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Do Introductory Political Science Courses 
Contribute to a Racial “Political Efficacy 
Gap”? Findings from a Panel Survey of 
a Flagship University
Miguel Centellas, University of Mississippi

Cy Rosenblatt, University of Mississippi

ABSTRACT  This article examines findings of a panel study of more than 1,000 students 
enrolled in introductory political science courses at a flagship public university. The sur-
vey assessed whether completing an introductory course had a positive effect on political 
efficacy, focusing on gender and race. We found that, at the aggregate level, completing an 
introductory political science course had little or no impact on self-reported measures of 
political efficacy. However, we found evidence of significant differences in external political 
efficacy between black and white students, even when controlling for factors such as back-
ground characteristics and course performance (i.e., grades). Our findings raise important 
questions about the “civic” function of the undergraduate political science curriculum, 
particularly regarding racial political inequalities.

In 2011, we developed an ambitious plan for assessing the 
impact of introductory political science courses at the Uni-
versity of Mississippi. We were interested in measuring 
whether completing such a course helped students become 
“effective citizens”—a stated goal of the political science 

major at our institution. We decided that foundational introduc-
tory courses—which are popular for fulfilling the social science 
general-education requirement and are taken by more than 1,000 
students each semester—could be a useful indicator of whether 
political science (as a discipline) was meeting this core curricular 
objective. We chose to measure “political efficacy”—that is, an 
individual’s belief that he or she can affect political change—as 
our indicator for whether completing an introductory political 
science course helped students become effective citizens.

With generous support of the department chair, John Bruce, 
we physically distributed a panel survey to students enrolled in 
17 sections of three introductory courses offered by the department:  
Introduction to American Politics (AP), Introduction to Compar-
ative Politics (CP), and Introduction to International Relations 
(IR). In addition to questions about political efficacy, the survey  
included questions about background characteristics (e.g., race, 

gender, and parents’ level of education), political ideology, news- 
media–consumption patterns, and social-media usage. Additionally, 
because the survey was not anonymous, we could insert individual 
students’ end-of-semester grades as an important control variable.1 
Last, because students’ attitudes about their instructors might have  
an effect, we used information from end-of-semester teaching- 
evaluation scores as an additional control variable.

Our key findings were surprising: although we found little 
evidence for a gender or racial “efficacy gap” at start-of-semester, 
we found evidence of a significant racial “efficacy gap” at end-of- 
semester—in both univariate and multivariate analysis. Of course, 
we cannot speak to the experience of other institutions. We there-
fore encourage other institutions to attempt similar studies of 
political efficacy or other “civic” values identified as important 
curricular goals. We believe that departments should assess how 
their curriculum as a whole—rather than individual projects or 
pedagogies specifically geared toward “civic education”—affects 
students’ attitudes about American politics and its institutions.

POLITICAL EFFICACY, CIVIC EDUCATION, AND SOCIAL 
INEQUALITIES

Although few of us describe what we do as “teaching civics,” a 
significant part of what we do serves that function. This is most 
pronounced in undergraduate American government courses, in 
which significant attention familiarizes students with the theory 
and practice of America’s political system and which is one of the 
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most common general-education electives taken by undergradu-
ates. American political science has a history of involvement in 
civic education, going back to John Dewey (1916). Concern with 
“civic” values has been a driving concern of scholars including 
Almond and Verba (1963), Barber (1984), Dahl (1998), Putnam 
(2001), and Young (2002). An “institutional” phase began with the 

formation of the APSA Task Force on Civic Education (Ostrom 
1996) and the subsequent formation of the APSA Committee on 
Civic Education and Engagement.

We chose political efficacy rather than other values (e.g., toler-
ance and egalitarianism) because we believe it is a fundamental 
component of democracy and because it seems to be the most  
“content-neutral” component. Political efficacy is “the feeling that 
individual political action does have, or can have, an impact upon 
the political process…the feeling that political and social change 
is possible and that the individual citizen can play a part in bring-
ing about this change” (Campbell, Gurin, and Miller 1954, 187). 
Scholars also have long distinguished between internal and exter-
nal dimensions of political efficacy (Balch 1974; Converse 1972). 
Whereas internal political efficacy reflects an individual’s belief 
that he or she can understand politics, external political efficacy 
reflects that individual’s belief that he or she can influence polit-
ical decisions.

