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 Quality civic education is vital for the success of America’s democratic republic in the 

21st century.  Scholars from a variety of fields are convinced that without an emphasis placed on 

a strong civic education and an understanding of the best pedagogical practices our democracy 

will continue to deteriorate and pave the way for the loss of the American Republic. (Goldberg, 

Golston, Yell, Thieman, & Altoff, 2011).  National Council of Social Studies President, Steve 

Goldberg, sets the state of civic education and social studies in general,  

In our growing pluralistic society, children in the early grades need to be made more 
aware of the world in which they live so that they will be able to assume major decision-
making roles as well informed citizens.  A pervasive lack of knowledge in this country 
about foreign cultures and political occurrences threatens the very security of the United 
States as well as our ability to compete in the global marketplace and produce an 
informed citizenry (Goldberg, Golston, Yell, Thieman, & Altoff, 2011, p. 126).   

 
Many scholars, educational and political, would agree that an informed citizenry is a 

necessity due to national security reasons.  Without civic knowledge and an understanding of 

how the government works, citizens can put themselves and others in danger.   This literature 

review provides a summary and analysis on the state of civic education, the remedies for 

improving civic education and the best pedagogical methods that are used in classrooms across 

the nation that get the results that are so desperately needed.  Ideally, present-day civic education 

should create an educated populous with critical thinking skills and an ability to articulate 

political opinions while allowing all voices to be heard.   

In the 21st  century, civic education, though stated as important is being marginalized by  

high stakes testing and increasing emphasis on literacy and math proficiency.  More and more 

elementary and middle school students are not introduced to civic or social studies in general due 

to the fact that these subjects are not tested.  The President, the Department of Education and 

state departments of education are emphasizing math, science and language arts.  In an open 
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letter to President Obama that appeared in Social Education Journal in August of 2010,  Risinger 

states,  

Mr. President, where is citizenship education?  I have never seen such political 
animosity; inability to work together, name-calling, and extreme political polarization…even in 
the 1960’s during the anti-Vietnam War era.  I have never seen such political apathy among our 
student-age population-an apathy that extends into adults of all ages.  I have never seen such 
unwillingness to enter into discussions of issues and agree on policies that are in the best 
interests of all Americans.  I believe that a major factor in this deterioration of what I term as 
pluralistic citizenship behavior is the marginalization of social studies/citizenship education in  
the pre-K-12 curriculum throughout the nation (Risinger, 2010, p. 338). 
 
   If our nation is going to prosper and continue into “a more perfect union,” civic 

education must be on the front burner of reform in education, not placed on the back porch.  

Today, educational reform is based on test scores in math, science and literacy.  Though I 

understand the importance of continued progress in math and science, I would agree with Mr. 

Risinger again, “…However, if we do not teach our young citizens about history, geography, 

economics, civics and other social studies areas, our nation will lose its national bearings…it will 

lose its soul” ( 2010, p. 339).   

 Though no response was given by President Obama, Secretary of Education, Arne 

Duncan published an article in the Social Education Journal stating that Social Studies is an 

essential component to a well-rounded education ( 2011). Duncan agrees that it is time for a 

renewed national emphasis on social studies and citizenship education. Duncan also states that he 

understands that social studies content has had to live with the unintended consequences of the 

NCLB Act every day.  Though he acknowledges that educators and policymakers need to 

recognize that social studies is a core subject, critical to sustaining an informed democracy and a 

globally competitive workforce, he does not give any actual solutions to solving the problem of 

the marginalization of social studies content.  Instead, he claims, “we also need higher standards  
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and better tests for social studies.  I urge social studies teachers to work together to encourage 

states and local school boards to develop high social studies standards based on themes and skills 

and to create authentic growth measures of student learning” (Duncan, 2011). States already 

have strong state standards, but another test is not going to make informed citizens that can 

critically think and engage is public discourse about controversial, political issues.  School 

districts will continue to marginalize this core content since it is not tested on in many states; 

teachers and school districts emphasize what is being tested on.  Civics knowledge and 

engagement is seen after high school when students become of age to vote and become 

productive members of society. Are young adults more apt to carry on conversations about 

politics?  Are young adults committed to volunteer service and enhancing the community for the 

good of the whole and not the individual?  Are young adults critically processing the global 

world and the continuous problems of inequality within our own nation and that of the world?   

What we need is for all stakeholders; the federal government, the global and national business 

community, state governments, school districts, administrators, parents and teachers, to 

understand that without a strong sense of political efficacy our republic is in danger. Without the 

support from the federal government, our students will be less informed in the areas that are vital 

for the preservation of our free market economy, our participatory democracy, and our cultural 

literacy (Goldberg, Golston, Yell, Thieman, & Altoff, 2011).   Golston states that though she 

agrees that the words, “engaged and thinking citizens who are prepared for college and careers” 

by Mr. Duncan are important, the National Council of Social Studies makes the case that all 

students, whether they go to college or pursue any specific line of work,  will be citizens.  Every 

year, this country asks its citizens to use school skills, and especially their social studies 

education, to go to a voting booth and help run our cities, our states, and our nation.  
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“Citizenship:  it’s the ultimate academic application” (2011, p. 127).  As a teacher of social 

studies for twenty-one years, I fully understand the purpose of my job.  No matter what students 

are in front of me, all will live in our society and contribute.  My job is to make sure that their 

understanding of our nation, our government, our diversity and our place in this world is taught 

on a daily basis.  I am preparing my students for the ultimate job, citizenship in a democratic 

republic and a global economy.  As retired Supreme Court Judge Sandra Day O’Connor states,  

“Statistics show that there’s a very strong correlation between ignorance and 
distrust of our government,” O’Connor told the Florida legislature, “We must take 
action to reverse the trend of removing civics from our schools before this 
cynicism begins to suffocate our democracy” (Theroux, 2011, p. 29)  O’Connor 
continues, civics is about “teaching students that one person can ignite political 
fires on the ground, and those fires almost always begin with a very small 
spark…It takes a renewed commitment for each generation to continue the great 
experiment that we Americans undertook in 1779” (Theroux, 2011).   

   
The state of civic education is at a crossroads; this paper will discuss what the research 

states about current trends in civic education, the purpose of civic education, the best practices 

pedagogy for civic classrooms and the challenges that civics education still faces in the  century. 
  

 OF CIVIC EDUCATION 

 Preparing young people for active engagement in the civic and political life of their 

communities and the country has been a long-standing goal of public education (Pasek, Feldman, 

Romer, & Jamieson, 2008, p. 26).  However, in recent decades the effectiveness of civic 

education has been called into question by the increasing disengagement from politics exhibited 

by successive generations of young people.  Young people vote less and have less political or 

civic knowledge of our government.  Though recently, with the election of Barack Obama as 

president, researchers have seen a spike in voting behaviors of young people, many people 

believe that young people continue to be less interested in politics.  Now, researchers and 

political scientists are looking at civic education curriculum in the high schools as a method that 
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would encourage more participation by young people in our democratic society.  The civic 

classroom, along with the home and family, can serve as an important socializing agent by 

encouraging young people to develop and practice civic skills, offering opportunities for open 

discussions about political and social issues, and providing training grounds for civic 

involvement (Pasek, Feldman, Romer, & Jamieson, 2008, p. 27).  The question is, does the 

purpose of civic education change in high school classrooms today?  With the importance placed 

on standardized tests, though civics is not tested currently in the majority of states, can teachers 

allow the civic opportunities to prevail or do they have to simply teach content in order to pass 

the test?   

  It is commonly understood that democratic self-governance requires an informed and 

educated citizenry and that access to education is an important support for the development of 

such citizens.  Therefore, the purpose of civic education is to teach the knowledge, skills and 

values believed necessary for democratic citizenship (Kahne & Middaugh, High Quality Civic 

Education: What Is It and Who Gets It?, 2008, p. 35). Part of the responsibility of citizenship is 

voting.  Even though voting is vitally important, informed and educated voting is more 

important.  The true purpose of civic education is to teach the skills necessary so that students, 

once they become of voting age, can make informed and educated decisions about candidates 

and public policy.   

 Democracy, in the United States or anywhere, can only thrive where citizens understand 

and participate actively in civic and political life (Theroux, 2011, p. 1).  This was the core belief 

of Andrew Carnegie and a cornerstone of the Carnegie Foundation.  This foundation believes 

that civic participation entails building communities, solving problems, learning about public 

issues and voting- activities fewer individuals in the United States, including young people, 
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engage in every passing year.  “Declining civic engagement is bad news for the nation,” says 

Carnegie Corporation’s Geri Mannion, “particularly when young people lose interest in civic and 

political institutions, since the fate of the democracy ultimately is in their hands” (Theroux, 

2011, p. 1).  The Civic Mission of Schools, written by a group of experts from the Carnegie 

Corporation, stated that, “Being a competent and responsible citizen is not easy.  It can take 

courage, sacrifice and passion to be civically and politically engaged.  Engagement is especially 

difficult for disadvantaged young people; who lack resources and are often discouraged from 

participating.  Thus, an essential goal of civic education is to provide skills, knowledge and 

encouragement for all students, including those who may otherwise be excluded from civic and 

political life” (Theroux, 2011, p. 3).  To do this, civic education must be a priority in the schools 

in this century and beyond. 

 OF CIVIC EDUCATION 

 For the purpose of complete understanding of civic education and its importance in the  

century, a brief history is necessary.  Political scientists agree that the social studies began during 

the early 1900s (Neimi & Smith, 2001, p. 281).  History had always been a part of the curricula 

but it was not until a report from the Social Studies Committee of Secondary Education in 1916, 

did the concept of “Civics Education” become important (Neimi & Smith, 2001, p. 281).  The 

reason, based on the report, is that our public schools needed to “Americanize” the many 

students that were coming from other countries, as well as incorporate teenagers that could no 

longer work due to the new child labor laws.  The report argued for support in secondary 

education in courses like civics, government and problems of democracy (Neimi & Smith, 2001).  

This pattern in curriculum lasted for four decades, with some type of government or civics class 

occurring during the eighth, ninth or twelve grades.  The concern at that time, and even still 
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today, is how and what should be taught in these high school civics classes?  The divergent 

political views of all parties involved have and will continue to be an area of concern for parents, 

teachers and administrators.  During the 1960s and 1970s, people began realizing that 

government courses were controversial.  Disagreements surrounded which cultural history to be 

taught, what critical thinking skills and what types of moral outcomes might be legitimately 

considered part of “training one for citizenship” (Neimi & Smith, 2001, p. 281)?  Research from 

the APSA, the History Forum and the Symposium during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s all state 

that the same disagreements about what to teach then in civic courses are occurring now in all 

civic and government classes in the nation.   

 Beginning in the 1980s, government and social studies curriculums around the nation’s 

schools took on a life of their own.  The Nation at Risk report of the state of public education 

changed the curriculum forever.  Today, as family of the Nation at Risk report, the No Child Left 

Behind Act (NCLB) and now the Race to the Top agenda, continues the federal government’s 

need for control over the social studies curriculum, including American government.  For 

example, based on the Nation at Risk report in 1983, “The New Social Studies” emphasized  

political behavior, comparative politics, community action courses, and courses on a variety of 

substantive themes (Neimi & Smith, 2001).  Though the research of Neimi and Smith state that 

more students are completing an American Government course, in 1987 72% of graduating 

seniors had completed an American government course, in 1990 77% and by 1994, 78% had  

completed a course in civics or American government (Neimi & Smith, 2001, p. 282) Obviously 

the greatest percentage has happened recently due to the national and state standards movement 

and more importantly, the 9/11 terrorists attack. Civics classes were now, if they were not prior, 

requirements for graduation in all states.  States around the nation developed standards regarding 
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Civics, which placed a renewed importance on citizenship and what it means to be an American.  

According to many political scientists and educators, more and more students are taking a 

government class of some sort (Neimi & Smith, 2001).   However, though the civics or 

American government graduation requirement is implemented, the differences among the 

curriculum in various states and local school districts allows for continued controversy about 

what is a “good citizen” and what do they need to know and understand.  According to Galston, 

young students are lacking knowledge of politics and current events and critical thinking skills ( 

2004).   

 In the 1960’s, it was common for students to take multiple courses in civics covering not 

only the structure of American government but also the role of citizens and the issues they and 

the government face (Kahne & Middaugh, High Quality Civic Education: What Is It and Who 

Gets It?, 2008, p. 34).  Today, however, students take only one-semester long course on 

American government.  These courses tend to focus on factual knowledge of American 

government and they give considerably less attention to the role of common citizens (34).  The  

century civics curriculum should include the content knowledge and the role of citizenship in 

civic education.  With the state of the world today, educators and political scientists are 

advocating for this change.   

 There is only one organization, experts argue, that was established for the express 

purpose of preserving and protecting democracy:  the country’s educational system (Theroux, 

2011, p. 3).  Recognizing that literacy and citizenship education were critical to a healthy 

democracy, George Washington promoted the creation of “institutions for the general diffusion 

of knowledge” as an “object of primary importance” (Theroux, 2011, p. 3). George 

Washington’s vision was carried out with the establishment of America’s public schools during 
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the nineteenth century.  During earlier centuries, all education had a civic purpose and every 

teacher was seen as a civics teacher.  Forty of the state constitutions point to the value of civic 

literacy, and 13 of them cite the promotion of good citizenship and free government as the 

central purpose of their educational system (Theroux, 2011, p. 4).   The majority of the states are 

violating their own constitutions.  If the Founding Fathers of our nation can recognize the 

importance of civic education, why can’t we recognize it today?   

 For decades, research has shown, civic education curricula and programs had received 

decreasing amounts of time, money and attention while schools focused on preparing students 

for employment or for tests of academic progress.  The traditional civic purpose of schools 

effectively had been forgotten (Theroux, 2011, p. 5).  At the same time, data showed that other 

organizations that once engage young people in civic and political affairs, such as unions, 

political parties and nonprofits, had moved away from youth involvement (5).   So schools have 

been decreasing funds and time towards civic education along with community organizations 

that once help teach political engagement and we have the current situation:  young people are 

not interested or engaged in the United States political system.   

 So where do we stand today?  In 2011, the Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools 

continues to provide nonpartisan support for civic learning while working with its many coalition 

partners to bring about changes in state, local and national policy.  The Campaign’s national 

advocacy track: 

 Brings national attention to the importance of improving civic learning in schools; 
 Encourages the federal government to allocate the creation of stronger policies 

and increase funding to the states for civic education; 
 Advocates for more effect school reform based on active student engagement in 

schools and communities; 
 Works to improve the National Assessment of Educational Progress civic 

assessments by testing a larger sample of students; 
 Heightens awareness of the need to close the civic learning achievement gap. 
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Its state advocacy track: 
 Develops communications tools to support state advocacy; 
 Makes comprehensive set of civic learning resources and practices available 

online; 
 Provided two years of funding for 18 state coalitions, and provides technical 

assistance to strengthen their states’ civic learning policies; 
 Persuades state legislators, education officials, teachers, business and community 

leaders, parents and students that civic learning is vital to the health of our 
democracy.      (Theroux, 2011, p. 18) 

 
As a current government teacher in an urban school district, I have been a part of the coalition’s 

goals and strive to achieve them in my own classroom.  This is where civic education stands 

today: between the pressure to get a high score on a state report card that does not have an 

indicator for civics knowledge, the recent economic crisis and my belief that all students must 

have strong civic knowledge and understand the political system to maintain American 

democracy and way of life. 

 EDUCATION RESEARCH 

 The basic facts are very easy to comprehend.  In the early 1970s, roughly one-half of the 

18-29- year-olds voted in the presidential election, by the year 2000, only one -third voted.  It is 

the same pattern for congressional elections: by the year 2002, only one -fifth of the young 

voters voted in the elections.  In a UCLA study that involved a quarter of a million college 

freshman since the 1960s, the indicator of political engagement has fallen by about half, where 

as only 34 percent of college freshmen think that keeping up with politics is important, down 

from 60 percent in 1966 (Galston, Civic Education and Political Participation, 2004, p. 263).  

