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Abstract:

Across the United States, civic education mandates have been widely implemented to prepare young
people for democratic participation. Yet, there is limited understanding of how these requirements
shape educational equity, particularly minority students’ access to college. This study addresses that
gap by systematically reviewing recent empirical research on the relationship between mandatory
civics policies and postsecondary outcomes for Black, Hispanic, and Indigenous students. The
analysis shows that equity-neutral mandates, often unfunded and narrowly focused on standardized
assessments, fail to enhance college-going aspirations and may even worsen existing access gaps
in under-resourced schools. In contrast, equity-explicit policies that support “thick civics”, which uses
participatory and project-based approaches that is rooted in culturally sustaining pedagogy and
linked to real community issues correlate with stronger college-going identities and higher rates of
FAFSA completion, applications, and enrollment among marginalized groups. Findings demonstrate
that the presence or absence of resources, professional development, and culturally responsive
frameworks mediates whether mandates act as gateways or barriers to opportunity. The paper
concludes that civic education and college access cannot be separated. To fulfill their democratic
promise, mandates must be intentionally designed with equity safeguards, resource allocation, and
accountability systems that track not only civic knowledge but also postsecondary outcomes. By
reframing civics policy in this way, states can transform a procedural graduation requirement into a
meaningful pathway that empowers minority students to pursue higher education while strengthening
democratic renewal.
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