We believe political efficacy is an important component of 
civic education. The most recent report by the APSA Commit-
tee on Civic Education and Engagement (McCartney, Bennion, 
and Simpson 2013) includes several chapters that discuss polit-
ical efficacy and its relation to civic education or civic learning 
(see, especially, Van Vechten and Chadha 2013). However, most 
of the edited volume focused on deliberate pedagogical strategies, 
approaches, or other types of “interventions” (e.g., service-learning  
projects) and assessing their impact on “civic education” bench-
marks or outcomes. Moreover, no chapter focused explicitly on 
the ways in which civic learning might vary by race or gender. The 
notable exception is the chapter by Owen (2013), which included 
both race and gender as demographic controls in her study of 
whether junior and high school civic courses with “active-learning 
elements” improved students’ engagement with the 2008 presi-
dential campaign.

Many elements of civic education are closely tied to political 
efficacy. Discussions of civic education often focus on “knowledge 
acquisition” (Galston 2001; Niemi and Junn 2005), and there is 
a long-established link between education and political efficacy 
(Almond and Verba 1963; Campbell, Gurin, and Miller 1954). In 
the tradition of Dewey (1916), civic-education proponents argue 
that increasing “political literacy” improves individuals’ political 
efficacy, which improves the health of our democracy (Feith 2011; 
Gutmann 1999; Westeimer and Kahne 2004). Traditionally, civic 
education includes a broad appreciation of how the political sys-
tem works and how individuals can participate effectively. Studies 
consistently find a relationship between education and political 

efficacy, although that relationship is complex. Studies also have 
shown that deliberate “civics” instruction improves knowledge 
acquisition (Niemi and Junn 2005), as does the discussion of con-
troversial topics (Hess 2009). Research on political socialization 
has long explored the relationship between childhood and early- 
adult education and individuals’ political attitudes—including 

political efficacy (Easton and Dennis 1967; Meyer 1977). Many 
scholars even argue that developing or improving individuals’ 
political efficacy should be an explicit goal of civic education 
(Kahne and Westheimer 2006; Pasek et al. 2008).

However, there is reason to be skeptical about the effects of 
civic education—particularly regarding deeply entrenched social 
inequalities such as those related to gender and race. If civic edu-
cation is partly a means to impart political efficacy—the belief 
that one can affect political outcomes—then it must confront the 
realities of institutional sexism and racism embedded in American 
society. We know that levels of political efficacy tend to be lower 
among women (Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 1997) and African 
Americans (Abramson 1972; Rodgers 1974) and that these gender  
differences may be a product of socialization (Bennett and 
Bennett 1989). Studies by the National Center for Education 
Statistics found that students who are poor, whose parents have 
less education, or are African American or Hispanic do less well 
on civic–political knowledge tests (National Center for Education 
Statistics 1999; 2007). Programs that are self-consciously oriented 
toward civic education must address these inequalities.

There is growing interest in assessing the effectiveness of civic- 
education programs and pedagogies. McCartney, Bennion, and 
Simpson (2013) largely focused on this endeavor. However, the 
chapters in that volume—other than Owen (2013) and Van Vechten  
and Chadha (2013)—paid little attention to racial, gender, or 
other inequalities in civic education. Studies that focus on key 
social differences such as race and gender offer reasons for skepti-
cism. For example, although service-learning and extracurricular 
programs comprise an increasing component of civic education 
(Baldi et al. 2001; Kahne and Sporte 2008), they may not raise 
levels of political efficacy (Kahne and Westheimer 2006). Even 
if they did, students with lower socioeconomic status and ethnic 
minorities have fewer opportunities to participate in such pro-
grams (Conover and Searing 2000; Kahne and Middaugh 2008). 
If civic education is an important component of political science 
curriculum in the twenty-first century, we must grapple with ways 
in which socioeconomic inequalities affect how students acquire 
the benefits of such an education, as well as the possibility that 
efforts aimed at civic education may have limited impact—or even 
negative, unintended consequences.