Only 22.5 percent say they frequently discuss politics and, not surprisingly, acquisition of 

political knowledge from traditional media sources are way down. As yet, not enough young 

people are using the Internet as a source of civic information to fill the role newspapers and 

network TV news once played (Galston, Civic Education and Political Participation, 2004).   
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Along with the UCLA study, research shows that today’s young people are patriotic, tolerant and 

compassionate and believe in the American dream (Galston, Civic Education and Political 

Participation, 2004, p. 263).  However, once these young people enter the paid work force, the 

evidence suggests volunteering and civic engagement drops off.  The reason, these former young 

people view that feeding a hungry person is an individual contribution and decision.  Therefore, 

the understanding of government institutions and their individual decision are not 

interchangeable in their mind.   Young people see acts of compassion as an act of personal 

consequence and equate their actions with that understanding rather than the importance of 

collective institutions, such as our own government, which to them is something they cannot 

control and is too remote to do the job.   

Galston also explains why young people have a civic detachment.  The political tilt, in 

2004, in this country, is to the elderly.  However, the more that young people distance 

themselves from politics, the worse the political tilt becomes.  If we want young people to be 

engaged in politics and civic life, debates around higher education finance, job training and 

family policy need to be discussed along with the threat to Social Security and Medicare 

(Galston, Civic Education and Political Participation, 2004).  Secondly, young people prosper 

from a stable and free society.  These benefits do not automatically happen; each generation must 

renew the contract. Each generation of school children should acknowledge and understand with 

the “Social Contract Theory” and engage with the Constitution.  Every single citizen and 

students that are becoming citizens, or hope to become citizens, have a moral responsibility to 

contribute their fair share to sustain the public institutions and political processes that we all 

depend on and from which we all benefit.  This is the area where public education is necessary.  
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Students have to understand that to maintain the republic, participation and knowledge of the 

workings of the republic are essential to the survival of our nation. 

Lastly, to ensure survival of the nation, people must realize that political engagement 

helps develop the intellectual and moral capacities that are so important, including, human 

sympathy, a sense of active responsibility for oneself, the skills that are needed to work with 

others toward goods that can only be obtained or created through collective action, and the 

powers of sympathetic understanding needed to build bridges of persuasive words  

to those with whom one must act (Galston, Civic Education and Political Participation, 2004).  

Research states that from the 1930s through the early 1970s, the solidaristic organizations that 

dominated the U.S. landscape, such as strong unions, political parties and organized military 

clubs have weakened and the principle of individual choice has emerged as the central value.  

This is so apparent today with the focus on individual rights such as gun control, abortion, 

marriage and school choice.  What is most shocking in the research is that citizenship itself has 

also become optional in our political system (Galston, Civic Education and Political 

Participation, 2004).  The sense of obligation to vote has faded; the military draft has been 

completely replaced by an all volunteer force.  When something in our political system fails or 

falters, people used to exercise their voice and took collective action towards loyalty and a 

common purpose.  Individual choice has now outweighed the collective good and the current 

state of the U.S. political realm has demonstrated this.  Civic engagement is more important than 

ever and the solution lies in a strong civic educational curriculum. 

 In 1996, the American Political Science Association (APSA) created the “Task Force on 

Civic Education for the Next Century.”  The reason for the task force was to address the “deep 

concerns about the viability of democracy in America” (Dudley & Gitelson, 2002, p. 175).  This 
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issue stemmed from the perceived fact of “decline in civic engagement, political efficacy, and in 

the capacity of citizens to organize themselves” (Dudley & Gitelson, 2002).  All of these 

concerns and research led to the establishment of the APSA standing committee on Civic 

Education and Engagement in 2001.  The root of this research goes back to John Dewey and the 

Progressives.  They devoted considerable attention to the link between education and citizenship.   

To continue this discussion, political scientists created the distinct field known as political 

socialization.  Though political socialization first was given a definition in 1959 by Hyman, “the 

learning of social patterns corresponding to…social positions as mediated through various 

agencies of society” (Dudley & Gitelson, 2002), the definition has changed throughout the years 

with various emphases on the different aspects of political socialization, the definition is still 

basically intact.  Political socialization in the  century classroom is the understanding of how 

people gain knowledge about the political institutions within the American political systems, the 

behaviors of such and the belief systems of individuals.   

 In the 1990s, the researchers had a renewed interest in political socialization and how it is 

obtained.  The new twist of understanding political socialization was to understand how the brain 

develops and cognition.  Young people, based on research by Dudley and Gitelson, have shown 

that they do not possess critical political knowledge. In 1987, sixty-two percent of those 

surveyed could not name all three branches of government.  Over and over again, the research 

shows that young people are the least knowledgeable when it comes to basic understanding of 

politics.  The question then becomes, what is the importance of political knowledge when it 

comes to civic engagement?  The obvious answer is that knowledge is central to democratic 

citizenship.  Though what knowledge and how to gain the knowledge is still an area of concern 

in many civic classrooms.  Research has shown that it is not just years of education but the 



14 
 

amount of political knowledge possessed that predicts political participation (Dudley & Gitelson, 

2002).  It is still widely known today that the more knowledgeable one is, the more likely they 

are to participate in politics.  If the citizenry does not understand the significance of democratic 

norms, then they fail to believe in them.  There is, however, a variation in how much knowledge  

one possesses and the type of political participation.  Basic citizenship requires low political 

knowledge, but understanding the relationship of one’s actions and that of the government and 

the effect of it all on the common good requires a much broader and deeper knowledge base of 

politics.  The bottom line is that the more information the better.  The information, however, has 

to be presented in context and not merely as facts.    

 The key to a quality civic education is to understand that schools alone cannot solve the 

problem.  Multiple forms of social, racial and economic inequality influence the political and 

civic inequality that has been identified by Kahne and Middaugh ( (Kahne & Middaugh, 

Democracy for Some: The Civic Opportunity Gap in High School, 2008, p. 22).  The most 

important factors, discussed by Kahne and Middaugh is the degree to which parents discussed 

politics and current events and the civic qualities of their neighborhood mattered;  however, what 

happens in a school can compensate in powerful ways to make up for the inequalities of the 

families and the neighborhoods (See Figure 2).   In an ideal civic classroom, evidence of service 

learning, an open classroom climate, exposure to role models, and discussion of problems in the 

society and to respond to those problems.  This type of a civic classroom allows young people to 

move up to the above average scale of development of civic commitments (Kahne & Middaugh, 

Democracy for Some: The Civic Opportunity Gap in High School, 2008, p. 22).  The research of 

Kahne and Middaugh indicate that educators can provide meaningful support for the 

development of commitments to civic and political participation among the low-income students 
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who attend public schools in Chicago.  Educational policies that work to ensure that students in 

these contexts receive more equitable access to civic learning opportunities may well make a 

meaningful difference (Kahne & Middaugh, Democracy for Some: The Civic Opportunity Gap 

in High School, 2008, p. 22).   

Though family influences life-long effects to political engagement, lessons learned in 

high schools also have a long-term effect.  School provide training grounds for civic 

involvement, offer opportunities for open discussions and create avenues for service work all of 

which lead to higher levels of youth involvement (Zukin, Keeter, & Andolina, 2006, p. 142).    

We know that students who attend schools that provide civic training in the classroom or reward 

service opportunities are more involved than students whose schools do not (See Figure 1).    

However, even though civic instruction is commonplace in America’s high schools, it is the type 

of instruction that matters.  Therefore, classrooms with volunteer or mandatory service learning 

opportunities and students who report that teachers who encourage open discussions about 

matters is when scores of civic behavior tend to rise (Zukin, Keeter, & Andolina, 2006, p. 142).  

Thus, when teachers promote lively classroom participation, they are also encouraging 

involvement outside of the classroom as well.  The key to lively participation is instruction in 

certain skills.  Such skills as speech or oral presentations, structured debate where persuasion 

was part of the scoring rubric or writing a letter to a congressman, local, state or national, are 

skills that give students the confidence to participate in school activities and in the community 

(Zukin, Keeter, & Andolina, 2006, p. 144).  The key to achieving life-long participation in 

politics is allowing students to discuss all range of issues including controversial topics, 

reflecting on volunteer work or discussing how to solve problems, locally or nationally.    With 

the exception of voting, high school students have the same opportunities to be engaged just as 
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older generations.  High school students are capable of letter writing or emailing congressman, 

signing petitions, participating in protests, canvassing for political candidates, or volunteering at 

the local shelter for the homeless.  In addition, students have numerous opportunities to join  

organizations in and out of high school for civic engagement and understanding (Zukin, Keeter, 

& Andolina, 2006, pp. 147-148).  The key is that high school students are given opportunities in  

school that foster the desire to engage in political activity outside of school.  Though in recent 

years, this activity has been solely civic participation and not necessarily politically active 

participation.  More and more schools are less likely to allow students to get involved politically.  

The reason is that schools and teachers fear the appearance may of taking a side in the political 

debate and, consequently, retaliation from parents (Zukin, Keeter, & Andolina, 2006, p. 154).  

However, young people are being trained in the habits of civic participation, but are not 

necessarily learning the ropes of political activism; which is taking its toll on American political 

culture.  The purpose of the civics classroom may actual be to transform students into the  

century citizen rather that just reproduce citizens.  Many teachers are uncomfortable allowing 

students to question government actions or even disagree with government actions, but I would 

argue that this is what makes democracy work.   

 Another interesting study around age and civic knowledge and participation is from the 

American Psychological Society.  Hart, Atkins, Markey and Youniss claim that youth bulges in 

communities, those communities that have a higher proportion of children instead of adults were 

found to have less civic knowledge than equivalent adolescents in communities without a large 

portion of children (Hart, Atkins, Markey, & Youniss, 2004, p. 591).  A youth bulge refers to a 

cohort of youth between the ages of 16 and 25 that is unusually large relative to the adult 

population in a society.  Historical research has linked youth bulges to numerous revolutions in 
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Europe and Asia; also to political activism in Western and Middle Eastern countries and to the 

prevalence of warfare throughout the world (Hart, Atkins, Markey, & Youniss, 2004, p. 591).  

The associations of youth bulges to activism, revolution, and warfare-the latter two particularly 

likely in societies experiencing simultaneous economic difficulties- leads national security 

analysts and the popular press to classify countries with disproportionately large cohorts of youth 

as at risk for the emergence of political extremism (Hart, Atkins, Markey, & Youniss, 2004, p. 

591).  The authors tested a hypothesis concerning the relation of a community’s age structure to 

adolescents’ acquisition of fundamental civic qualities.    For young adults to be willing to 

participate in political transformation that is characteristic of youth in a youth bulge is a 

consequence, in part, of community influences on civic development (Hart, Atkins, Markey, & 

Youniss, 2004, p. 591).  The hypothesis is that child saturation, an adolescent living in a 

community in which a large fraction of the population is composed of children and adolescents 

will interact more often with peers, and therefore be influenced by them; so in a child-saturation 

community, the adolescents’ acquisition of civic knowledge and civic participation is less due to 

the low numbers of adults in the community (Hart, Atkins, Markey, & Youniss, 2004, p. 591).  

Therefore, it is essential that the school help alleviate the influence by making sure that students 

gain civic knowledge and how to become politically active instead of revolutionary.  Civic 

knowledge is essential to effective citizenship.  Citizens knowledge in civics are consistent in 

political ideology, understand public policy, judge politicians by their leadership rather than their 

personal character, trust institutions, and accept minority groups (Hart, Atkins, Markey, & 

Youniss, 2004, p. 591).  Whereas citizens with low civic knowledge, characteristic of those in 

child-saturated communities, have weakly rooted political ideologies, have shallow 

understanding of public policy, distrust existing societal institutions, and are intolerant of 
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minority groups (591).  Effective civic education can fill the need of child-saturated 

communities.  Classrooms that allow students to learn various political ideologies, practice or 

simulate public policy and teach the importance of the protection of minority voices give all 

students the skills to become an effective citizen. 

Does civic knowledge guarantee civic engagement?  Dudley and Gitelson would argue 

that what citizens need is not simply more information but information in context.  If political  

knowledge is a necessary precondition to civic engagement, it follows that more and better 

education is the solution (Dudley & Gitelson, 2002, p. 178).  American political thinkers from 

Jefferson to Dewey have assumed that education is the solution and empirical evidence shows 

that the years of education are highly correlated with political knowledge and engagement 

(Dudley & Gitelson, 2002, p. 178).  Contrary to some research, Neimi and Junn concluded that 

“the civics curriculum has an impact of a size and resilience that makes it a significant part of 

political learning” (Dudley & Gitelson, 2002, p. 179).  One example of effective civic education 

is seen in the service learning model.  The argument here is that by linking academic classroom 

knowledge with community service programs, students then become more active participants in 

their civic community.  In a study survey of over 1,500 college students, Eyler and Giles (1999) 

found that , “community service is well integrated with an academic course of study contributes 

to learning and application of knowledge [and] critical thinking ability all of which are relevant 

to citizenship participation as well as scholarship” (Dudley & Gitelson, 2002, p. 179).  Though 

some researchers would argue that community service learning might engender some beliefs 

about what “good” citizenship constitutes, nevertheless, this model represents a serious and 

potentially successful effort to engage adolescents in civic education and community and civic 

engagement (Dudley & Gitelson, 2002, p. 179).  The important idea is that community service 
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learning needs to be a component of civic education.  It is not the magic potion for helping 

young adults to become engaged and educated in politics, but it is an important factor with 

research to prove it.   

Does civic knowledge even matter?  Recent research documents important links between 

basic civic information and civic attributes that we have good reason to care about.  In summary, 

1.  Civic knowledge promotes support for democratic values.  The more 
knowledge we have of the working of government, the more likely we are to 
support the core values of democratic self-government, starting with tolerance. 
 
2.  Civic knowledge promotes political participation.  All other things being 
equal, the more knowledge people have, the more likely they are to participate 
in civic and political affairs. 
 
3.  Civic knowledge helps citizens understand their interests as individuals and 
as members of groups.  There is a rational relationship between one’s interests 
and particular legislation.  The more knowledge we have, the more readily and 
accurately we connect with and defend our interests in the political process. 
 
4.  Civic knowledge helps citizens learn more about civic affairs.  It is difficult 
to acquire more knowledge unless we have a certain basis of knowledge.  The 
new knowledge we do gain can be effectively used only if we are able to 
integrate it into an existing framework. 
 
5.  The more knowledge we have of civic affairs, the less we have a sort of 
generalized mistrust and fear of public life.  Ignorance is the father of fear, and 
knowledge is the mother of trust. 
 
6.  Civic knowledge improves the consistency of citizens’ views as expressed on 
public opinion surveys.  The more knowledge people have, the more consistent 
their views across issues and over time. 
 
7.  Civic knowledge can alter our opinion on specific civic issues.  For example, 
the more civic knowledge people have, the less likely they are to fear new 
immigrants and their impact on our country. (Galston, Civic Education and 
Political Participation, 2004, pp. 264-265) 
 

Realizing that civic education does matter, what are the best practices or methods?  

