
is –0.67 (p < .001, two-tailed), which is relatively high but still far from 1.0. The results for inter-
actions across racial groups are not as robust as those for interactions within the same group.

17. This observation about critical mass is analogous to the literature on critical mass for
female legislators, although that literature is concerned with the percentage of female legisla-
tors required to affect legislative output (a collective outcome), whereas here, the concern is
the individual’s perception of the classroom climate (an individual outcome). The theory of
critical mass as applied to female legislators has found mixed support. Saint Germain (1989)
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and Thomas (1994) find supportive evidence, whereas Bratton (2005), Kathlene (1994), and
Rosenthal (1998) do not.

18. Possible responses are “I will certainly not do this”; “I will probably not do this”; “I
will probably do this”; and “I will certainly do this.”

19. The CES contains a number of items about these adolescents’ intended engagement,
which divide into four factors, of which the informed voter index is one (Husfeldt, Barber, &
Torney-Purta, 2005).

20. Both variables have a loading of 0.73. The factor uses varimax rotation and has an
eigenvalue of 1.07.

21. This is the author’s analysis of panel data obtained from Monitoring the Future, made
available through a private use data set. Note that some panel members had follow-up inter-
views in 1989, others in 1990.
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