THE SURVEY: DATA AND METHODS

Our goal was to assess the civic-education impact of undergrad-
uate introductory courses at our institution. Rather than develop 
and evaluate specific civic-education programs, we developed a 

Our key findings were surprising: although we found little evidence for a gender or racial 
“efficacy gap” at start-of-semester, we found evidence of a significant racial “efficacy gap” at 
end-of-semester—in both univariate and multivariate analysis.
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panel survey of the more than 1,000 students enrolled in three 
introductory courses offered by the department (i.e., Introduction 
to AP, Introduction to CP, and Introduction to IR). We distrib-
uted our survey in two waves, during the first and last weeks of 
the Fall 2011 semester at the University of Mississippi, a public 
flagship university in the South. Although the faculty teaching 
the relevant courses were aware of our survey’s scope, we neither 

expected nor encouraged them to alter their syllabus in any way. 
In addition to asking questions about political efficacy, we asked 
about students’ background characteristics, political attitudes, 
and behavior. We also asked about their news-media consump-
tion and social-media usage. Because our survey was not anon-
ymous, we were able to match individual responses across both 
survey waves. This also meant that we could use students’ individ-
ual end-of-semester grades as a control variable. We collected 613 
survey responses during the first wave and 444 during the second 
wave, which represents a 50.3% response rate at start-of-semester 
and a 39.9% response rate at end-of-semester. We are confident 
that our sample was representative relative to the total popula-
tion enrolled in the three courses during that semester and the 
student population at large (see the appendix for more details).2

Measures of Political Efficacy
Measuring political efficacy has a long—and contentious—history. 
The University of Michigan’s Center for Political Studies began 
studying efficacy in 1952, and every round of the American 
National Election Studies (ANES) survey includes political efficacy  
questions. There is no consensus on how to measure political 
efficacy. Some prefer multi-item indexes that aggregate simple 
agree/disagree questions, such as those developed by Niemi, 
Craig, and Mattei (1991). These indexes have been criticized as 
problematic (Chamberlain 2012), leading many scholars to prefer 
multi-answer survey questions, such as those used by the General 
Social Survey. Resolving this debate is well beyond the scope of 
this article; we simply sought to measure changes in political 
efficacy across one semester.

We asked six regularly used agree/disagree ANES questions to 
measure internal and external political efficacy. Our measures for 
internal political efficacy were as follows:
 
	 •	 	“Voting	is	the	only	way	that	people	like	me	have	any	say	

about how government runs things.” (q10)
	 •	 	“People	like	me	have	no	say	about	what	the	government	

does.” (q11)
	 •	 	“Sometimes	politics	and	government	seem	so	complicated	that	

a person like me can’t really understand what’s going on.” (q12)
 
Our measures for external political efficacy were as follows:
 
	 •	 	“Public	officials	don’t	care	what	people	like	me	think.”	(q13)
	 •	 	“Those	we	 elect	 to	Congress	 lose	 touch	with	 the	people	

pretty quickly.” (q14)

	 •	 	“Parties	are	only	interested	in	people’s	votes,	but	not	their	
opinions.” (q15)

 
Factor analysis showed that these six items loaded on two dif-

ferent factors, consistent with the ANES.3 However, covariance 
for external-efficacy items was smaller than for internal-efficacy 
items (i.e., Cronbach’s α=0.30 and α=0.60, respectively, in the first 

wave; α=0.31 and α=0.61, respectively, in the second wave). Thus, 
we are more confident in our external-efficacy measures than 
those for internal efficacy.

Following ANES protocol, we created additive composite 
indexes for internal and external efficacy. Because our questions 
were worded negatively, a “disagree” answer was positively asso-
ciated with efficacy and coded as “1” (affirmative answers were 
coded as “0”). Our additive index produced a four-point index 
ranging from 0 to 3 for each of the two dimensions of political 
efficacy; higher scores indicated higher levels of political efficacy.

Student Background Characteristics
We asked students about their background characteristics: gender, 
race or ethnicity, birth year (age), class standing, major, political 
ideology, mother’s and father’s level of education, and type of 
hometown in which they grew up. The methodological appendix 
includes a table of descriptive statistics for our survey samples, as 
well as tests for the three variables that we used to assess the rep-
resentativeness of our samples: gender, race, and class standing.