Carnegie/CIRCLE report states, “While there is no magic bullet, there are a number of effective 

approaches to civic education.  All civic outcomes should be focused on students’ propensity to 

vote, work on local problems, join voluntary associations, and follow the news; explicit advocacy 

of civic and political engagement, without adopting a particular position or partisan stance; active 

learning opportunities that engage students in discussion of relevant issues and encourage them to 
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take part in activities that help put a “real life” perspective on classroom learning; and an 

emphasis on the ideas and principles that are essential to constitutional democracy” (Galston, 

Civic Education and Political Participation, 2004, p. 265).  The Carnegie/CIRCLE report also 

stressed the importance of school environment and culture to the acquisition of civic skills and 

attitudes.  The most effective civic education occurs in schools that:  consciously promote civic 

engagement by all students, with special attention to those who might otherwise remain 

disengaged; give students opportunities to contribute opinions about school governance- through 

student governments and other forums such as all-school assemblies and small working groups-

and to understand how school systems are run; collaborate with the community and local 

institutions to provide civic learning opportunities; provide teachers with access to professional 

development in civic education and; infuse a civic mission throughout the curriculum, offer an 

array of extracurricular activities, and provide a school climate that helps students put what they 

learn about civic education and democracy into practice (Galston, Civic Education and Political 

Participation, 2004, p. 265).  These characteristics should be a cornerstone of all secondary 

schools mission statements or goals. 

 It is a given that people hold different points of view on important issues. In a nation as 

diverse as the United States, those differences can be profound.  Thus even more reason for public 

schools to provide citizens with the ability to debate and resolve differences so we can move the 

country toward a more perfect union.  Historically, American public schools offer responsibilities 

and opportunities for all.  However, the schools have uneven results due to the social and 

economic disparity among so many students (Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, p. 202).  Due to 

these disparities, America suffers from an intellectual fissure that separates the “privileged few” 

from the “disadvantaged” (Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, p. 202).  Despite all of this, 
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comprehensive, universal education has been and should be a driving force in developing a 

middle class that manifests a common responsibility for maintaining national security, a 

productive economy, building a good society, and sustaining democracy.  Education holds the key  

to mending national fault lines, but too often it is sidetracked from its essential purpose-

citizenship (Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, p. 202).  Citizenship is essential to a strong civic 

education curriculum, however today’s schools, despite the noble civic goals traced from Thomas 

Jefferson, Horace Mann, and John Dewey to a host of modern scholars, the nation’s schools now 

primarily attempt to serve the economy by producing young people with workplace skills 

(Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, p. 203).  This is called economic utility with its faith in the 

market system and its aim to prepare students for the workplace.  This theory of education 

assumes that if a student pays attention in school, learns pertinent information and skills, and 

behaves correctly, he or she will be rewarded with a high-paying job.  So once a person gets a job, 

than what?  Economic utility teaches students to be consumers and to accumulate wealth.  

Schools should actually despise this idea because education is supposed to free the mind from the 

bondage of materialism (Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, p. 203).  Schools cannot be factories 

and the recent reforms have been consumed with the makings of workers and not citizens. 

 Educational systems today are separating the American public in ways never observed 

before.  The rise of home schooling, charter schools, online learning, and other choices that 

appeal to a consumer mentality weaken the essential reason for the common school.  This type of 

education teaches students and parents that schools are here to serve personal interests and arm 

individuals with skills and information (Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, p. 203).  Also, this 

privatizes the minds of people and diminishes the function of schools to sustain our democratic 

republic.  It can be said that schools exist not to serve a public but to create a public; without a 
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conception of the public good, public schools make no sense (Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, p. 

203).  With that being said, civic education is even more important in the  century.  The 

fundamental purpose of education in America, particularly public schools, is to nurture, maintain,  

and sustain our democratic republic (Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, p. 203).   How to do this?  

To help students understand that American ideals are essentially an idea sustained through 

rigorous and intelligent debate.  American public education is the great experiment that is open to 

unfilled human possibilities and democratic potential.  This type of curriculum is different from 

American pride that teaches America is superior to all other countries; rather it is a unique and 

youthful nation whose life is sustained by continuous debates (Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, 

p. 203).  Political scientist Susan Herbst explains it as: 

  We need to teach young people how to argue with vigor, intelligence, and  
  panache.  We need to create a culture of argument, and we need to do this 
  on a mass scale throughout our public and private schools.  If we cannot 
  teach our children how to reason and articulate their ideas, they will find 
  themselves in the same dysfunction bind their parents live in 

(Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, p. 203). 
 
So want arguments can a civic education class focus on?  First and foremost, the creation of the 

United States is an argument in itself.  In its early history, the argument was over whether or not 

such a republic could be developed and sustained on a grand scale…..    from the beginning, this 

country has been the stage for a dispute over the merits of democracy and whether or not it is 

possible to have a nation that is truly governed “by the people, for the people, and of the people” 

(Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, p. 203).  This discussion needs to be a daily conversation in 

American government classes.  From the American Revolution to today’s current events, 

discourse among its citizens focuses on four sets of value tensions: 

• Law vs. Ethics 
• Private Wealth vs. Common Wealth 
• Freedom vs. Equality 
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• Unity vs. Diversity 
(Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, p. 203). 

 
Though each value set is inherently in conflict, they also possess a vital synergy.  For example, 

private wealth is never fully realized, nor secure, without a robust common wealth.  Likewise, our 

freedom is impoverished if not accompanied by a sense of equality that provides a moral 

infrastructure in which to encase that freedom.  Similarly our laws are never good unless guided 

by a higher conscience.  The quest for cultural unity is inconsistent with democracy if it does not 

also recognize the rich diversity of our increasingly pluralistic society (Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 

2012, p. 203).   However, all public issues entail conflict and compromise that can be resolved 

through the lens of these value tensions.  A democracy is defined by how well the people balance 

the conflicting values.  This is the job of the civics teacher.  To allow students to work though the 

value conflicts, debate, question and bring about new understandings so that our democracy can 

grow and become a more perfect union.  Teaching debate in civics class is a powerful tool and as 

stated before, an essential skill for maintaining a healthy democracy.  Students need to be taught 

productive debate which values understanding, compromise, and transformation.  It is not about 

winning and losing, but collaborative policymaking. (Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, p. 204).  

The democratic mind is capable of holding two conflicting values in mind simultaneously while 

noting the merits of both.  This is seeing the world from a “both-and” rather than “either-or” 

perspective.  This is an important distinction to make with students.  In a healthy democracy, 

citizens and their representatives attempt to bring these value pairs into balance, as they address 

problems.  Without that civil debate and without it being taught in government/civics classes, 

democracy is threatened and may even cease to exist when these arguments become stalemates 

(Hartoonian & Van Scotter, 2012, p. 204).  One only has to look at our current situation with 

gridlock over issues, such as healthcare reform, budget policy and the federal debt ceiling to 
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understand the need for an intellectual debate for the betterment of our society.  These skills not 

only have to be taught in the civic classroom, but also practiced so that students have a deep 

understanding of what it takes to strive for a more perfect union.   

 In studies conducted in 1998, service learning was the key concept that was researched.  

These programs were either voluntary or required service experiences in the community coupled 

with class discussions and curricula surrounding solutions to social and economic problems 

(Pasek, Feldman, Romer, & Jamieson, 2008, p. 27).  However, most of these high school 

programs were only being evaluated for concurrent or short-term effects and had focused on the 

outcomes that were outside the formal realm of politics.  Melchior, in 1998, however, found that 

nearly all of the short-term effects disappeared after one to two years of program participation 

(Pasek, Feldman, Romer, & Jamieson, 2008, p. 27).   

 Few studies have examined the long-term effects of civics curricula specifically designed 

to encourage political engagement.  The Center for Civic Education (2005) compared mailed 

survey responses from self-identified alumni of the “We the People” curriculum with data from 

the National Election Studies (Pasek, Feldman, Romer, & Jamieson, 2008, p. 27).  The study 

found that program alumni performed better than the general public on a variety of political 

engagement indicators, the absence of a similarly identified control group makes it difficult to 

draw firm conclusions about causality (27).  We the People curriculum has allowed many students 

to deeply understand the foundation of our government and this allows better understanding of 

today’s issues. 

 The key to civic research is to measure political efficacy or “the feeling that one is capable 

of influencing the decision-making process” (Pasek, Feldman, Romer, & Jamieson, 2008, p. 27).  

Political efficacy has long been considered a fundamental political attitude.  Research continues to 
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demonstrate that confidence in one’s ability to influence the political process is consistently 

associated with actual political participation.  This relationship makes logical sense.  The more 

people believe their efforts to influence the government will be rewarded with success; the more 

likely they will be to engage in such efforts.  However, research has uncovered that an internal 

and an external political efficacy exists (Pasek, Feldman, Romer, & Jamieson, 2008, p. 27).  

Internal efficacy is necessary for young people to feel motivated to participate in politics, and 

motivation-“the sine qua non of participation”-is disappointingly lacking among today’s youth 

(27).  Even though internal efficacy has been identified as an important goal of civic education 

efforts, feelings of efficacy are developed early in life and, for political novices, become an 

important predictor of likely future engagement.  Based on the research, the question then 

becomes how to teach political efficacy in a way that internalizes the feelings that young people 

can make a difference in the political realm and also that the government will listen and respond 

to them.  

 Kahne, Chi, and Middaugh conducted a study that was prompted by a growing recognition 

that educators and policymakers should do more to support the development of students’ civic 

commitments and capacities.  They evaluated the Constitutional Rights Foundation’s CityWorks 

U.S. government curriculum to assess its potential as a means of fostering civic commitments by 

supporting the development of three forms of social capital:  norms of civic participation, social 

trust and knowledge of social networks (Kahne, Chi, & Middaugh, Building Social Capital for 

Civic and Political Engagement: The Potential of High School Government Courses, 2005).  The 

research findings found that the CityWorks curriculum- a curriculum with the potential for large-

scale implementation-was found to have a positive impact on students’ civic commitments (See 

Table 3.1,3.2,3.3).   The CityWorks curriculum emphasizes the study of local government and 
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civic participation in the context of US government courses.  First, the curriculum expanded on 

traditional government curricula in that it aimed to promote capacities and commitments for 

active citizenship by highlighting issues about which students care, by helping students gain an 

understanding of how change can occur and more generally, by demonstrating the importance of 

civic and political engagement (Kahne, Chi, & Middaugh, Building Social Capital for Civic and 

Political Engagement: The Potential of High School Government Courses, 2005, p. 7).  Secondly, 

the curriculum allowed a variety of strategies from the use of simulations, role models and 

service-learning projects.  Lastly, the structure of this curriculum is well suited to inform policy 

and support reform of practice.  Most importantly, CityWorks can be incorporated, in whole or in 

part, into existing US government courses (Kahne, Chi, & Middaugh, Building Social Capital for 

Civic and Political Engagement: The Potential of High School Government Courses, 2005, p. 8).    

The results of the study between the students that were taught through the CityWorks curriculum 

and the control classroom made clear that this particular curriculum has potential to promote 

norms reflecting commitment to engage in civic and political work (28).  (Figure 4).  CityWorks 

allows students to practice local governmental issues through a simulation that allows for great 

discussion in a safe educational environment. 

 Thomas Dee has hypothesized that the effects of educational attainment on adult civic 

engagement and attitudes provide some of the most important justifications for government 

intervention in the market for education (Dee, 2003, p. 1).  His results suggest that educational 

attainment has large and statistically significant effects on subsequent voter participation and 

support for free speech.  His findings also include the understanding that additional schooling 

increases the quality of civic knowledge (1).  Dee’s research demonstrates that education could 

promote civic participation through at least two broad channels.  First, schooling may reduce the 
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effective costs of certain forms of civic participation.  In particular, this is thought to occur 

because increased cognitive ability makes it easier to process complex political information, to 

make decisions and to circumvent the various bureaucratic and technological impediments to 

civic participation (Dee, 2003, p. 3).  Second, education may increase the perceived benefits of 

civic engagement by promoting “democratic enlightenment” or, stated differently, by shaping 

individual preferences for civic activity (Dee, 2003, p. 3).  Also, education plays an important 

public role by directly inculcating students with other fundamental democratic and pluralistic 

values (e.g., support for free speech, for the separation of church and state, etc.) (3).  The more 

civically engaged citizens are, the more the economy benefits.  However, the research presents the 

dilemmas of how should the government intervene in the market for education (e.g. price 

subsidies, regulation of the private sector, public production. (Dee, 2003, p. 25).  Dee concludes 

that the results of his research show that the relevance of schooling is critical to the functions of a 

democratic society and imply that initiatives to promote education attainment merit the continued 

and careful scrutiny of researchers and policymakers (25).  Researchers and policymakers need to 

look closely at what civic education is and how is it being taught. 

 This longitudinal analysis study examines whether early investments in the social capital 

of young people produce greater political involvement and civic virtue in young adulthood.  

Smith looks at parental involvement in a young person’s life, youth religious involvement, and 

voluntary association participation (Smith, 1999, p. 553).  This research used structural equations 

to trace the effects of the presence of social capital as early as the  grade year in shaping young 

adult political and civic behavior (553).  The analysis of the data showed that early extensive 

connections to others close familial relationships, religious participation, and participation in 

extracurricular activities in one’s youth are significant predictors of greater political and civic 
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involvement in young adulthood (Smith, 1999, p. 553).    Schools can affect the connection to 

others and the extracurricular activities along with a strong curriculum and thus impact political 

and civic involvement later in life.  Social capital is defined as the “features of social organization 

such as networks, norms and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual 

benefit” (Smith, 1999, p. 553).  Among young people, the trends of low political engagement are 

increasing.  The level of social trust among people has declined steadily over the past few decades 

(554).  To build the level of trust, schools must take an important role. This research took a 

“developmental” approach which directly addresses the question of how civil society may be 

engendered in any era and how individuals come to differ in their civic engagement in any year 

(Smith, 1999, p. 574).  Therefore, schools must work towards growing the social capital of their 

students, along with the parents, this is how the foundation of political engagement is created and 

then put into practice.   

 William Galston states, “That after decades of neglect, civic education is back on the 

agenda of political science in the United States” (Galston, Poltical Knowledge, Political 

Engagement, and Civic Education, 2001, p. 217).  So why after 50 years of more people 

becoming educated in the United States is the political knowledge of the citizenry not increasing? 

Today’s college graduates know no more about politics than did high school graduates in 1950 

(Galston, Poltical Knowledge, Political Engagement, and Civic Education, 2001, p. 217).  The 

recent research suggest that traditional classroom-based civic education can significantly raise 

political knowledge and service-learning- a combination of community-based civic experience 

and systematic classroom reflection on that experience-is a promising innovation (Galston, 

Poltical Knowledge, Political Engagement, and Civic Education, 2001).  Scholars agree that well-

designed political institutions are not enough, that a well-ordered polity requires citizens with the 
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appropriate knowledge, skills, and traits of character and it is reasonably clear that good citizens 

are made, not born.  The questions are how, by whom, to what end?  Galston cites that recent 

research reflects that individual civic programs such as, “We the People…The Citizen and the 

Constitution,” a nationwide program of civic education administered by the Center for Civic 

Education, is especially effective in improving the civic knowledge of elementary, middle, and 

high school students relative to students in comparison groups (Galston, Poltical Knowledge, 

Political Engagement, and Civic Education, 2001, pp. 226-227).  This program is widely used in 

the state of Colorado through the Center of Law and Democracy.  Galston also cites research that 

is broader in base.  In a study of political socialization of young people in four communities, 

researchers Conover and Searing (2000) explore the role of high schools in fostering civic 

understanding and practice (227).  They focus on four elements of the school experience:  the 

sense of the school as a community; the students’ level of civic engagement in school and 

extracurricular activities; the level of political discussion in school; and the formal academic 

curriculum (Galston, Poltical Knowledge, Political Engagement, and Civic Education, 2001, p. 

227).  Their findings were that all four elements significantly affect young people’s civic 

consciousness and practice, albeit in different ways (227).  The key is that all academics 

understand that they have a role in the educating of citizens and that specifically the civic 

classroom allow for the political discussion to occur and specific curriculums be taught.  Galston 

believes that further research into political socialization is needed and researchers cannot afford to 

overlook the impact of formal civic education and related school-based experiences on the 

formation of political knowledge and engagement.   

