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Coalition Conducts Inventory of Civic Education in New Jersey

As one of its first steps, the New Jersey Coalition to
Support the Civic Mission of the Schools, a statewide
partnership of educators and public policy-makers
concerned about the low level of civic literacy and civic
participation, sent an Inventory of Civic Education to

— every chief school administrator in New Jersey in the fall of

2004. Thirty-three percent of the school districts responded.
The responding schools were largely representative of the
state as a whole in terms of size, district factor grouping and
region. The Center for Public Interest Polling at Eagleton
Institute, Rutgers University, analyzed the results of the
Inventory

The responses to the Inventory indicate that only 39
percent of New Jersey school districts require students to
take a course in civics or American government. This
required course is most frequently taught in seventh or eight
grade. For the majority of students, their exposure to civic
content knowledge is whatever is taught in U.S. history, the
only state-mandated social studies course. About 90 percent
of districts report that they incorporate the study of civics,
American democracy and citizenship into their curricula
between grades 6 through 12, but offerings range from just
a few class periods to several weeks. Electives, such as high
school advanced placement U.S. government, offer much
greater depth of study for students, but generally include
only 10-20 percent of the student body. ~Among other
findings:

* Three-quarters of districts teach character education,
primarily in grades K-5, but only one-third of high
schools have character education programs.

* 88 percent of districts report that their students
participate in school governance.

* 76 percent of districts say that they offer co-
curricular civic education programs, but most
schools indicate that less than a quarter of the
students participate.

* Only 35 percent of districts have offered
professional development workshops focused on
civics or government in the past five years.

* Forty of the responding school districts indicated
that they thought they had exemplary civic
education programs.

Asked how to improve their civic education programs,
there was near universal support for up-to-date,
inexpensive, readily accessible classroom materials (99%);
on-line resources (97%); and professional development (92-
94%). A required civics/social studies course was
perceived as being very or somewhat helpful by 64 percent

of the districts. A statewide social studies assessment was seen
as very or somewhat helpful by 51 percent of those responding.
The full report may be found at http://civiced.rutgers.edu/
CIVIC/Inventory_Report_11-04.pdf.

The Inventory was shared as a model for basic data
collection with participants from 40 other states at the Second
Congressional Conference on Civic Education, held in
Washington, D.C., December 4-6, 2004. The results were
presented in February 2005 to the New Jersey State Board of
Education, which expressed support for the goals; and to the
New Jersey Social Studies Supervisors Association, which
endorsed the need to focus on the civic mission of the schools.

The Inventory of Civic Education provides the first-ever
snapshot of civic education in New Jersey. The information
generated by the Inventory will be used by the New Jersey
Coalition to Support the Civic Mission of the Schools to
develop programs to enhance the teaching of civic education in
New Jersey schools. The Coalition, which includes more than
100 educators and public policy makers, met on March 10,
2005 to analyze the research, investigate promising practices
and programs, and plan a statewide forum for December 2005,
where promising civic education practices and programs will be
demonstrated by teachers and students for educators,
community members and public policy makers.

In 2003, the Alliance for Representative Democracy
conducted a national survey which showed that young people
are disengaged from the political process, lack the knowledge
needed for self-government and have a limited appreciation of
American democracy. More recently, it followed the concerns
raised in its earlier report with a survey of the attitudes of adults
regarding civic education. The results, published in “From
Classroom to Citizen: American Attitudes on Civic Education,”
show that the majority of the public believes preparing students
to be competent and responsible citizens is, indeed, a very
important goal of public schools, on par with preparing students
for college and life-long learning. While the public thinks that
civic education deserves a central place in schools, it also
believes that young people are not well-prepared for citizenship
and that schools can be effective in developing informed,
engaged citizens. The full report is at
www.representativedemocracy.org/civicedsurveyreport.pdf.

To Join the NJ Coalition to Support
the Civic Mission of the Schools,
Contact the NJCLRE at 732-445-3413
or visit the website at
http://civiced.rutgers.edu/CIVIC/overview.htm