Students’ News-Media Consumption and Social-Media Usage
As part of another project on news-media consumption, we included 
10 questions specifically related to news-media–consumption 
and social-media–usage habits. We asked about number of hours 
they spent watching television and using the Internet (for any 
purpose), how often they read newspapers or watched television 
news programs, and their social-media usage. We also included 
a guided but open-ended question asking them to list any news- 
media sources that they had consumed (i.e., read, listened to, 
or watched) during the previous week. We used those ques-
tions to construct separate news-media and social-media indexes 
(see the appendix).

Panel Study: Pretest and Posttest Analyses
Our survey design enabled us to use two different methods to assess 
the impact of undergraduate political science courses on political 
efficacy. First, we measured self-reported internal and external 
political efficacy at start-of-semester and compared differences 
across different gender and race subpopulations. Second, we again 
measured self-reported internal and external political efficacy at 
end-of-semester and compared differences across the subpopu-
lations. We compared aggregate political-efficacy levels across 
the entire sample and subpopulations in both waves. Third, we 
used multivariate regression to identify independent correlates of 
political efficacy at start-of-semester and end-of-semester.

If civic education is partly a means to impart political efficacy—the belief that one can affect 
political outcomes—then it must confront the realities of institutional sexism and racism 
embedded in American society.
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We again found differences across subgroups (see appendix 
table 4). Social science majors continued reporting higher  
levels of internal political efficacy (z=-3.43, p<0.001) and 
first-year students had significantly higher levels of external 
political efficacy (z=-2.19, p<0.05) than their peers at end-of- 
semester. Differences in internal political efficacy across dif-
ferent courses also disappeared, but a difference in external 
political efficacy emerged between students enrolled in IR  
(t=-2.02, p<0.05).

Most relevant, however, was evidence of an end-of-semester 
racial “efficacy gap.” Black students reported lower levels of both 
internal (z=2.39, p<0.05) and external (z=2.47, p<0.05) political 
efficacy than their peers. Moreover, whereas aggregate political 
efficacy increased during the semester for most subgroups, polit-
ical efficacy decreased among black students by end-of-semester.

We evaluated differences in end-of-semester self-reported 
political efficacy for other student characteristics and again found 
no relationship between mother’s or father’s level of education 
and political efficacy. This time, we found no relationship between 
ideology and political efficacy. We also found no relationship 
between end-of-semester political efficacy and news-media con-
sumption or social-media usage. At end-of-semester, we used our 
institutional teaching-evaluation instrument to impute “teacher 
quality” but found no correlation with political efficacy.6 Finally, the 
non-anonymous survey enabled us to impute individual students’ 
final course grades. However, we found no relationship between 
their grades and external or internal political efficacy.7

Individual-Level Changes in Self-Reported Political Efficacy
Our non-anonymous panel survey also enabled us to match indi-
vidual students’ responses across both survey waves. Thus, we could 
compare not only aggregate-level differences between start- and 
end-of-semester but also individual-level differences. Overall, 
they were small (see appendix table 5); however, some individual- 
level differences were significant. Students enrolled in AP reported 
an end-of-semester increase in internal political efficacy (z=-2.85, 
p<0.01). The decrease in internal political efficacy among students 
in CP and IR was only significant for IR (z=2.30, p<0.05). This was 
not surprising: because AP focuses on domestic American poli-
tics, we expected students to gain a heightened sense of political 
awareness. In contrast, CP and IR focus on international politics—
new to most undergraduate students—and seem to leave students 
(slightly) less confident that they understand politics.

After finding an efficacy gap in internal political efficacy 
between white and black students using aggregate data, we were 
surprised to find no evidence from individual-level data for 
it. The efficacy gap in external political efficacy, however, was 
confirmed. On average, external political efficacy among white 
students increased 0.210 points (z=-3.81, p<0.001) but dropped 
-0.455 points among black students (z=3.50, p<0.001). We found 
no differences in change in external political efficacy at the indi-
vidual level across other subgroups.

Because our survey was not anonymous, we could match indi-
vidual student responses across both survey waves. This enabled 
us to measure change (as gains or losses) in self-reported inter-
nal and external political efficacy between start-of-semester 
and end-of-semester. Although the subsample of students who 
responded to both waves was smaller (N=289), it was statistically 
representative of our larger sample (see the appendix). Moreover, 
even this sample was larger than those used in published studies 
reporting on the civic-education effects of pedagogical strategies.