 In 2001, surveys showed Americans under the age of 25 were less likely to vote than their 

parents, or young people of prior generations.  Though interestingly, young people today are more 
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likely to volunteer and join community activities, however, the connection to civic engagement 

was seen as tenuous (Theroux, 2011).  The ambitious goal of the Carnegie Corporation was to 

unite a diverse field and find solutions that would lead to an inclusive, equitable and practical 

approach to educating the nation’s young citizens, despite the known challenges of civic 

participation (2).   

 Data collected by Carnegie Corporation in the early stages of the research project 

confirmed that schools were the only institutions able to reach virtually every young person in the 

country; and that social responsibility and interest in politics could develop as early as age nine 

(4).  Researchers then concluded the way students learn about social issues, ethics and institutions 

from elementary school on has a great impact on their civic development.  Consistent with their 

findings, they see schools as best equipped to teach the cognitive aspects of good citizenship 

along with the skills such as critical thinking and deliberation, and it is in diverse school 

communities that young people learn to interact, argue and work together with others-ideally 

under the guidance of positive adult role models (4).  Civic research states the need for teachers to 

teach based on the research.  The next section looks at the best practices with a civic classroom. 

 PRACTICES 

 The key to measuring students’ understanding of civics knowledge is to make sure that 

authentic assessments are being used in classrooms and not high-stakes testing.  Gayle Thieman 

states that, “unlike traditional tests of factual recall, authentic assessments are designed to 

examine students’ performance on real-world tasks.  These authentic assessments require active 

learning and involvement on the part of students who construct their own understanding and 

apply what they have learned” (Thieman, 2011, p. 129).  This could mean students using digital 

tools to interpret and evaluate complex information while considering multiple perspectives and  



31 
 

alternative solutions.  Students should use ideas and methods of inquiry that are central to the 

discipline, e.g., doing the work of policy makers, historians, geographers, and economists 

(Thieman, 2011, p. 129).  These learning tasks are open-ended and allow for collaboration and 

divergent thinking so that students may use multiple strategies to arrive at varied conclusions.  

Authentic assessments may require students to share their learning in global or cross-cultural 

contexts.  This allows students to submit work, revise work and reflect and set goals for their own 

learning (Thieman, 2011, p. 129).  In the civics class, successful models for authentic assessments 

already exist.  Project Citizen is sponsored by the Center for Civic Education, based in Denver, 

Colorado, which helps middle and high school student learn how to influence public policy by 

working cooperatively to identify a local or state issue.  Students conduct research, evaluate  

alternative solutions to develop their own public policy solution, and create a political action plan 

to enlist support.  The students then develop a portfolio, through technology or poster display 

format, and present their project in a public hearing showcase to a community panel.  In 

Colorado, this hearing is presented at the capitol in front of congressman and students compete 

against other students from around the state.  This is a very successful assessment and can be 

meaningful to all levels of students (Figures 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4 are examples of Project 

Citizen).  These students are college bound students and authentic assessment will help them be 

successful in college courses.  Students were also asked, beyond the project, to write a reflection 

essay to express their own understanding of their learning about public policy, research and 

government in action.   

Another model of authentic assessments is the Washington State Classroom-Based 

Assessments (CBA’s).  Educator’s in Washington developed classroom based assessments and 

scoring rubrics, which require K-12 students to apply understanding of content and skills in 
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civics, geography, economics, and history (Thieman, 2011, p. 129).  Students are asked to use 

critical thinking skills as they investigate an issue or event, and develop a position, providing 

evidence for their conclusions.  CBA’s are embedded in instructional units taught as part of the 

social studies curriculum; while teachers report the number of students who complete the 

assessments, they are not required to report students’ scores (Thieman, 2011, p. 129).  These 

skills and real world problems give students the necessary information to navigate the complex 

society and their role in the society.  

 The last time that the American Political Science Association weighed in on what 

should be taught in the government classes was 1971.  They recommended that political science  

education in elementary and secondary schools emphasize, (a)”knowledge about the ‘realities’ of 

political life…”’ (b) knowledge about political behavior and processes…”; (c) “skill in the 

process of social science inquiry”; (d) “knowledge about…the international system”; and (e) 

“skills needed to participate effectively and democratically in the life of the society” (Neimi & 

Smith, 2001, p. 283).  Though these recommendations follow best practices for acquiring skills to 

becoming engaged in our political system, the NAEP questions did not ask students what their 

courses emphasized and these recommendations are not part of high-stakes testing.   

One of the newest tools in use to improve civic knowledge and engagement in the 

secondary classroom is the use of the internet through Blogs and online discussion boards.  

Though Andrew Hostetler was introduced to the internet as a high school student, he realizes that 

he did not understand the possibilities offered by chat rooms, instant messaging, and other 

Internet-based communication tools to increase sociopolitical connectedness (Hostetler, 2012, p. 

100).  The potential for online discussion lies in its ability to extend the classroom, overcome 

systemic limitations, and engage students in meaningful democratic discussions that encourage 
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the development of the skills and dispositions necessary for citizenship in the  century (Hostetler, 

2012, p. 100).  This debating skill has been necessary for some time, as mentioned before in this 

paper, however the social networking now available can increase the interest of students and 

increase civic engagement.   The hope is that integrating a blog space for online discussion 

between my students would encourage them to interact with each other in ways that promote 

“democratic talk” (Hostetler, 2012, p. 100).  “Democratic talk” is defined as interactions between 

students who are engaging in discourse on relevant sociopolitical issues for the purposes of 

developing knowledge and understanding of these topics.  This type of discussion is a primary  

skill for strong citizens and the further of our democratic society.  The skills that students learn is 

to work towards communicating their perspectives, learning to appreciate other perspectives, 

gathering reliable sources for support, and respectfully disagree while discussing issues that could 

make or remake society (Hostetler, 2012, p. 100).  Again, this skill is essential to the survival of 

our democratic government and political scientist and educators would agree that this skill is 

imperative.  The teachers’ role is to guide students toward this kind of democratic talk and 

therefore, the teacher needs to structure discussion to promote constructive exchanges and ensure  

that student’s work toward solutions, or ways to address an issue, as a community (Hostetler, 

2012, p. 100).  It is so important that strict guidelines be set up and followed.  Teachers do not 

want the discussion to degenerate into interactions if students use words on the blog to personally 

attack a classmate, disrespect other’s ideas or solutions by calling them “stupid” or “idiotic,” or 

fail to engage in conversations that share different student perspectives and promote 

understanding of the issues (Hostetler, 2012, p. 100).  Teachers monitor and create positive 

learning environments on a daily basis; the blog is an extension of the classroom and should be 

seen as such by students, parents, and administrators (See Table 1 and 2).  All students now 
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communicate electronically, so setting up a blog offers more opportunities to encourage 

“democratic talk” through a tool that they are used to.  Students use the blog to post editorials on 

topics of importance or current events and these blogs can then be integrated into a discussion 

board on which students exchange opinions.  Strong teacher guidance and teacher facilitation can 

put at ease those students who do not want to post voluntarily or just to get the grade.  Also, the 

chosen topics for the blog are vitally important.  Controversial issues and moral questions may be 

more engaging and promote inquiry (Hostetler, 2012, p. 100).  Again, this may seem scary for 

teachers and administrators, but having a safe, positive learning environment is the best place to 

have these discussions.  This is strictly based on the teachers’ ability to facilitate the discussions.  

Thirdly, teachers have the ability to archive posts so students can review, reflect and debrief to 

conclude discussions.  This is an important step that is vital to encouraging civic engagement and 

understanding.  Lastly, teachers should work on building a sense of community.  Teachers that 

allow for levity and reducing formality for posts will find that students find it more enjoyable, but 

not less meaningful (Hostetler, 2012, p. 101).  Table 1 and 2 is an example of Hostetler’s list of 

topics and his scoring rubric.  The hardest aspect of online discussion in the secondary classroom 

is a teacher’s willingness to let go of some control and structure.  If the discussion is too 

restrictive, students will resist the democratic purposes.  The teacher’s role is to facilitate the 

discussion by framing issues and problems to push student thinking to being more critical and 

discussion to being more democratic (Hostetler, 2012, p. 102).  How do teachers recognize 

democratic talk?  Allowing students to deliberate on sociopolitical, and potentially controversial, 

issues, discussing moral questions, and encouraging community through levity solicited more 

substantive discussion among students and led to higher number of posts (Hostetler, 2012, p. 

103).  A chart for teachers is located in Figure 3.  Topics of Mr. Hostetler’s blog regularly 
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included threads of discussion that addressed perspectives on issues of race, poverty in society, 

immigration, and women’s roles in society.  These types of broad topics allowed for rich, 

democratic talk that demonstrated critical thinking skills.  Andrew Hostetler learned that his role 

as the teacher was to periodically summarize, reframe, or use questions to guide the direction of 

the discussion.  However, this allowed the students to develop their own understanding of the 

issues discussed (Hostetler, 2012, p. 104).  His profound moment as a social studies teacher was 

that encouraging students to focus on democratic talk rather than the class text was more 

productive and engaging.  His students exhibited a greater sense of understanding of the issues, of 

society, and of their community through increased and more meaningful democratic talk online 

and in the classroom (Hostetler, 2012, p. 104).  Hostetler reminds civic classrooms must be 

committed to discussing the issues and even through these discussions, connections can be made 

with the content and the text, yet still offering students opportunities to develop their analytical 

skills and explore ideas.  Students work to articulate their perspectives, sought to understand the 

perspectives of others and developed a respect for cultural pluralism that is essential for 

developing a deeper democracy (Hostetler, 2012, p. 104).   This is a  technique to teach an 

essential skill for civic education.  Civic classrooms must create students that can discuss and 

critically think on a variety of issues, while understanding other’s perspectives and the 

understanding of the good of the whole. The agreement among scholars and teachers is strong 

lesson planning that incorporates students’ voices and relevant content engages students in the 

civics content.  Specifically when teaching state and local politics, the best way to teach the 

content is to get the students involved in their own community and their local governments.  

According to educational and political philosopher, John Dewey (1859-1952), “There is no better 

site for political or democratic action than the school itself and the students’ own community” 
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(Filipovitch & Ozturk, 2012, p. 85).  Filipovitch and Ozturk compile a list of internet sources to 

supplement the requirement for the state and local government national standards.  Unfortunately, 

most textbooks denote maybe one chapter on the subject and as mentioned in this paper, service 

learning and getting involved in local issues gives students the authentic examples of the 

democratic processes and institutions that shape their daily life.  Scholars agree that this type of 

teaching embeds civic understanding at a deeper level and the results can be seen later in adult 

life.  Figure 6 depicts a Federal Budget Simulation that teaches a concept at a deeper level , is 

authentic, relevant and help with understanding of the federal budget in the future. 

 Beyond just the citizenship requirement for understanding civics, most scholars and 

educators believe that civics should include the concept of global citizenship along with 

transforming students into global citizens with strong critical thinking skills.  Transforming again 

lends itself to controversy, however, if taught with simulations and role-playing transformation 

can occur.  Teaching students about global citizenship is a challenge for even the best teachers.  

Kirkwood-Tucker states, “Two-thirds of the world’s poor are steeped in abject poverty and its 

grim consequences…Many governments deny their citizens basic human and political rights.  At 

times, the human condition appears to have reached the depths of despair” (Kirkwood-Tucker, 

2012, p. 244).  In many civic classrooms, teaching more content is a daunting endeavor.  

Kirkwood-Tucker believes that teachers bear a moral responsibility to provide future generations 

with the knowledge, attitudes, and skills that are essential for competent citizenship in a global 

age (p. 244).  So how can this be done?  Kirkwood-Tucker describes two pedagogical methods, 

“infusing” and “postholing”.  The infusion pedagogy involves the integration of global conditions 

into the traditional curriculum at the appropriate teachable moment. (p. 244).  The government 

teacher can compare and contrast the social and political rights of citizens in the United States 
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with those of other countries, investigating issues ranging from personal freedom to poverty, lack 

of education, and healthcare (Kirkwood-Tucker, 2012, p. 245).  All civics teachers, including 

myself, teach the Bill of Rights and the struggles that occurred obtaining these rights.  Adding a 

global perspective not only embraces global citizenship, but it also works on the essential skills of 

research, comparing, contrasting and critical-thinking.   

 Whereas the “infusion” pedagogy present global awareness of human rights and their 

violations in the world today on a relatively superficial level, the “postholing” technique  

facilitates an in-depth examination of the subject by integrating a new unit of instruction 

composed of four or five lessons into the existing curriculum framework.  An example is as 

follows: 

  Teaching human rights violations and initiatives to eliminate them is to incorporate an 

application of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and /or the Covenant of the 

Rights of the Child (CRC) in the instructional process.  Using the “postholing” framework, 

teachers download case studies of abuses of children’s rights and the rights of adults, and then  

divide the class into teams to identify violations of rights established by the UDHR and the CRC.  

Case studies should cover all geographic areas of the work, including the United States 

(Kirkwood-Tucker, 2012, p. 245).  The teacher than asks engaging questions,  

• Comparing the violation of adult human rights with the violation of children’s 
human rights, what do we find? 

• What conclusions can we draw from the violations of human rights in these two 
documents? 

• What generalizations can we make about human rights abuses in the world today? 
• What can we do as a class or an entire school to reduce or eliminate some of the 

world’s harrowing conditions? (p. 245) 
 
Then, student teams are required to develop a realistic plan of action regarding how a specific 

condition in any part of the world, including in their own communities, can be improved or 
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rectified.  This teaching method is incredibly empowering in civic classes that have students from 

all over the world.  In my sheltered civics class, this type of teaching allows students from Africa, 

Asia, Mexico and the former Soviet bloc a chance to express their own knowledge about 

citizenship and how that knowledge will enhance their understanding of citizenship in the United 

States.   

The pedagogies of “infusion” and “postholing” offer the experienced teacher a meaningful 

diversion from the traditional curriculum approaches at certain topical intersections.  In my own 

experience, these strategies provide my students with opportunities to learn about prevailing 

issues in selected nations of the world and work on the essential skill of problem solving and civic 

discussions. 

 A consensus statement from leaders in the field identified six promising practices research 

has found to be related to higher levels of students’ civic or political commitment, knowledge, 

skills and activities.  These include information about the local, state and national government;  

opportunities to debate and discuss current events and other issues that matter to students; service-

learning opportunities; experiences with extra-curricular activities; opportunities for youth 

decision making; and engaging in simulations of civic processes (Kahne & Middaugh, High 

Quality Civic Education: What Is It and Who Gets It?, 2008, p. 36).  Other researchers have 

identified additional practices that contribute to civic success, open classroom environments and 

controversial issue discussions.  So does the research show that these practices and these 

experiences in the classroom lead to greater civic commitments or are students successful because 

they are already interested in civic and political engagement?   Studies that used pre/post designs 

and control groups have begun to address this concern according to Kahne and Middaugh.  This 

research has focused on particular curricular initiatives such as service learning, examining 
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upcoming elections, and experience-based curriculum for high school government courses (Kahne 

& Middaugh, High Quality Civic Education: What Is It and Who Gets It?, 2008, p. 36). Also, 

Kahne and Middaugh completed a large-scale longitudinal study that, unlike prior large-scale 

studies, examined multiple civic learning opportunities associated with best practices and 

controlled for students’ prior civic commitments.  They found that meeting civic role models, 

learning about problems in society, learning about ways to improve one’s community, having 

service-learning experiences, being required to keep up with politics and government, being 

engaged in open classroom discussions, and studying topics about which the student cares, all 

promoted commitments to civic participation among high school students and most importantly, 

the magnitude of this impact was substantial (Kahne & Middaugh, High Quality Civic Education: 

What Is It and Who Gets It?, 2008, p. 36).   The result of the study conducted by Kahne and  

Middaugh is that if school could increase their provision of these opportunities, then they could 

more than offset differences in opportunities in students’ home environments (Kahne & 

Middaugh, High Quality Civic Education: What Is It and Who Gets It?, 2008, p. 37).  This is 

significant when a democratic society needs educated citizens to successfully run this type of 

society and government.   

