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Civic Education for
Responsible Citizens

To further our tradition of government
by the people and to preserve our nation’s
well-being, education for citizenship is not

an option—it’s what schools are for.
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hirty years ago, the Soviets'
I launch of Sputnik touched off
this country's last big push for
school reform. We wanted scientists to
compete in the space race and, given
the Cold War climate of the day, chil-
dren were bundled off into physics
and chemistry classes, slide rules in
hand, to assure that America would
remain militarily secure
This time, the reform movement has
been driven almost exclusively by eco-
nomic threats and by the growing rec-
ognition that without good schools the
financial well-being of the nation is
imperiled. Education and the econ-
omy are inextricably interlocked, and
it is now widely agreed that if the
United States is to regain its competi-
tive advantage, mind power is the key
No one denies that America's work
force must get berter. But there's an-
other imperative. While economic
purposes are being vigorously pur-
sued, civic priorities also must be af-
firmed Indeed, unless we find better
ways to educate ourselves as citizens,
America runs the risk of drifting un-
wittingly into a new kind of dark age, a
time when specialists control the deci-
sion-making process and citizens will
be forced to make critical decisions,
not on the basis of what they know, but
on the basis of blind belief in so-called
“experts.”

The Decline in Civic
Education

From the earliest days of the Republic,
schools accepted the obligation to par-
ticipate in the building of a nation
Benjamin Rush, writing in 1786, in-
sisted that youth should be educated
to “watch for the state as if its liberties
depended on [their| vigilance alone ™
And when Jefferson was asked if mass
opinion could be trusted, he re-
sponded

I know no safe depository of the ultimate
powers of the society but the people them-
selves, and if we think them not enlight-
ened enough to exercise their control with
a wholesome discretion, the remedy is not
to take it from them, but to inform their
discretion by educanon (italics added) '

The establishment of a nerwork of
common schools in the 19th century
was, in large measure, an atempt to
strengthen democracy. The push for
universal education was driven less by

Civic education
means helping
students develop
responsible ways of
thinking, believing,
and acting.

individual gain than by the desire to
promote the social and civic advance-
ment of the nation, based on the belief
that we had, in this country, a rich
heritage to be shared and a vision of
participatory government to be sus-
tained and strengthened

The problem is that today the Jef-
fersonian vision of grass roots de-
mocracy fueled by education increas-
ingly is viewed as utopian, and what's
especially  disturbing is that the
school reform movement of the
1980s has paid insufficient attention
to educating students about our na-
tion’s history and institutions

An indication of the problem’s pro-
portion is found in a recent National
Assessment of Educational Progress
survey, which found that only 53 per-
cent of Bth graders and just 57 percent
of high school seniors were aware that
the Declaration of Independence af-
firmed the right to life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness. And only 44 per-
cent of the 8th graders and slightly
more than half the 12th graders knew
that the right to religious freedom is
found in the amendments to the Con-
stitution

Adding to the worry is a critique of
civics textbooks issued by James Car-
roll of the Brookings Institunon, who
concluded

many of the books are largely disembod-
ied expositions of principles and facts,
lacking the passion of the conflicts that
infuse politics and government with mean-
ing and significance. The student is asked
only to master knowledge of the subject
rather than to put his knowledge 10 use
Thus, the panicipatory side, the side that
requires the individual 10 analyze demo-
cratic values, processes. and choices, is
largely ignored ?

Little wonder that voter participa-
tion is falling of. Turnout in the 1988

presidenual election campaign  was
only 50 percent, the lowest in 64 vears.
A recent report by the Markle Com-
mission on the Media and the Elector-
ate noted that “American voters today
do not seem to understand their right-
ful place in the operation of American
democracy” and “act as if presidential
elections belong to somebody else ™

The good news is that efforts 1o
strengthen citizenship education are
emerging For several vears, the Na-
tional Commission on Social Studies
has brought together school and col-
lege leaders to define priorities for the
study of government and other social
institutions. Further, the Council for
the Advancement of Citizenship and
the Center for Civic Education have
been working collaboratively on a cur-
riculum framework called “CIVITAS,”
which stresses critical thinking and
participation skills. In addition. efforts
in several states, California among
them, are seeking to strengthen the
social science curriculum

But, with all of this, there remains a
widespread concern that education
for citizenship has been neglected.
and for those who care about govern-
ment “by the people.” the decline in
civic education cannot go unchal-
lenged. In a world where human
survival is at stake, ignorance about
public issues is not an acceptable
alternative. What we urgently need
today are groups of well-informed,
caring individuals who band together
in the spirit of community to learn
from one another and participate, as
citizens, in the democratic process
But how should we proceed?

‘What Civic Education
Must Provide
To help students become responsible
citizens, civic education programs
should have several important char-
acteristics

Civic education is concerned. first.
with communication. The work of de-
mocracy is  carried on through
thoughtful discourse—town meetings.
city councils, study groups, informal
conversation, the television screen—
and citizenship training. if it means
anything ar all, it means teaching stu-
dents to think critically. listen with
discernment, and communicate with
power and precision.
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If students learn to listen and speak
more carefully, as well as read and
write, they will not only be civically
empowered, they also will know how
to distinguish berween the authentic
and the fraudulent in human dis-
course. Indeed, the destiny of this
country may be threatened not so
much by weapons systems but by the
inclination of public officials to send
messages that obscure truth

Civic education also must provide
students with a core of basic knowl-
edge regarding social issues and insti-
tutions to give their understanding of
democracy perspective In the Carn-
egie report High School, we recom-
mended that all students study Ameri-
can history and government. We urged
that they be introduced o political
thinkers, from Plato and Locke to John
Adams and James Madison, and that
they study the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, the Constitution, and the Fed-
eralist Papers. Equally important, stu-
dents should learn about the heritage
of other cultures as they prepare 10
take their places in a world of diverse
peoples whose destinies have become
intertwined.