We also found little evidence that completing an introductory political science course  
significantly impacted students’ political efficacy—even when controlling for individual 
students’ grades and teacher quality.

FINDINGS

Our findings suggest that students did not have different self- 
reported political efficacy across background characteristics such 
as race and gender at start-of-semester but that a racial “efficacy 
gap” developed by end-of-semester. We also found little evidence 
that completing an introductory political science course sig-
nificantly impacted students’ political efficacy—even when con-
trolling for individual students’ grades and teacher quality.

Self-Reported Political Efficacy at Start-of -Semester
Although we observed differences in self-reported internal and 
external political efficacy across subgroups at start-of-semester 
(see appendix table 3), most were not statistically significant. 
Aggregate mean internal and external political-efficacy scores 
were 1.89 and 1.47, respectively. Students seemed more likely 
to believe that they could understand politics but less likely to 
believe that they could affect politics. We found a (weak) relation-
ship between internal and external efficacy (r=0.22, p<0.001).

We found no significant differences in external or internal 
political efficacy between white and black students. We found a sig-
nificant difference in internal political efficacy only across gender 
(z=2.17, p<0.05).4 Not surprisingly, social science majors had higher 
levels of internal (z=-4.34, p<0.001) and external (z=-2.05, p<0.05) 
political efficacy than other majors, but there was no significant 
difference between first-year and other students. We found signifi-
cant differences across three courses, but only for internal political 
efficacy. This was driven by the much lower internal political effi-
cacy of students enrolled in an AP course (z=6.02, p<0.001).

Our survey allowed us to evaluate differences in political effi-
cacy across other student characteristics and self-reported behav-
iors. Chi-squared tests revealed no relationship between mother’s 
or father’s level of education and political efficacy. We found a rela-
tionship between ideology and external political efficacy (χ2=28.76, 
p<0.01). More conservative students were more likely to believe 
that they can affect politics. We also found a relationship between 
news-media consumption and internal political efficacy (χ2=44.91, 
p<0.001) but not with external political efficacy.5 We found no rela-
tionship between social-media usage and political efficacy.

Self-Reported Political Efficacy at End-of-Semester
By end-of-semester, aggregate political efficacy had improved 
(slightly) from 1.89 to 1.93 for internal and from 1.47 to 1.54 for exter-
nal political efficacy; however, neither was statistically significant. 
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Again, we evaluated differences in change in political efficacy 
across other student characteristics. At the individual level, we found 
no significant difference between change in external or internal 
political efficacy and parents’ level of education, ideology, news- 
media consumption, social-media usage, grades, or teacher quality.

Multivariate Analysis of Changes in Self-Reported Political 
Efficacy
To account for potential interactions between our variables and 
political efficacy, we used “jackknife” multivariate ordered logit 
regression.8 Overall, multivariate analysis confirmed many of our 
earlier findings but provided additional nuance; however, we note 
that the models were not very robust.

Table 1 presents regression estimates for start-of-semester inter-
nal and external political efficacy. The models for start-of-semester 

internal political efficacy, which were the most robust, confirmed 
that it was lower for students enrolled in AP and higher for social 
science majors, even when controlling for other factors. We found 
no evidence of a start-of-semester racial efficacy gap, but we 
found evidence that women had lower start-of-semester internal 
political efficacy.

Table 2 presents regression estimates for individual-level 
changes in political efficacy by end-of-semester. The models con-
firmed the emergence of an end-of-semester racial efficacy gap, 
even when controlling for factors such as parents’ level of edu-
cation, students’ grades, and teacher quality. We found evidence 
that students reported higher internal political efficacy after com-
pleting an AP course. However, these models were not robust, 
suggesting that other unobserved factors affect how students 
gain or lose political efficacy during a semester.