 This research also found out through surveying high school students in the state of 

California that access to these types of civic opportunities is uneven.  Some opportunities are 

more common than others, and some students are more likely than others to be afforded them.  

The data shows that above 30% said that they have not been asked how a school should be run or 

even what they think, or that they have not had the opportunity to participate in simulations or 

role-playing and still, they reported never being part of a service-learning project while in high 

school (Kahne & Middaugh, High Quality Civic Education: What Is It and Who Gets It?, 2008, p. 
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37).  Though all students do not need all of these civic experiences, however, the number of 

students not getting these opportunities at all is appalling.  Complete civic curriculum needs to be  

included in civics’ classes around the nation, not just textbook content.  Content is important, but 

only when the content is contextualized through discussion, exploration and problem-solving 

techniques. 

 Furthermore, the research acknowledges that students will have different opportunities 

with respect to promoting civic development depending on the teachers they happen to have for 

particular subjects.  However, it should not be the case that these opportunities are distributed on 

the basis of characteristics such as race or class, or academic standing (Kahne & Middaugh, High 

Quality Civic Education: What Is It and Who Gets It?, 2008, p. 37).   Kahne and Middaugh 

research has evidence that these kinds of systemic inequalities exist.  In the California schools, the  

differences revealed that access to civic opportunities were related to race and ethnicity (Kahne & 

Middaugh, High Quality Civic Education: What Is It and Who Gets It?, 2008, p. 37).  African 

Americans were less likely than others to report having civically-orientated government courses, 

less likely to report having discussions of current events that were personally relevant, less likely 

to report having a voice in school or classroom, and were less likely to report opportunities for 

role plays or simulations (Kahne & Middaugh, High Quality Civic Education: What Is It and Who 

Gets It?, 2008, p. 37)  Asians and Latinos reported similar answers, whereas were more likely 

than others to report having civically-oriented government courses and were more likely to report 

having voice in the classroom.  This is disturbing and one of the most important findings of civic 

education in the  century.  All students must have the opportunities to practice the reality of the 

American democratic system and community involvement.  Without this education, civic 

understanding and participation will continue to decline.  These differences in high school of 
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access to civic opportunities reveal themselves in the significant differences among adults in 

society.  However, when explaining these differences of political engagement and influence  

within our political system, researchers tend to focus on an individual’s income, level of 

education, and race; they do not consider the role that schools may play in exacerbating the 

inequality by providing fewer civic learning opportunities to the same group of students (Kahne 

& Middaugh, High Quality Civic Education: What Is It and Who Gets It?, 2008, p. 37).  Though 

Kahne and Middaugh do not yet know how the school effects versus the relation of the other 

factors are related, it does appear that schools may well increase rather than decrease inequalities 

related to civic and political participation.   

 Service-Learning has been mentioned numerous times in research and in “Best Practices” 

to create a long-term effect for political engagement.  Again, service-learning can transform 

students into critical thinking citizens rather than reproducing the status quo.  What specifically 

does service-learning teach?  Morgan and Streb studied the impact of service-learning programs 

on students’ self-concept, political engagement, and attitudes toward out-groups (Morgan & 

Streb, 2001, p. 154).  The data came from a pre and post survey given to more than 200 high 

school students in ten different schools.  They used a Huber regression to assess the impact of 

student voice in the service-learning project on six dependent variables (154).  The results and 

data show that if students are involved in service-learning projects in which they have a high 

degree of voice and ownership, their self-concept and political engagement will improve and they 

become more tolerant toward out-groups.  Students must have a voice or a choice in service-

learning programs to build long-lasting citizenship skills. Implementation of this practice is vitally 

important.  Students must be given a variety of choices for service-learning opportunities; a place 
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to discuss and problem solve about the project and also reflect in their learning after the project is 

complete. 

 Another example of a “best practice” in the civics classroom is the curriculum, The DBQ 

Project.  The DBQ Project was started in the year 2000 by Phil Roden and Chip Brady.  Its 

purpose was to help teachers help students read with understanding, think straight, and write 

clearly (Roden & Brady, 2012).  Document-Based Questioning exercise is part of the AP History 

exams and Roden and Brady strongly believe that it is a benefit to all students to use this method 

for critical thinking, reading and writing.  Teachers believe that all students can develop high-

level critical thinking skills, a must in a civics classroom, if the students have consistent 

instruction and a chance to practice.  Each DBQ has an engaging question and uses primary and 

secondary sources to give students opportunities to investigate history and civics from a variety of 

perspectives (Roden & Brady, 2012).  Within the instructional and implementation of the 

curriculum, students discuss and debate to clarify their own ideas and write evidence-based 

arguments.  This type of learning not only deepens student understanding of civics, it also builds 

reading, thinking and writing skills that are essential for success after high school and I also 

believe helps students become educated citizens that can make educated choices when it comes to 

politics (See Appendix D for an example of the DBQ). 

 The DBQ Project also is an authentic assessment, which is considered a “best practice” for 

the civics classroom.  Authentic assessment is an evaluation of students’ ability to perform real-

world tasks that demonstrate meaningful application of essential knowledge and skills (Roden & 

Brady, 2012).  Authentic assessments, unlike forced choice methods such as multiple choice, fill 

in the blank and matching, evaluate and demonstrate the students’ knowledge in context.  While 

authentic assessment advocates strong content knowledge, the emphasis is on using the 
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knowledge and understanding of transferable skills that will enable students to solve problems 

“that are either replicas of or analogous to the kinds of problems faced by adult citizens and 

consumers or professionals in the field” (Roden & Brady, 2012).  They key concept is that 

students are strengthening their thinking, reading and writing about civics and politics.  In the 

process, students learn vocabulary and gain strong content knowledge about civics as they 

collaborate with peers, explore ideas verbally, and ultimately analyze and write and evidence-

based analytical essay.  These skills resemble what professional historians and political scientist 

do, but perhaps more importantly, they provide the skills of a thoughtful citizenry capable of 

using factual data to formulate and defend ideas (Roden & Brady, 2012).   The DBQ Project 

allows all of my students, including special education and English Language Learners, to practice 

skills that are essential to an educated citizen. 

 Teaching about the judicial branch can be daunting for many civic teachers.  The Federal 

Courts:  Open Doors to Justice Program allows students to understand the complexities of the 

court system in a highly engaging context.  This curriculum allows students to participate in a real 

federal court with real judges in Supreme Court case simulations.  The cases have high interest for 

young adults, social media, texting, teen parties, free speech, etc.  Students can role-play as 

judges, lawyers, witnesses and jurors.  A federal judge oversees the mock trial and also questions 

the students on their thinking and reasoning.  An example of a case is located in appendix E.  

Though this type of best practice has a lot of preparation by the teacher, the real-life experiences 

for students can foster critical-thinking skills, civic discourse and understanding other 

perspectives that citizens need to function in our republican form of government.  This curriculum 

is produced by the Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts and it was designed to inform, 

involve, and inspire (United States Courts).  The resources are original, courtroom-ready and 
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classroom-ready for high school students and their teachers across the nation.  The resources 

simplify complex concepts and motivate participants to serve on juries willingly when called 

(United States Courts).  This allows students to practice being jurors and understand the system: 

therefore, when called for jury duty, the students have a deeper understanding of their 

responsibilities as citizens.  Practice is an essential part of civics.  The classroom and courtroom 

activities apply contemporary Supreme Court cases to today’s teen issues, creating a unique niche 

in civics education.  Court Simulations offer real-life experiences with judges and attorneys at 

local federal courthouses.  All participates are involved in the courtroom action, most importantly, 

as jurors.  The activities are supported by interactive web resources and multimedia tools, 

including videos and podcasts on court fundamentals (United States Courts).  This resource 

supports all the best practices concepts that allow students to become politically engaged and stay 

engaged as adults. 

 Best Practices have mentioned the need for students to be able to critical-think, question 

and also to discuss.  The Deliberating in a Democracy in the Americas program does just that.  

This was a grant funded program that allows teachers to work with other teachers in Ecuador, 

Mexico, Peru, and Columbia.  The goal of the program is designed to increase the knowledge, 

ability, and dispositions of high school teachers and their students in the United States and Latin 

America to effectively participate in deliberations of controversial issues related to democratic 

principles in their countries (Americas, 2011).  The methodology requires students to understand 

structured academic controversy through careful reading of a common text; introducing a public 

policy question, student pairs find compelling reasons to support/oppose the deliberation question 

and teach each other their arguments; the pairs reverse positions and repeat the process; the pairs 

then deliberate the question together using what they have learned; and, finally, a large group 
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debrief follows the small group work (Americas, 2011).  This methodology was adapted from 

Johnson and Johnson at the University of Minnesota.  The results within my own classroom were 

a deeper understanding of not only our own system of government, but also the Peruvian 

government.  My students Skyped with students in Lima, Peru and deliberated the topic of:  

Should Voting Be Mandatory in a Democratic Government?  The understanding of others’ 

perspectives and knowledge gave my students a chance to practice a skill that is necessary for 

citizens in our country.  This methodology has become a permanent fixture in my classroom and 

allows my students to learn from each other and practice being citizens of our country (See 

appendix G for an example).  

 The goal for “best practices” methodology for the Carnegie Corporation was to have a 

deeper, more comprehensive approach that included instruction on democracy along with 

experiential opportunities focused on community and social issues, integrated into school 

curricula, plus opportunities for reflection and analysis of those experiences (Theroux, 2011, p. 

5).  This idea was based on the assumptions that both political involvement and democratic 

participation are critical; that service needs to be linked to civics and that civic engagement is a 

developmental process (5).  This means that a student’s learning is not limited to one course but 

that learning must take place in developmentally appropriate ways throughout his school career.   

Specifically, The Civic Mission of Schools created “Six Promising Approaches to Civics 

Education”: 

1. Provide instruction in government, history, law and democracy 
2. Incorporate into the classroom discussion of current local, national and 

international issues and events, particularly those that young people view as 
important to their lives. 

3. Design and implement programs that provide students with the opportunity 
to apply what they learn through performing community service that is 
linked to the formal curriculum and classroom instruction. 
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4. Offer extracurricular activities that provide opportunities for young people 
to get involved in their schools or communities. 

5. Encourage student participation in school governance. 
6. Encourage student participation in simulation of democratic processes and 

procedures. 
(Theroux, 2011, p. 7) 

 

 These best practices set a high bar for young people to be considered competent and 

responsible citizens.  They were expected to be informed and thoughtful, with a grasp and an 

appreciation of history and the fundamental processes of American democracy; belong to and 

contribute to groups in civil society that participate in public service; act politically, including 

influencing public policy and voting; demonstrate moral and civic virtues including concern for 

the rights and welfare of others, respect for the law and willingness to strike a reasonable balance 

between their own interests and the common good (Theroux, 2011, p. 9).  These expectations go 

far beyond the “drill and kill classes.”  The better alternative is a range of dynamic learning 

opportunities, engaging discussions and activities such as simulations that put a real life 

perspective on what is learned in class (See appendix H for an example).  What would this look 

like is a classroom?  Diana Hess, a professor of education at the University of Wisconsin-

Madison, believes that allowing students to practice discussion of controversial issues, especially 

with others who may have different opinions, is an excellent way to learn to participate directly in 

a robust democracy.  AP Government students and civics students during the school year 2011-

2012 participated in Dr. Hess’s   research through the curriculum Deliberation in a Democracy in 

the Americas.  This program teaches students how to deliberate thoughtfully and purposefully, 

which is a skill that is fundamental to becoming an engaged citizen (Theroux, 2011, p. 9).  As a 

teacher that participated in this research, I found it valuable and great for all my students.  This 

curriculum is now a cornerstone of all of my classes in government at Rangeview High School.   
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 TO CIVIC EDUCATION 

 Though these Best Practices have been proven in many civic classrooms, many challenges 

still face those same classrooms.  How to creatively restore the social studies classroom in the age 

of high stakes testing is a common question.  The marginalization of social studies content began 

with the federal government’s educational reform acts beginning in the 1980s.  The Nation at 

Risk, No Child Left Behind, The Race to the Top and now the Common Core Standards have all 

but ruined civic education in our nation’s public schools, though the Common Core Standards do 

look more favorable to the field of social studies.  Arnie Duncan has stated that he supports strong 

civic education for our students, but no actual initiatives have been put in place (Risinger, What 

Soical Studies Educators can do about the Marginalization of the Subject They Teach, 2012, p. 

299).  The Department of Education could encourage states and districts to develop policies and  

implement authentic assessments in social studies similar to the Department of Education’s 

incentives for science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) (Thieman, 2011, p. 129).  With 

the focus only being on science and math, the Department of Education is squeezing out the 

importance of a strong citizenry.   

Kahne and Middaugh suggest that differences in perception by various groups of high 

school students, rather ethnically or socioeconomically, are likely to influence how students 

perceive and make use of opportunities for civic education provided by the schools.  Researchers 

have found that middle and high school students from privileged, homogeneous environments 

were more likely to experience the ideals expressed in civic texts as congruous with their daily 

experiences as were urban youth of color (Kahne & Middaugh, High Quality Civic Education: 

What Is It and Who Gets It?, 2008, p. 38).  Further studies are needed to better understand how 

prior experiences with and assumptions about the functioning of U.S. democracy influence 
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students’ perceptions of and outcomes related to civic education.  Also, not all people who rally 

behind the banner of democratic citizenship value the same outcomes.  Some emphasize 

knowledge, while others place a premium on participation, on critical analysis, on personal 

responsibility, on tolerance, or other priorities (Kahne & Middaugh, High Quality Civic 

Education: What Is It and Who Gets It?, 2008, p. 39).  Even if the emphasis is not always equal in 

various classrooms, studies have found, not surprisingly, that different practices, and the ways 

that different practices are used may promote different capacities and commitments related to 

democratic citizenship.  Therefore, educators and researchers must focus on how the quality of 

best practices along with the social contexts in which they are implemented influence their 

impact.  If our democracy is to better fulfill its promise of enabling all citizens to participate fully 

and as equals, it is also clear that we must do more to understand why schools often fail to 

provide equal access to civic learning opportunities and how educators can address this 

shortcoming (Kahne & Middaugh, High Quality Civic Education: What Is It and Who Gets It?, 

2008, p. 39).  Beyond state standardized tests is the importance of an equal education for all 

students.  How can we expect citizens of our country to believe and participate in a system that 

strives for equal opportunities and equal voices, when the school system that is a founding 

cornerstone of this country, continues to fail to meet these same requirements?  The answer to this 

question lies in allowing students to learn to question, problem-solve and create new ideas that are 

necessity for the livelihood of democracy.  Our founding fathers knew that democracy was an 

experiment that had to have a populous that questioned the government to keep it from an all 

encompassing government. 
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 The biggest challenge to implementing strong curriculum in civic education is to 

persuade political leaders and school district leaders to pursue the recommendations of the 

Carnegie Corporation and The Civic Mission of Schools. These are the challenges that we face: 

Challenge 1:  Making students’ civic learning a priority for school reform. 
Challenge 2: Integrating civic learning into the curriculum. 
Challenge 3:  Implementing sound civic education standards. 
Challenge 4:  Developing better assessment methods to evaluate students’ civic learning  
                       and to make school accountable for civic education. 
Challenge 5:  Improving teachers’ and administrators’ training for civic education. 
Challenge 6:  Increasing collaboration between school and communities. 
                                                        (Theroux, 2011, p. 14) 

 
Meeting these challenges would lead to the best comprehensive civic learning, not only covering 

history and government but embracing service learning, character education, civics-focused 

extracurricular and after-school activities and classroom or community based reflection.  At this 

same time, a major obstacle existed in the No Child Left Behind Act, signed in January of 2002 

and now the Race to the Top, which began in 2009 (Theroux, 2011, p. 16).  These government 

mandated programs stressed literacy and math at the expense of the civics curriculum.  An 

unintended consequence has been the marginalization of the core social studies disciplines- 

civics/government, economics, geography and history-in K-12 classrooms (Theroux, 2011).  This 

is so obvious in some of the poorer districts they had to channel all of their funding to meet the 

requirements of literacy, math and science.  In Aurora Public Schools, elementary and middle 

school students may not even have a social studies class due to their proficiency scores in literacy 

and math.  It is no wonder that once they get to high school, they are not only burnt out with 

schooling in general, but completely unmotivated when it comes to civic content.   

