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Civic Education Conference Spurs Demand for Change

The Busch Campus Center at Rutgers University was
abuzz with activity on December 5, 2005. Two hundred and
seventy-five people from across the state gathered there to
attend the first annual New Jersey Conference on Civic
Education: Vision and  Possibilities. = Educators,
superintendents, local school board members, parents,

~ mayors, lawyers, state board of education members and

leaders of organizations and businesses convened to discuss
the state of civic education in New Jersey.

Debra Casha, Vice-President of the New Jersey State
Board of Education welcomed those in attendance and
stressed the importance of civic education. Former Governor
Brendan Byrne spoke of the need for civic education in
order to preserve an educated electorate and an
understanding of our democratic society. In addition, a brief
DVD of former Governor Tom Kean and former
Congressman Lee Hamilton urged everyone to become
involved in restoring the civic mission of schools.

Arlene Gardner, executive director of the New Jersey
Center for Civic and Law-Related Education, presented an
overview of the results of the Inventory of Civic Education
in New Jersey and other recent national studies of civic
education (see the highlights on page 6).

The goals of the conference were to inform participants
of the current status of civic learning in NJ schools; to
discuss business, community and public policy perspectives
on why we need civic education; to consider state and local
policy changes necessary to ensure that civic education
programs are designed to prepare students to be citizens in a

democratic society; to demonstrate promising civic
education programs; and to develop local civic education
action plans.

Michael Aron, WNJIN political correspondent,

moderated a panel discussion on the topic: Why do we need
civic education today? Panelists included Mark Bocchieri,
(Director of External Affairs for Verizon) representing the
business world; Dr. William Foley, (Superintendent of
Westfield Public Schools) representing the field of
education; Matthew Holt (Mayor of Clinton, NJ)
representing governing officials; and Ingrid Reed (Director

of the New Jersey Project at the Eagleton Institute of Politics)
representing higher education. The interchange exposed the
critical role that civic education plays in maintaining our
democracy and how current gerrymandered election districts
and negative campaigning discourages young people from
voting and from being involved in government.

The student demonstrations of promising civic education
programs were the highlight of the conference. These included:
Mock Trial, Model Congress and Model UN, Project Citizen,
Service Learning, and We the People: The Citizen and the
Constitution.

Students from Maxson Middle School in Plainfield
presented a brief demonstration of their public policy project
that utilized We the People...Project Citizen materials. They
walked the audience through the steps involved in the project.
Students in a classroom or members of youth organizations
brainstorm to identify a public policy problem in their
community. They research the problem, evaluate alternative
solutions, develop their own solution in the form of public
policy, and create an action plan to enlist local or state
authorities to adopt their proposed policy. In the course of their
work, students develop a portfolio that includes a four-part
poster display and a three-ring binder explaining the research
and steps taken to reach their goal. The culminating activity
involves showcasing their project before a panel of community
members. Since its inception in 1995, Project Citizen has
expanded to include every state in the country as well as many
nations around the world (see the Civitas International articles
on pages 4-5). Classes may participate in the New Jersey State
Project Citizen Portfolio Showcase held in May of each year.

Churchill Junior High School in East Brunswick and
Bayonne High School students demonstrated simulated
congressional hearing. After studying six units in the We the
People...the Citizen and the Constitution textbook, students
break into cooperative learning teams to develop and present
responses to a series of questions regarding the foundations of
American Government and the U.S. Constitution. Teams
conduct extensive research into current events and the
contemporary relevance of the Constitution and Bill of Rights.

Continued on page 6

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

Future newsletters
will be sent by email and will be available on
the Center’s website.
To receive future newsletters, please send
your email address to
agardner@njclre.rutgers.edu.