Ta b l e  1
Jackknife Ordered Logit Estimates of Self-Reported Political Efficacy at Start-of-Semester

Internal Political Efficacy External Political Efficacy

Black -0.40 (0.246) -0.31 (0.294) -0.02 (0.250) 0.16 (0.330)

Female *-0.43 (0.180) *-0.40 (0.180) 0.10 (0.177) 0.08 (0.184)

Parents’ Education 0.06 (0.084) 0.13 (0.094) 0.11 (0.097) 0.15 (0.090) 0.11 (0.095) 0.12 (0.100)

Ideology -0.10 (0.090) -0.15 (0.101) -0.17 (0.103) 0.15 (0.090) 0.12 (0.102) 0.13 (0.104)

First-Year Student 0.14 (0.167) 0.24 (0.184) 0.23 (0.186) 0.30 (0.166) 0.29 (0.190) 0.29 (0.191)

POL 101 (AP) Dummy ***-0.72 (0.191) ***-0.68 (0.206) **-0.66 (0.208) -0.12 (0.186) -0.11 (0.203) -0.12 (0.209)

Social Science Major **0.45 (0.176) **0.58 (0.193) **0.61 (0.197) *0.39 (0.182) 0.33 (0.199) 0.31 (0.207)

Media Consumption ***-0.33 (0.075) ***0.35 (0.089) ***0.35 (0.088) -0.03 (0.071) -0.11 (0.083) -0.11 (0.084)

Prob > F 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0124 0.0992 0.1366

R2 0.0474 0.0571 0.0581 0.0118 0.0104 0.0106

Number Observed 595 458 458 588 453 453

Notes: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p< 0.001. Jackknife standard-error estimates in parentheses.

Ta b l e  2
Jackknife Regression Estimates for Change in Self-Reported Political Efficacy

Internal Political Efficacy External Political Efficacy

Black -0.44 (0.401) -0.53 (0.461) ***-1.14 (0.353) **-1.03 (0.353)

Female 0.12 (0.260) 0.18 (0.270) -0.05 (0.250) 0.03 (0.247)

Parents’ Education -0.12 (0.122) -0.08 (0.123) -0.12 (0.126) -0.05 (0.130) 0.03 (0.124) -0.05 (0.130)

Ideology 0.03 (0.135) 0.07 (0.137) 0.04 (0.138) 0.12 (0.123) 0.18 (0.125) 0.13 (0.125)

First-Year Student -0.08 (0.245) -0.08 (0.259) -0.10 (0.261) 0.35 (0.243) 0.36 (0.257) 0.32 (0.257)

POL 101 (AP) *0.68 (0.301) *0.66 (0.308) *0.69 (0.310) -0.25 (0.290) -0.32 (0.303) -0.26 (0.302)

Social Science Major 0.08 (0.241) 0.03 (0.240) 0.08 (0.246) -0.21 (0.252) -0.34 (0.252) -0.21 (0.261)

Media Consumption 0.13 (0.101) 0.11 (0.102) 0.10 (0.105) 0.01 (0.110) 0.06 (0.112) 0.05 (0.113)

Student’s Grade 0.08 (0.110) 0.14 (0.113) 0.12 (0.114) -0.07 (0.128) -0.06 (0.132) -0.11 (0.131)

Teacher Quality -0.32 (0.487) -0.37 (0.521) -0.33 (0.525) -0.05 (0.516) -0.10 (0.534) -0.02 (0.536)

Prob > F 0.1004 0.2244 0.1712 0.0406 0.7188 0.1348

R2 0.0174 0.0159 0.0184 0.0213 0.0094 0.0189

Number Observed 284 272 272 269 258 258

Notes: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p< 0.001. Jackknife standard-error estimates in parentheses.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING INTRODUCTORY POLITICAL 
SCIENCE

Our findings raise concerns about political science and civic 
education. We found evidence that completing an AP course 
improved students’ internal political efficacy, regardless of their 
grades. Students who completed an AP course believed that 
they understood (American) politics better than they had at 
start-of-semester. However, we also found evidence that race is a 
significant factor in how external political efficacy was mediated 
through civic education. If external political efficacy is a measure 
of an individual’s belief that he or she can affect social or political 
change, then a racial efficacy gap is a serious concern. Moreover, 
we are troubled by the possibility that African American students 
may be leaving introductory courses with less external political 
efficacy than when they entered. Are black students (inadvert-
ently or not) being taught that they have even less political power 
than they thought they had?