 Also, the biggest challenge to Civics curriculum is the belief that more testing is what is 

needed.  The state of Colorado will begin to administer a state- wide social studies test in the fall 

of 2014.  This test will be test students knowledge of geography, US history, economics and 
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civics.  All of these courses are taught at different grades in Colorado districts and also some are 

not taught at all.  Civics and US history are the only social studies courses that are graduation 

requirements and students just need to pick up 1.5 other of electives.  So once again, testing will 

show that students are not proficient in social studies content, which many educators are already 

aware of.  The key is how we teach the social studies content which will then allow Colorado 

students to use this knowledge to be better citizens for our country and not necessarily to pass a 

test.  How fair is it to test when students may not even had had the course or even worse yet, their 

school may not even offer the course?  The U.S. Department of Education has already recognized 

this dilemma.  Only one out of five eighth-graders was proficient in civics and history on the 

NAEP (National Assessment of Educational Progress) (Pondiscio, 2013). Due to the latest test 

scores, the NAEP tests in civics, U.S. history, and geography for fourth- and - graders would be 

postponed indefinitely (Pondiscio, 2013).  If the U.S. Department of Education can recognize that 

testing is not the answer, why cannot the state of Colorado? 

 CIVIC CURRICULUM WITH REFLECTIONS: 

 Backward Design in the current trend, though the idea is very old, in lesson planning for 

secondary classrooms.  Colorado State Standards and the Aurora Public Schools Civics Pacing 

Guide, (appendix A and B), are embedded into the backwards design model.  The concept is that 

teachers look first at what they want their students to learn and how they are going to assess the 

learning and then build a lesson plan from that point.  Below is an example of my regular civics 

classroom lesson plan and how my lessons are not only embedding the standards, but also the 

civic education research. 
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 Plan Template: Stage 1  

Unit Name _______ Purpose of Government_________ 

Days in Unit __________7-10 Days________________ 

Knowledge Goals:  Skills Goals: Meaning Goals: Transfer Goals: 
(facts, definitions, 

basic concepts) 
(action or process) (students do 

something to “get 
it”- such as inquiry, 

inference, reflection 
analysis, rethinking) 

(learning in one way 
or context, and using 

it in another) 

 
 
Limited/Unlimited 
Govt 
 
Historical 
Roots/Philosophy of 
Republican 
Government 
 
Locke, Rousseau, 
Hobbes,  Roman 
Republic, Greek 
Democracy, 
Enlightenment Period, 
Science, Religion 
 
 
Declaration of 
Independence 
 
Preamble of the 
Constitution 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

-analyzing primary 
sources 
 
-thesis and outline 
practice 
 
-critical reading 
strategies 
 
-marginal note 
taking/annotation 
 
-relationships and 
influence of 
thinking/critical 
thinking skills 
 
-essay writing 
 
-Background 
knowledge 
 
-essential vocabulary 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
-jigsaw reading, 
political 
philosophers-   small 
group presentations,, 
 
-promethean board 
brainstorm, “What 
does government 
do?” 
 
Reading Declaration 
of Independence, 
“What we don’t want 
government to do?” 
 
Identify main 
concepts of 
Preamble; place the 
purposes of 
government in 
appropriate concept.  
Ex.  Provide for the 
common defense, 
promote the general 
welfare etc. 
 
Preamble Puzzle 
with only pictures, 
students in groups 
place in order.  Great 
Visual and 
competition. 
 

Unit Transfer Goals: 
 
Purpose of 
Government to 
understand entire 
concept of Civics and 
Government.  
 
Civic Responsibility  
 
Knowledge of how 
we got there 
 
 
 
 
Long Term Transfer 
Goals (after high 
school): 
   
Educated citizens to 
understand the 
complexity of the 
purpose of 
government- 
 
Historical 
understanding of 
basic concepts. 
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-Students in groups 
make a preamble for 
Rangeview High 
School-  Focus on 
Purpose 

 

 Plan Template: Stages 2 and 3 

Unit Name ________Purpose of Government__________ 

Days in Unit _____________7-10 Days____________ 

Directions: What assessments (projects, essays, exams, etc.) will best show student understanding 
of the learning goals. 

Stage 2: Evidence 
 
-Critical reading of primary sources-marginal notes (charts) 
-Written paragraphs with thesis statements- political philosopher 
-Essay writing- What is the purpose of Government according to the preamble, provide examples 
and connect with a political philosophers understanding of government- where the evidence of that 
philosophy is? 
DBQ- The Ideals of the Declaration- Which is most important? 

 

Stage 3: Lessons for the Unit 

Lesson Timing Description Learning Goal 
(K, S, M, or 

T?) 

Scaffolding- This helps 
students… 

Lesson 1: 
What does a 
government do? 

1 day Brainstorm list, (Think, Pair, 
Share) 
 
 

K Gain Background 
knowledge-learn from 
others 

Lesson 2:  2 days Jigsaw political philosophy K,S,M Background 
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Where did 
these ideas for 
government 
come from? 

readings- annotate/marginal 
notes-  Locke, Rousseau, 
Hobbes 
 
 
 

Knowledge, reading 
skills 
Vocabulary/Definitions 

Lesson 3:  
Declaration of 
Independence 

2 days Take DOI, Divide into 
sections- pairs of students 
looking for why break from 
England and what we 
wanted in a government. 
 
 
 

K,S,M Reading skills, purpose 
of government 
Background knowledge 

Lesson Timing Description Learning Goal 
(K&S, M, T?) 

Scaffolding- This helps 
students… 

Lesson 4:  
Preamble 
Puzzle 
 
 
 

2 days Identify main concepts of 
Preamble- What does this 
look like today?  Concrete 
examples.  Use pictures to 
write Preamble with just 
visual representation. 
 
 
 

K,S Visual learning, 
examples 

Lesson 5:  
Write 
Rangeview 
Preamble 

1 day Students in pairs create a 
preamble for Rangeview 
High School-  relevancy and 
purpose of education 
 
 
 
 

M,T Transfer of knowledge 
and reflection 

Lesson 6: 
What is the 
purpose of 
government? 
 
 
 

1 day Paragraph explains what is 
purpose of government?  
Give examples and why 
necessary? 
 
 
 

K,S,M,T Writing, using 
examples to support 
opinion 

 

This unit allows students to gain knowledge of the history of the U.S. government and 

practice essential civic skills:  reading, writing, critical-thinking and civic discussion to occur in a 



54 
 

variety of contexts.  Students are allowed to question, debate and learn from others on 

perspectives of the purpose of government is or ought to be.  They then take their understandings 

and compare it to the Preamble of the Constitution and create a Preamble for Rangeview High 

School.  This creates relevancy and a sense of ownership, all of which research supports to create 

civically engaged adults.   

 Plan Template: Stage 1  

Unit Name 
_________________________Constitution______________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Days in Unit ____________10 Days___________ 

Knowledge Goals:  Skills Goals: Meaning Goals: Transfer Goals: 
(facts, definitions, 

basic concepts) 
(action or process) (students do 

something to “get 
it”- such as inquiry, 

inference, reflection 
analysis, rethinking) 

(learning in one way 
or context, and using 

it in another) 

Structure of 
Constitution 
 
Purpose of 
Constitution 
 
Articles 1-7 
 
Amendments 11-27 
 
Amending the 
Constitution 
 
Iroquois 
Confederacy and US 
Constitution 
comparison 
 
 
 
 

Constitution Scavenger 
Hunt 
 
Critical Reading Skills with 
annotation 
 
Analyzing primary sources 
 
Comparison/Contrast 
Writing 
 
Paragraph writing-pros and 
cons 
 
Jigsaw Reading/Sections of 
Constitution 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Inquiry 
 
Analysis and 
Reflection 
 
Diversity of 
Perspectives 
 
Paragraph writing-
analysis 
 
 

 

Unit Transfer Goals: 
 
Rule of Law 
 
Civic Knowledge 
 
 
 
 
Long Term Transfer 
Goals (after high 
school): 
 
Civic Participation 
 
Tolerance and 
understanding of 
various perspectives 
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 Plan Template: Stages 2 and 3 

Unit Name 
______________Constitution_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

Days in Unit ______________10 Days________________ 

Directions: What assessments (projects, essays, exams, etc.) will best show student understanding 
of the learning goals. 

Stage 2: Evidence 
 
1)  Constitutional knowledge-Assessment 
2)  Visual Amending the Constitution 
3)  Writing Amending the Constitution 
4) Comparison of Great Law of Peace and the US Constitution 
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Stage 3: Lessons for the Unit 

Lesson Timing Description Learning Goal 
(K, S, M, or T?) 

Scaffolding- This 
helps students… 

Lesson 1:  
US Const. 
Scavenger Hunt 

1-2 
Days 

Students are given questions 
and scenarios about the 
contents of the US 
Constitution-  how to read the 
constitution exercise 
 
 
 

K,S Background 
Knowledge 
Reading and 
research skills 

Lesson 2:  
Purpose of US 
Constitution 

1 day Students write paragraph of 
purpose of USC, what they 
learned about the structure of 
the USC and questions they 
still have 
 
 
 

S, M Reflection on 
Learning 

Lesson 3:  
Visual 
Chart/Writing of 
Amending the 
US Constitution 
 

1 day Students create a visual chart 
of USC amendment process 
and write a paragraph if they 
agree or disagree with process 
and Why? 
 
 
 

S,M, T Various 
perspectives, 
writing skills 

Lesson Timing Description Learning Goal 
(K&S, M, T?) 

Scaffolding- This 
helps students… 

Lesson 4: 
Iroquois Great 
Law of Peace 
and US 
Constitution  
 
 
 
 

5 days Students examine the Great 
Law of Peace and the USC.  
Students compare and 
contrast these 2 documents 
and form their own conclusion 
about the influence of the 
Iroquois on the Founding 
Fathers ideas about 
democracy 
 
 
 

K,S,M,T Contributions 
from indigenous 
populations 
 
Various 
perspectives 
 
Writing 
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This unit allows students to become familiar with the constitution and how it is structured.  

The scavenger hunt makes a game out of an essential skill, reading a variety of primary sources.  

Students are introduced to other contributions to the concept of democracy and the creation of the 

Constitution.  This allows students to learn about various perspectives.  Allowing students to 

discuss or deliberate the amendment process allows the students to truly understand why it was 

created in such a way and if this way is working in the  century?  These lessons and methodology 

are supported by the research mentioned. 

 Plan Template: Stage 1  

Unit Name _______________Institutions/Structures of US Government_____________________ 

Days in Unit __________25-30 Days________________ 

Knowledge Goals:  Skills Goals: Meaning Goals: Transfer Goals: 
(facts, definitions, basic 

concepts) 
(action or process) (students do 

something to “get it”- 
such as inquiry, 

inference, reflection 
analysis, rethinking) 

(learning in one 
way or context, 
and using it in 

another) 

Federalism 
Legislative Branch 
Executive Branch 
Judicial Branch 
Separation of Powers 
 Checks and Balances 
Electoral College Process 
Naturalization vs. Natural 
Citizen 
How a Bill Becomes a Law 
Judicial Review 
Filibuster 
Amendments: 
11,12,16,17,20,22,23,25,27 
 
 
 
 
 

Analyzing 
primary/secondary 
sources 
Thesis practice 
Critical reading skills 
with annotation 
Essay writing 
Persuasive writing 
Critical thinking skills 
Analysis 
Procedures and 
Process 
Visual Learning 
Civic 
Discourse/Discussion 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Various Writing Skills: 
Essay 
Persuasion 
Writing a Speech 
Procedural Writing 
Comparison/Contrast 
Reflective 
 
Reading Skills: 
Inference 
Analytical 
Reflective 
 
Thinking: 
Critical/Analytical 
Problem-Solving 
 
Visual Learning 

 

Unit Transfer 
Goals: 
Basic Knowledge 
of workings of 
government 
Powers of 
branches 
(limitations) 
Checks/Balances 
Citizen Role in 
government 
 
 
Long Term 
Transfer Goals 
(after high 
school): 
Citizens’ Role in 
Government 
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Political 
Knowledge 
Civic Participation 
and questioning 
of government 

 

 Plan Template: Stages 2 and 3 

Unit Name _______________________Institutions/Structures of US Government_____________ 

Days in Unit ________25-30 Days________________________ 

Directions: What assessments (projects, essays, exams, etc.) will best show student understanding 
of the learning goals. 

Stage 2: Evidence 
 
1.  Summative Assessment 
2.  How a Bill Becomes a Law Visual/Writing Assessment 
3.  DBQ:  Should the Electoral College Be Abolished? 
4.  State of the Union Speech 
5.  Analyzing various presidencies-  “Power of the Executive/Presidency” 
6.  Supreme Court Case Analysis- Korematsu vs. United States 

 

Stage 3: Lessons for the Unit 

Lesson Timing Description Learning Goal 
(K, S, M, or T?) 

Scaffolding- This 
helps students… 

Lesson 1:  1-2 Basic Structure of government, K,S Background 
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Introduction to 
Legislative 
Branch 

days powers of the Legislative 
branch, purpose of leg. branch 
and procedures of leg. branch 
 
 
 

knowledge 

Lesson 2:  
ICivics 
Legislative 
Branch 
Simulation 

2-3 
days 

Congressional Simulation-  
Students’ take on roles of the 
congress and act out law-
making , committee work and 
procedures 
 
 
 

S, M Debate, Critical 
Thinking and 
Procedure  

Lesson 3:  
How a Bill 
Becomes a Law 

3 days Choice of writing assignments, 
1)  Explaining process, what 
works, what does not, and how 
to change or 2) Writing as a 
representative, explain to 
constituents what legislation  
(3) is working on passing, how 
the process work and why good 
for area of which they 
represent. 
 
 
 

S, M,T Writing 
Role in law-
making process 

Lesson Timing Description Learning Goal 
(K&S, M, T?) 

Scaffolding- This 
helps students… 

Lesson 4:  
Intro to 
Executive 
Branch 
 
 
 
 

1-2 
days 

Basic structure of executive 
branch , specifically the 
presidency, powers and roles of 
the presidency, war powers of 
the presidency and procedures 
 
 
 

K,S Background 
knowledge 

Lesson 5:  
Presidential 
views of power 

2-3 
days 

American Presidency Reading 
Thomas Jefferson and Louisiana 
Purchase 
Hoover/FDR and the Great 
Depression 
 
How did they view their power? 
 

S, M,T Knowledge 
Analysis 
Various 
perspectives 
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Lesson 6:  
Drone Strike 
and War 
Powers 
 
 
 
 

1-2 
days 

Current Events- Where in the 
Constitution?  Commander in 
Chief Powers?  War Powers?  
How have presidencies created 
power under national security? 
 
 
 

S, M,T Opinion with 
support 
Various 
perspectives 

Lesson 7:  
DBQ- Should 
the Electoral 
College be 
Abolished? 
 
 
 
 

3-4 
days 

Process of Electoral College 
Analysis of documents 
Essay Writing 
Opinion with support 
 
DBQ Project: Should the 
Electoral College Be Abolished? 
 