Furtber, civics classrooms should be
active, not passive, places. Unfortu-
nately, teaching about government
and its functions all wo often has
focused on textbooks, without involv-
ing students sufficiently in the pro-
cesses of decision making. The Na-
tional Assessment of Educational
Progress found thar textbook reading
assignments were, by far, the most
common method of instruction in civ-
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ics classrooms. Other activities, such
as writing papers and working on
group projects, were less prevalent®

When 12th graders were asked
how often they participated in mock
trials, imitation elections, or govern-
mental bodies, more than half said
they had never done so. And yet the
National Assessment reported that
students exposed to such learning
performed better than peers who had
only occasionally, or never, partici-
pated in these activities.®

I'm suggesting that for civic educa-
tion to come to life, theories of gov-
ernment must be tested. Students
should become knowledgeable about
contemporary issues and be asked to
thoughtfully weigh the options. For
example, each student might take a
contested issue currently being con-
sidered by the Congress, a state leg-
islature, or local government body
and report in depth on the history of
the problem, define points of ten-
sion, and propose plausible solu-
tions. The classroom itself should be-
come a town meeting.

We must deal thoughtfully with our
deepest differences All of this sounds
fine in principle, but what about issues
that appear too hot to handle? The
harsh truth is that the national consen-
sus on many issues seems to have
eroded. Society today is characterized
by such divisiveness that consensus
seems almost impossible, and this puts
the nation's schools squarely in the
middle. Educators are often con-
fused—even abused—if they try 1o ex-
amine touchy social problems and to
help students debate what constitutes

the common good. Yet to ignore con-
troversial issues is to offer students an
incomplete education, an incapacity to
think carefully about life's most impor-
tant concerns. [ remain convinced that
even in matters where society is
sharply divided, schools have an espe-
cially important role to play, one that
goes beyond silence or the extension
of the status quo

If we hope to make progress toward
resolving deep conflicts in the culture,
we must encourage open and sensitive
classroom discussion about choices,
even in such controversial areas as
sex, drugs, cultural differences, and
religious beliefs. Finding a way to deal
thoughtfully with our deepest differ-
ences 15 perhaps the greatest chal-
lenge citizenship education now con-
fronts. And in the guidance of such
inquiry, teachers must be trusted

Civic education must be taught in
other ways as well. Students, while they
are in school, are members of an
institution, and they should under-
stand bow it works and participate.
within the school itself in decisions
that affect their lives—just as they will
be asked to do later on In Classroom
Life as Civic Education, David Bricker
makes the essential point that much of
what young people learn about citi-
zenship comes to them “indirectly as
they draw out ideas about how people
should conduct themselves in public,
from the ways their teachers manage
classroom life"”

If we postpone such involvement
for students while they're young, there
is a good probability that it will be
deferred for a lifetime. Clearly, citizen-
ship is not something to be deferred.
It should be demonstrated in every
institution in which the student is in-
volved, especially at school.

Finally, education for citizenship
means helping students make connec-
tions between what they learn and how
they live. During our study of the Amer-
ican high school, we found that oo
many young people feel unwanted, un-
needed, and unconnected to the
larger world. Further, there is a seri-
ous gap berween the young and the
old in our society, an intergenera-
tional separation in which youth and
their elders are not seriously en-
gaged in common discourse
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I'm convinced that students, as an
essential pan of civic education, need
to understand that learning is for liv-
ing, that education means developing
the capacity to make judgments, form
convictions, and act boldly on values
held. In response to this challenge, we
proposed in High School a new Cam-
egie unit, one based on service. The
idea is that every student should be
asked 1o volunteer his or her time at
retirement villages, daycare centers, or
youth camps, or to tor other kids at
school

But there's a caution here. While
such projects can generate within stu-
dents a sense of worth, they must be
viewed as part of the educational
experience and not just an afier-school
activity. Specifically, service projects
should inciude a written evaluation by
the student, linking community activity
to classroom theory

I'm suggesting that civic education,
by its very nature, means helping stu-
dents confront social and ethical con-
cerns and apply what they have
learned. We must help them under-
stand that not all choices—in thought
and action—are equally valid. Such an
education does not dictate solutions
or suggest that there are simple an-
swers for every complicated question.
Rather, it means helping students de-
velop responsible ways of thinking,
believing, and acting

Today's Window of
Opportunity
We stand at a strategic time in the
history of public education. Interest in
schools has run high during the past
six years. But public attention cannot
be indefinitely sustained. Today's win-
dow of opportunity hinges to a great
extent on the ability of the schools to
pursue, not just the economic, but the
civic ends of education

When all is said and done, the
nation's schools should encourage
each student to develop the capacity
to judge wisely in maters of life and
conduct. Time must be taken in class-
rooms to explore ambiguities and
reflect on the consequential social
issues of our time. The goal is not to
indoctrinate students but to provide a
climate in which civic choices can be
thoughtfully examined and convic-

i

tions formed. These are the charac-
teristics by which, ultimately, the
quality of public education must be
measured O
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