In thinking through this issue—and discussing it with col-
leagues at our institution and beyond—we considered two possible 
explanations. Some suggested that “institutional racism” is felt 
on campus (and in the classroom) in ways that negatively affect 
black students’ political efficacy. This may be a particular issue 
at our institution, a flagship university in the South, with all the 
historical baggage that that entails. It also is possible that biases 
(implicit or otherwise) affect black students’ reactions to faculty. 
We are not fully convinced by the institutional racism explana-
tion, although we encourage more research on the subject. First, 
we know the department’s faculty are generally committed to racial 
equality and focus significant attention (particularly in AP) on dis-
cussing civil rights and liberties and social-justice movements.

Second, it seems unlikely that black students first encounter 
institutional racism on our campus and not previously. Recall 
that we observed no significant difference in start-of-semester 
external political efficacy between white and black students. We 
also were unable to fully test this explanation empirically with 
our data. That semester, all faculty teaching AP were white males; 
there were two female instructors (both in CP) and two Hispanic/
Latino faculty (also both in CP).9 Thus, we could not use instruc-
tor’s race or gender as a control variable. We also cannot identify 
individual students’ teaching-evaluation surveys to determine 
whether students’ race or gender affected instructor evaluations. 
We found a racial “grade gap” of 0.57 GPA points between black 
and white students (t=3.94, p<0.001). Again, however, black stu-
dents’ external political efficacy declined even when controlling 
for end-of-semester grades.

The second possibility is intriguing but more difficult to test. 
The majority of faculty of color with whom we discussed our 
results were unsurprised, suggesting that a declining external 
political efficacy after completing an introductory course fit their 
own experience. They suggested that many black students arrive 
on campus with unrealistically heightened external political effi-
cacy (several suggested that this reflects communities’ “empow-
erment” efforts) and were confronted with a more pessimistic 
reality in the classroom—particularly if the university was their 
first experience in a predominantly white institution. Those col-
leagues suggested that this was a typical response to completing 
an introductory course and that later courses reversed it, increas-
ing external political efficacy by focusing on practical strategies 
rather than basic “civic” knowledge. We cannot test this claim 

because our data encompass only introductory courses. However, 
this explanation also concerns us because we know that most 
students who take introductory courses are not political science 
majors. If introductory courses “break down” the external politi-
cal efficacy of black students, what happens to accounting, chem-
istry, and theater majors? Moreover, this explanation does little 
to explain the significant increase in external political efficacy of 
white students.

Ultimately, we have no clear, satisfactory explanation for why 
we observed a significant efficacy gap between white and black 
students who completed an introductory political science course 
at our institution. However, if the racial efficacy gap we observed 
exists, then it has profound consequences for how we think about 
civic education in twenty-first-century America. We encourage  
others to carefully consider these issues and to include race, 
gender, and other background characteristics in future studies of 
civic education pedagogies.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

To view supplementary material for this article, please visit 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096518000380 n

N O T E S

 1. Our study was approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board 
(Protocol 12-031).

 2. A detailed methodological appendix is available at http://socanth.olemiss.edu/
wp-content/uploads/sites/154/2018/01/PS-Efficacy-Appendix.pdf.

 3. Note that q11 loaded on both factors at a higher level than 0.20 but loaded at a 
higher level (0.31) for the internal political efficacy factor.

 4. Because our efficacy variable was a constructed ordinal measure, we used two-
sample Wilcoxon rank-sum tests. Because of small subsample sizes, we dropped 
all non-white and non-black respondents when making comparisons across race.

 5. After using factor analysis to confirm our five news-media questions loaded 
on a single factor (i.e., Cronbach’s α=0.72), we constructed a news-media–
consumption index (see the appendix for more details).

 6. We also found no difference in start-of-semester political efficacy and teacher 
quality.

 7. We also checked whether end-of-semester grades were correlated with start-
of-semester self-reported political efficacy and found that they were not 
significantly correlated.

 8. We used ordered logit because our dependent variable (i.e., political efficacy) is 
a constructed ordered measure. Jackknife estimation is commonly used (like 
the more popular bootstrapping) whenever assumptions underlying traditional 
regression models are in doubt. We used jackknife estimates to account for 
relatively small sample sizes. A major advantage of jackknifing is that, unlike 
bootstrapping, no data imputation is necessary. Instead, jackknifing uses 
Monte Carlo simulations to calculate a series of regressions using random 
samples of the data. See Shao and Tu (1995).

 9. One of the female instructors was also one of the Hispanic/Latino faculty 
members and was a graduate instructor from Latin America.
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