 

S, M,T Literacy analysis 
Critical Thinking 

Lesson 8: 
Introduction to 
the Judicial 
Branch 
 
 
 
 

1-2 
days 

Basic structure of the Supreme 
Court/Federal Court system, 
powers and duties of Judicial 
Branch and procedures of the 
judicial branch 
 
 

K,S Background 
knowledge 

Lesson 9: 
Marbury v. 
Madison 
 
 
 

2 days Analysis and comprehension of 
Judicial Review 
Was this what the founders’ 
intent was? 
 
 

K,S,M Various 
perspectives 
Knowledge 

Lesson 10:  
Supreme Court 
Case Analysis:  
Korematsu v. 
US 
 
 
 
 

2-3 
days 

Writing: 
Do you agree with the USSC 
ruling?  Why or Why not?  Use 
evidence from case brief to 
explain your argument. 
 
 

S, M,T Debate 
Writing 
persuasion 
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 This unit incorporates the importance of literacy in the schools today.  The writing that is 

essential for success after high school, is writing that explains an opinion and is supported with 

academic sources.  Most of my students have many opinions; through this unit they learn how to 

validate their opinions through writing with academic sources and support.  Students actively 

engage in the congressional simulation.  Arguing with their classmates in committee and 

following “procedure” and learning to compromise allows students to practice being citizens.  

The reading in this unit allows students to read a variety of texts and learn various strategies for 

reading these texts.  Students enjoy reading the Supreme Court case because it can give them 

something concrete to base their understanding on while practicing the analytical thinking needed 

to understand the abstract concepts of the government.  Civic education research supports that 

these type of best practices helps foster civic and political engagement later in adulthood. 

 Plan Template: Stage 1  

Unit Name _____________The Constitutional Amendments and the Individual_______________ 

Days in Unit ______20 Days____________________ 

Knowledge Goals:  Skills Goals: Meaning Goals: Transfer Goals: 
(facts, definitions, 

basic concepts) 
(action or process) (students do 

something to “get 
it”- such as inquiry, 

inference, 
reflection analysis, 

rethinking) 

(learning in one way or 
context, and using it in 

another) 
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Bill of Rights 
Due Process 
Equal Protection 
Clause 
Civil Disobedience 
Majority, Concurring, 
Dissenting Opinions 
Supreme Court Cases 
1,2,4,5,6,8,14 
Current Events 
pertaining to BOR 
Minority Rights with 
Majority rule 
Students’ 
rights/limitations in 
public school 
“Rule of Law” 
Intro. to Project Citizen 
 
 
 
 
 

Analyzing primary 
sources 
Critically reading US 
Supreme Court Cases- 
How to Read Court 
Cases 
Essay writing 
Understanding various 
perspectives 
Critical Thinking 
skills 
Problem-Solving 
Research skills 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Essay writing 
Thesis writing 
Debate 
Civic Discussion 
Research 
 
 

 

Unit Transfer Goals: 
Individual vs. Community 
rights 
Limitation of rights 
(individual and 
government) 
Tolerance/Diversity of 
perspectives 
 
 
Long Term Transfer 
Goals (after high school): 
 Political knowledge of 
rights/limitations 
Protection of minority 
rights in majority rule 
system 
Understanding various 
perspectives 

 

 Plan Template: Stages 2 and 3 

Unit Name ______ The Constitutional Amendments and the Individual___________________ 

Days in Unit ___20 Days _______________________ 

Directions: What assessments (projects, essays, exams, etc.) will best show student understanding 
of the learning goals. 

Stage 2: Evidence 
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1.  DBQ- Should schools be allowed to limit student online speech? 
                  Search and seizure, Did the government go too far? 
                  Is the American Jury system a good idea? 
2.  BOR Assessment 
3.  Why BOR important? 
ACT Prep Unit  All Readings and questions in ACT format 
 

 

Stage 3: Lessons for the Unit 

Lesson Timing Description Learning 
Goal 

(K, S, M, or 
T?) 

Scaffolding- 
This helps 
students… 

Lesson 1:  
Introduction To 
BOR-ICivics 

1-2 
days 

Critical Readings/annotation of BOR; 
 amendment 
Origins of BOR-Reading (ACT) 
Truth vs. Myth 
Writing- Most important BOR and 
why? 
 
 
 

K,S Background 
knowledge 
Fact vs. 
Opinion 

Lesson 2:  
 Amendment 

2-3 
days 

Bill of Rights Institute Curriculum 
Freedom of Religion 
Establishment Clause 
Free Exercise Clause 
Critical 
Readings/annotation/questions 
(ACT) 
Discussion 
 
 
 

K,S Background 
knowledge 
Writing 
Civic Talk 

Lesson 3:  
DBQ-Freedom of 
Speech 

2-3 
days 

DBQ Project- Should schools be 
allowed to limit student online 
speech? 
 
 
 

S,M,T Critical 
analysis 
Various 
perspectives 
 
 
 
 

Lesson Timing Description Learning 
Goal 

Scaffolding- 
This helps 
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(K&S, M, T?) students… 
Lesson 4:  
Social Media and 
Rights 
 
 
 
 
 

2-3 
days 

What is the law saying? 
Facebook, Twitter, Internet, Smart 
Phones, Ideas 
Socratic Seminar Format 
Civic Talk 
School vs. Student 
rights/responsibilities  
 
 
 

S,M,T Civic Talk 
Various 
perspectives 
Tolerance 
Relevancy 

Lesson 5:  
Criminal 
Procedure 
(4,5,6,8) 

4-5 
days 

Bill of Rights Institute 
Critical 
Readings/annotation/question (ACT) 
Search and Seizure with Case Studies 
Rights of the accused 
Judicial Procedures 
DBQ- (Just analysis) with Think, Pair, 
Share 
Is the American Jury system a good 
idea? 
 
 
 
 

K,S,M,T Background 
knowledge 
Analysis of 
various 
perspectives 
Limitation of 
rights 

Lesson 6:  
SRO 
Question/Answer 
 
 
 

1 day Community Building with SRO’s 
(School Resource Officers) 
Discuss case studies of criminal 
procedure, discuss constitutionality 
of police action and accused 
Question and answer format 
 
 
 

M,T Community 
Building 
Community 
Trust 

Lesson 7:  
Property 
Rights(4/5) 
 
 
 

1-2 
days 

Bill of Rights Institute 
Critical 
Readings/annotation/question (ACT) 
Eminent Domain (Video)-Discussion 
What is property? 
How is property protected by the 
USC? 
DBQ Project:  Search and Seizure:  
Do the government go too far? 

K,S,M,T Background 
knowledge 
Analysis of 
various 
perspectives 
Limitation of 
rights 
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Lesson 8: 
 Amendment:  
Incorporation 
 
 
 
 

2 days Bill of Rights Institute 
Critical 
Readings/annotation/question (ACT) 
Selective Incorporation 
State Powers vs. USC 
Due Process Clause 
Equal Protection Clause 
 
 

K,S,M Background 
knowledge 
Analysis of 
various 
perspectives 
Limitation of 
rights 

Lesson 9: 
District Serving 
Learning Project 
 
 
 

9 
weeks 

Community Engagement 
 
 

M,T Critical 
Thinking 
Problem 
Solving 
Civic 
Engagement 

Lesson 10:  
Introduction to 
Project Citizen 
 
 
 

9 
weeks 

Role in Public Policy 
Research issue in community school, 
local, or state 
 
 

K,S,M,T Research Skills 
Problem 
Solving 
Civic 
Engagement 
Role in 
government 

 

 This unit is great for high school students.  The amount of open discussion and learning 

that occurs during the Bill of Rights unit always surprises me.  Students are actively engaged and 

learn to question and tolerant others’ perspectives.  Many students do not understand their rights 

or their limitations with those rights.  Exposing them to a variety of readings and creating an 

educational environment that is open and safe, truly allows students to learn and understand.  

Social issues and social networking are a daily occurrence in my students’ lives.  Allowing them 

to learn about how to use this great technology within the “rule of law” creates a safer community 

and a better understanding for them as they move onto college or work.   

 This unit also has become my ACT prep unit.  Allowing students to practice the strategies 

needed for success on the ACT is essential, but losing class time is not an option.  I have used all 

the readings within this unit and created ACT like questions to practice not only my content but 
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their ACT requirement as well.  Civics class can really be all inclusive, preparation and time is 

what is most needed.  The research would also support this unit of teaching. 

 Plan Template: Stage 1  

Unit Name ______________Civic Responsibility and Citizenship_________________________ 

Days in Unit _______10 Days___________________ 

Knowledge Goals:  Skills Goals: Meaning Goals: Transfer Goals: 
(facts, definitions, 

basic concepts) 
(action or process) (students do something 

to “get it”- such as 
inquiry, inference, 
reflection analysis, 

rethinking) 

(learning in one way 
or context, and 

using it in another) 

Roles and 
responsibilities in 
Republican form of 
government 
 
Process of citizenship 
 
Political Parties 
 
Interest Groups 
 
Media 
 
Voting Behavior 
 
Civil Disobedience 
 
Public Policy 
 
Civic Education 
 
Current Events 
 
“check” on 
government 
 
 
 
 

Analysis of primary 
sources 
 
Critical reading skills 
 
Critical Thinking skills 
 
Social Issues/Problem-
Solving 
 
Persuasive Writing 
 
Research skills 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Essay writing 
 
Persuasion 
 
Civic Talk 
 
Debate 
 
Reflection 
 
Presentation/Speech 
 
Diversity/various 
perspectives 

 

Unit Transfer Goals: 
Civic Responsibility 
Role in Public Policy 
Procedure 
Community 
Involvement 
 
 
 
Long Term Transfer 
Goals (after high 
school): 
 
Civic Engagement 
 
Community Service  
 
Importance of Civic 
Education 



67 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 Plan Template: Stages 2 and 3 

Unit Name ____________ Civic Responsibility and Citizenship__________________________ 

Days in Unit ______10 Days_______________ 

Directions: What assessments (projects, essays, exams, etc.) will best show student understanding 
of the learning goals. 

Stage 2: Evidence 
 
1) DBQ- What Types of Citizen Does a Democracy need? 
2)  Project Citizen (Public Policy Presentation) 
3)  Billboard Campaign Project or Public Service Announcement – Visual/Presentation 
4)  Service Learning Project 
5)  Unit Assessment 
 

 

Stage 3: Lessons for the Unit 

Lesson Timing Description Learning Goal 
(K, S, M, or 

T?) 

Scaffolding- 
This helps 
students… 

Lesson 1:  
Brainstorm activity 
roles/responsibilities 

1-2 
days 

Think, Pair, Share Roles and 
Responsibilities of Citizens-
Promethean board activity 
 
 
 

K,S Background 
knowledge 
Various 
perspectives 

Lesson 2:  
ICivics-Political 
Parties and Purpose 

1-2 
days 

Definition, purpose, role of 
individual 
Writing- Are political parties 
necessary in our government?  
Why or Why not? 

K,S,M Background 
knowledge 
Writing 
analysis 
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Lesson 3:  
ICivics-Interest 
Groups and Purpose 

1-2 
days 

Definition, purpose, role of 
individual 
Writing- Are interest groups 
necessary in our government?  
Why or Why not? 
 
 
 
 

K,S,M Background 
knowledge 
Writing 
analysis 

Lesson Timing Description Learning Goal 
(K&S, M, T?) 

Scaffolding- 
This helps 
students… 

Lesson 4:  
ICivics-Media and 
Purpose 
 
 
 

1-2 
days 

Definition, purpose, role of 
individual 
Writing- Is the media 
necessary in our government?  
Why or Why not? 
 
 
 
 

K,S,M Background 
knowledge 
Writing 
analysis 

Lesson 5:  
Billboard 
Campaign/Public 
Service 
announcement 

1-2 
days 

Poster/Technology Visual 
Advertisement for Citizen 
responsibilities/roles 
 
 
 
 

S,M Visual 
Persuasion 
Community 
Engagement 

Lesson 6:  
DBQ- What types of 
Citizens…? 
 
 
 

3-4 
days 

Essay writing, thesis  
DBQ Project:  What type of 
citizen does a democracy 
need? 
 
 
 

K,S,M,T Persuasive 
Essay writing 
Analysis 

Lesson 7:  
District Serving 
Learning Project 
 
 
 
 

9 
weeks 

Community Engagement 
 
 
 

M,T Critical 
Thinking 
Problem 
Solving 
Civic 
Engagement 
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Lesson 8: 
Introduction to 
Project Citizen 
 
 
 
 

9 
weeks 

Role in Public Policy 
Research issue in community 
school, local, or state 
 
 
 

K,S,M,T Research Skills 
Problem 
Solving 
Civic 
Engagement 
Role in 
government 

 

 This unit allows students to truly understand their role in the United States system of 

government.  Again, students are allowed to discuss, write and question where their role is in the 

system.  They learn that educated citizens are needed to have a successful democracy as a 

government, and they get involved in the community through a service-learning project.  This is a 

district goal that all civic students participate in at least 5 hours of community service and then 

write a reflective essay on their service.  Service learning is an essential tool for students to 

understand their role in the community and how this service helps foster democratic ideals.  

Project Citizen allows students to problem solve a local or state public issue, research the topic 

and then create alternatives to solving the issue.  The final products are amazing along with the 

reflective papers that allow students to truly analyze their own learning.  Service learning and 

Project Citizen were mentioned numerous times in the civic education research. 

 Plan Template: Stage 1  

Unit Name _________________State and Local Politics______ (Civics and adapted for CCA State 
and Local Politics Class) _______________________________ 

Days in Unit ___2 wks or 10 days instruction___________ 

Knowledge 
Goals:  

Skills Goals: Meaning Goals: Transfer Goals: 

(facts, 
definitions, basic 

concepts) 

(action or 
process) 

(students do something to “get it”- 
such as inquiry, inference, reflection 

analysis, rethinking) 

(learning in one 
way or context, 
and using it in 

another) 
 
*Colorado 

 
-analyzing 

 
Thesis/Outline/Paragraph/essay 

Unit Transfer 
Goals: 
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Constitution 
*Aurora City 
Charter 
*State and Local 
Taxes 
*Initiative 
*Referendum 
*Public Policy 
*Structure of 
State/Local 
Government 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

primary sources 
-thesis and 
outline practice 
-critical reading 
skills and 
annotating  
  Ex. inference 
-Financial 
literacy 
- essay writing 
-problem-
solving 
-critical-
thinking skills  
-analysis skills 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Comparing and contrasting 
US Constitution and Colorado 
Constitution. 
 
Jigsaw-various public policy  
(passed by state leg.)- 
importance of participation at 
the local and state level. 
 
State and Local Taxing 
simulation (borrowed from 
IRS) Why we have taxes and 
types of taxes at the state and 
local level? 

 
Civic 
Responsibility at 
the State and 
local level. 
 
Strong 
Communities 
 
 
 
 
Long Term 
Transfer Goals 
(after high 
school): 
 
Civic Participation 
Tax Knowledge 

 

 Plan Template: Stages 2 and 3 

Directions: What assessments (projects, essays, exams, etc.) will best show student understanding 
of the learning goals. 

Stage 2: Evidence 
 



71 
 

• Thesis/Outline/5-paragraph Essay 
• Comparison/Contrast Chart US Constitution and Colorado Constitution 
• Essential Question:  Similarities and Differences between the US Constitution and the 

Colorado Constitution 
• Taxing Simulation Participation 
• Critical Reading for various state passed public policy issues 
• Essential Question:  Analyze the importance of citizen participation at the local and state 

level. 
• Overall Essential Question/Assessment:  Explain the importance of understanding state and 

local politics, how these governments are structured, why state and local governments’ tax 
and how: finally, what is the citizen’s role in the initiative and referendum process? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stage 3: Lessons for the Unit 

Lesson Timing Description Learning Goal 
(K, S, M, or T?) 

Scaffolding- This 
helps students… 

Lesson 1:  2 Days Completion of chart comparing 
and contrasting US 
Constitution and Colorado 
Constitution.  Paragraph with 
thesis of most important similarity 
and differences between the two. 
 
 
 

 
K, S,  
 
 
 

Identify key parts 
of constitution 

Lesson 2:  ½ Day Amending Colorado Constitution 
Questions and Citizen Initiative 
and referendum concepts. 
 
 

 
K,S 
 
 
 
 

Amendments 
Questions and 
specific 
vocabulary words 

Lesson 3:  2 ½ 
Days 

Colorado Bill of Rights Activity-  
Similarities and differences 
between CBOR and USBOR-  
analyze Colorado Supreme Court 
rulings regarding CBOR 
 

 
M,T 
 
 
 

Various rights 
and specific to 
Colorado 
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Lesson Timing Description Learning Goal 

(K&S, M, T?) 
Scaffolding- This 
helps students… 

Lesson 4:  
 
 
 
 

2 Days Analyze Aurora City Charter and 
City Council Goals and Objectives 
Activity- structure, powers, 
analysis of goals and objectives 
with the charter. -  8-10 Sent. 
Paragraph:  Evaluate if the Goals 
and Objectives listed in the 
resource binder, are being met in 
Aurora.  If they are, use examples 
to demonstrate how, if not, 
explain where in the city if failing 
to meet goal.  Colfax Corridor, 
Southlands, Vista Peak etc. 
 
 
 

KSMT Specifics of 
Aurora 
government, 
goals, how to 
meet city goals, 
structure and 
how it works. 

Lesson 5:  3 Days State Ballot Initiatives Jigsaw:  Gay 
Marriage, Marijuana,  
Abortion, Death Penalty, Eminent 
Domain,   Reading from various 
news sources and analyzing 
effectiveness of Citizen Ballot 
Issues (Initiative or Referendum)-  
Discussion Questions that are high 
on Bloom’s taxonomy. 
 
 

K,S,M Various lengths 
of reading, high-
interest issues,   

Lesson 6:  
 
 
 
 

2 days Why we pay taxes activity-  Key 
terms, managing funding of a city 
simulation, balancing budgets, 
cutting budgets, where taxes go, 
Proposing a solution to either cut 
spending, raise taxes, who 
benefits, who is affected, what to 
do with excess, positive and 
negative aspects.  8-10 sent. 
paragraph 
 
 
 

K,S,M,T Real life 
situations, 
purpose of tax, 
high-interest, 
schooling 

Lesson 7:  
 

1 Day State and Local Politics 
Assessment:  In a 5-paragraph 

M, T Synthesizing all 
aspects together 
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Essay 
•  Explain the importance of 

understanding state and 
local politics. 

• How are state and local 
politics structured? 

• Why do state and local 
governments tax, purpose 
and where revenue is 
spent? 

• What is the citizen’s role 
in the initiative and 
referendum process and is 
the initiative and 
referendum process 
necessary in state and 
local politics? 

 
 

from all previous 
lessons 

 

 The final unit of study in a semester civics class is State and Local politics.  Students gain 

knowledge of their own state constitution and the differences and similarities between state and 

national governments.  Students’ demonstrate understanding of the local and state government 

structures and can understand their role as a resident of Colorado at this level of government.  

Students also get a quick lesson on local and state financing.  Students are very interested in the 

economic side of politics and government.  Many students learn about the purpose of taxes and 

the complex problems that exist around taxing and spending.  Students again get to learn about 

various perspectives around this issue and have an open discussion to begin to problem solve.  

The research clearly states that students’ can become more engaged and stay engaged with an 

understanding of local and state issues. 

: 

 Where will the country’s next generation of leaders come from if young people don’t 

care?  Comprehensive and analytical civic education just makes sense.  Scholars and educators 
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know that individuals do not automatically become free and responsible citizens but instead must 

be actively educated for citizenship.  A well-rounded education comprises English/Language arts, 

math, science and social studies.  Decreased attention to social studies content, professional 

development and assessments is of great concern to social studies educators.  Proficiency in each 

of these subjects is needed for U.S. students to be prepared for college, career and citizenship in 

the complex and globally interdependent world.  The continued lack of civics testing in most 

states still promotes the view that this subject is an “add-on” for which overburdened teachers 

have neither time nor resources (Theroux, 2011, p. 16).  This is evident in my own school district 

and in my sons’ district.  “We have to keep at it,” says Susan Griffin, executive director of the 

National Council for the Social Studies.  Because of the pressure on schools for accountability in 

math and reading there hasn’t been the space for civic learning.  “The message is not being heard.  

Our message is:  This is important and not impossible.  There are good reasons why we need to 

do it.  In a knowledge economy our role as citizens is inextricably linked to our role in the 

workplace” (Theroux, 2011, p. 18).  To prove this, in 2010 the Campaign produced No excuses:  

Eleven Schools and Districts That Make Preparing Students for Citizenship a Priority, and How 

Others Can Do it, Too.  This report featured a collection of urban, suburban and rural schools 

from East LA to West Chicago to Queens, New York; this publication makes clear of what a 

quality civic education looks like. 

 “Two-thirds of Americans know at least one of the judges on the Fox television show 

American Idol, but fewer than one in ten can identify the chief justice of the United States,” 

former Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor wrote (Theroux, 2011, p. 18).  “Thankfully 

there are many schools and school districts across the nation that recognize their historic civic 

mission and successfully fulfill that mission” (18).    All of these schools and school districts echo 
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a similar, systematic approach- a strategic vision for an engaging, interactive civic curriculum; 

resources dedicated to civic instruction and professional development; an authentic assessment 

scheme at the state or local level and a willingness to overcome the dead hand of tradition.  This 

is my hope for my classroom and my reason for this master’s project, to state the importance of 

civic education in our society, what it looks like and how it can be done in the  century.  For 

students to be competitive, they need an analytical understanding of the world they live in. Griffin 

argues, “It’s a much smaller world today than it was even 20 years ago. STEM [science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics] and reading competencies aren’t going to be enough.  

Students need to be able to look at challenges facing the United States and the world and weigh 

them in a thoughtful way.  Civic education seems so straightforward to me, but up on Capitol 

Hill, people tend to think of it as a class they had in junior or senior high school” (Theroux, 2011, 

p. 18).    Civic education is not a class during an hour of one’s junior year in high school or an 

“elective” in middle school, civic education is the cornerstone of our daily lives and we, as a 

nation, better make sure we continue to teach it and let the generations that come after us practice 

it, or democracy will be history.  Robert Pondisico said it best, “…but we send kids to school not 

just to become employees and entrepreneurs, but citizens capable of wise and effective self-

government in our democracy.  This public dimension of schooling was a founding principle of 

American education.  We have all but forgotten it in the current era of education overhaul 

(Pondiscio, 2013). Again, politicians, the business community and parents are more concerned 

about the economic side of education; the “American Dream” and have completely forgot that 

without a strong sense of civic knowledge, the economy will falter.  The recession of 2007 is 

proof; we need to look in the mirror.  Also, I agree with Logan Pike, “On this Independence Day, 
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Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Rush would be very dissatisfied with our current civics recession 

(Pike, 2013).  This paper is a statement of how to get us out of this type of recession. 
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APPENDIX 



Table 1: Example of blogging monitoring notes based off of democractic talk research.

Source:  Hostetler, A. L. ( 2012). Democratic Use of Blogs and Online Discussion Boards in Social Studies 
Education. Social Education , 100-104.



Table 2: Blog gradebook example for student accountability   

Source:  Hostetler, A. L. ( 2012). Democratic Use of Blogs and Online Discussion Boards in Social 
Studies Education. Social Education , 100-104.



Table 3.1:

Table 3.2



Table 3.3

Source:  Kahne, J., Chi, B., & Middaugh, E. (2005). Building Social Capital for Civic and Political Engagement: 
The Potential of High School Government Courses. Canadian Journal of Education , 1-32.



Figure 1:  Research  data explaining civic skills that lead to civically engaged adults

Source:  Zukin, C., Keeter, S., & Andolina, M. (2006). A New Engagement: Political Participation, Civic Life, 
and the Changing American Citizen. New York: Oxford University Press.  Figure 5.1

Civic Skills in High School Pay Off



Figure 2:  Classroom Civic Opportunities can lead to civic commitments even among those whose families 
and neighborhoods do not emphasize civic commitments  

Source:  Kahne, J., & Middaugh, E. ( 2008). Democracy for Some: The Civic Opportunity Gap in High 
School. CIRCLE Working Paper 59 , 3-29.



Figure 3:  Teacher  notes for blogging  practice in classroom

Source:  Hostetler, A. L. ( 2012). Democratic Use of Blogs and Online Discussion Boards in Social Studies 
Education. Social Education , 100-104.



Figure 4:  Curricular Features of CityWorks



Figure 5.1:  Project Citizen Student Examples Spring 2013



Figure 5.2:  Project Citizen Student Examples Spring 2013



Figure 5.3:  Project Citizen Student Examples Spring 2013



Figure 5.4:  Project Citizen Student Examples Spring 2013



Figure 6:  Federal Budget Simulation Spring 2013
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HS Social Studies-Civics 
One Semester 

Civics 
Pacing Guide 

Colorado state graduation requirement 

Civics Standards 
1. Understand the purposes of government and the basic constitutional

principles of the United States republican form of government.
2. Know the structure and function of local, state, and national government

and how citizen involvement shapes public policy.
3. Know the political relationship of the United States and its citizens to other

nations and to world affairs.
4. Understand how citizens exercise the roles, rights and responsibilities of

participation in civic life at all levels—local, state, and national.

APS Social Studies       Revised 2010 

Appendix B



HS Social Studies-Civics 
One Semester 

Unit 1 Essential Question Critical Content 

Purpose and foundation of Government 
& 

The United States Constitution and  the 
Functions and Processes of Federal 
Government 

1-2 Weeks 
6-7 Weeks 
Ends /  Quarter 

District Quarter Assessment to be administered 

DBQ Project:  The Ideals of the Declaration: Which is 
most important? 

Should the Electoral College Be Abolished? 

1) What are the purposes of the national government?

2) Explain checks and balances, the separation of powers
and how the constitution, because of these concepts, 
limits the power of the government. 

Teacher Notes: 

• Limited and Unlimited Government(General
Purpose and give examples)

• Iroquois Confederation Constitution and contribution
to Constitution

• Federalism ( purpose and examples)
• Executive, Judicial, Legislative Branches of

Government
• Separation of Powers/Checks and Balances
• Electoral College Process (examples, DBQ)
• Natural Born vs. Naturalization(examples
• How a Bill Becomes a Law
• Judicial Review( Judicial Branch)
• Purpose of Filibuster
• Amendments pertaining to the branches

(11,12,16,17,20,22,23,25,27)

Standards 
Standard 2:  Purposes of and limitation on the 
foundations, structures, and functions of government. 

See Evidence Outcomes of State Standards 

Relevance and Application: 
2. Political issues are covered by the media and
individuals evaluate multiple media accounts using 
technology 

 Century Skills and Readiness Competencies:  
1. What are the most important democratic ideals and
practices? 
2. What would society look like if several landmark court
cases had been decided differently? 
4. What would the United States government look like
with no checks and balances or another mix of those 
limitations? 

Nature of Civics: 
1. Responsible community members understand the
concept of “rule of law” and its role in policies and 
practices of the government. 
2. Responsible community members know the political
theories that contributed to the foundation and 
development of the structures of government and their 
meaning today. 

APS Social Studies       Revised 2010 



HS Social Studies-Civics 
One Semester 

Unit 2 Essential Question Critical Content 
The Constitutional Amendments and the Individual 

4 Weeks 

DBQ- 
Should Schools be allowed to limit Students’ Online 
Speech? 
Search and Seizure:  Did the Government go too far? 
Is the American Jury system still a good idea? 

How do the amendments to the Constitution protect and 
limit individuals’ rights? 

Teacher Notes: 

• Bill of Rights
• Due Process of Law/Equal Protection Clause
• Civil Disobedience
• Majority, Dissenting and Concurring Opinions
• Equal protection
• Supreme Court Cases – Rights protected and not

protected through Supreme Court cases dealing
with the ,   , , , , or  Amendments

• Current Events where applicable
Standards 

Standard 2:  Purposes of and limitation on the 
foundations, structures, and functions of government. 

See Evidence Outcomes of State Standards 

Relevance and Application: 
2. Political issues are covered by the media and
individuals evaluate multiple media accounts using 
technology 

 Century Skills and Readiness Competencies:  
3. How does government best protect individual rights
and the rights of minorities, yet have the majority rule? 

Nature of Civics: 
1. Responsible community members understand the
concept of “rule of law” and its role in policies and 
practices of the government. 

Unit 3 Essential Question Critical Content 
Citizenship and Civic Responsibility 

3-4 weeks 

DBQ- 
What type of Citizen Does a Democracy Need? 

District Service Learning Project 

Project Citizen Introduction 

What are the roles and the responsibilities of citizenship 
in our republican form of government? 

Teacher Notes: 

• Process of Citizenship (  Amendment)
• Responsibilities of Citizens
• Political Parties/Interest Groups
• Media influence and how to navigate
• Voting Behavior
• Civil disobedience

Standard 
Standard 1:  Research, formulate positions, and engage 
in appropriate civic participation to address local, state, 
and national issues or policies 

 Century Skills and Readiness Competencies:  
1. What is the meaning of civic participation in a
Democratic republic? 
2. How do citizens act as a “check” on government?

APS Social Studies       Revised 2010 



HS Social Studies-Civics 
One Semester 

See Evidence Outcomes of State Standards 

Relevance and Application: 
1. Decision-making involves research an issue, listening
to multiple perspectives, and weighing potential 
consequences of alternative actions. 
2. Participation in a local or national issue involves
research, planning and implementing appropriate and 
ethical civic engagement. 
3. Technology is a tool for researching civic issues,
advocating for ideas, and expressing view to elected 
officials. 
4,  Political issues are covered by the media, and 
individuals evaluate multiple media accounts using 
technology. 
5. Skills and strategies are used to participate in public
life and exercise rights, roles, and responsibilities. 

3. What strategies can citizens use most effectively
to influence public policy? 
4. How do people resolve differences while remaining
Respectful of multiple perspectives? 
5. Why should you participate in government?

Nature of Civics: 
1. Responsible community members research civic issues
and act appropriately using a variety of sources from 
multiple perspectives and communicating views in a 
respectful, ethical manner. 

APS Social Studies       Revised 2010 



HS Social Studies-Civics 
One Semester 

Unit 4 Essential Question Critical Content 
Local and State Government 

1-2 weeks 

DBQ- 
Should Americans be required to vote? 

District Quarter Assessment 

Project Citizen Introduction 
CityWorks  

How do local and state governments fulfill the needs of 
their residents? 

Teacher Notes: 

• Colorado Constitution compared to USC
• State executive, legislative, and Judicial

branches
• State and Local Taxing/Spending (Finance)
• City Charters/Ordinances
• State/Local Public Policy

Standards 
Standard 3:  Analyze how public policy-domestic and 
foreign-is developed at the local, state, and national 
levels and compare how policy-making occurs in other 
forms of government. 

See Evidence Outcomes in State Standards 

Relevance and Application: 
1) The making of foreign and domestic policies impacts
daily lives. 
2) Political issues are covered by the media, and
individuals evaluate multiple media accounts using 
technology. 

 Century Skills and Readiness Competencies:  
1. Why do countries view global issues from different
perspectives? 
2. How does domestic policy affect foreign policy?
3. How does a government make foreign policy and can
individuals influence policy? 
4. What are possible motivations underlying foreign
policy decisions? 

Nature of Civics: 
1. Responsible community members gather and analyze
data from multiple sources to look for patterns an create 
hypotheses regarding foreign policy. 
2. Responsible community members investigate foreign
policy issues prior to making decisions. 

APS Social Studies       Revised 2010 
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