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Recommendations for the Reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act to strengthen Civic Learning 

Proposals from the Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools Coalition 

 

SUMMARY 

The Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools offers these recommendations to restore 
the historic civic mission of our schools, and to improve and strengthen civic learning to 
prepare students for the three crucial “C’s” of education, preparation for college, career and 
citizenship. 

 

1) Fund civic learning at the level of approximately $2 per student through 
competitive grants to develop innovative, scalable approaches to teaching civic 
education (compared to 2007 levels of $25.64 for reading and $19. 45 for STEM). 

2) Increase the frequency of National Assessments in Educational Progress (NAEPs) in 
civics, history, economics and geography, and provide disaggregated data from 
NAEPs in civics and history. 

3) Include data from student achievement and growth in civics and history in state 
accountability data systems. 

 

 

“The better educated our citizens are, the better equipped they will be to preserve the system of 
government we have. And we have to start with the education of our nation’s young people. 
Knowledge about our government is not handed down through the gene pool. Every generation has 
to learn it, and we have some work to do.” 

—Justice Sandra Day O’Connor  

 

 “The loss of quality civic education from so many of our classrooms has left too many young 
Americans without the most basic knowledge of who our forefathers are, or what they did, or the 
significance of the founding documents that bear their names. Too many children are ignorant of 
the sheer effort, the risks and sacrifices made by previous generations, to ensure that this country 
survived war and depression; through the great struggles for civil, and social, and worker's rights. 
It is up to us, then, to teach them.” 

—President Barack Obama 
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The Civic Mission of America’s Schools 
 

From Thomas Jefferson and James Madison to Barack Obama and Sandra Day 
O’Connor, America’s leaders have recognized that for democracy to endure, each generation 
of Americans must be educated about its constitutional heritage, the rights and duties of 
enlightened citizenship, and the practices of engaged citizens.  

 

Public schools were created in the United States with a primary purpose of preparing 
children to participate constructively as adult citizens in our democracy.  In recent years, this 
historic, central function of the American schools has increasingly diminished.  More 
emphasis has been placed on preparing students for career and college, at the expense of 
preparing students to exercise their rights and responsibilities as citizens. 

 

The Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools offers the following recommendations to 
restore the historic civic mission of our schools and to improve and strengthen civic learning. 

 
1) Fund civic education and learning at the level of approximately $2 per student through 
competitive grants to develop innovative, scalable approaches to teaching civic education.   
 

Because state-level funding for curricular innovation and improvement is severely limited, 
the Federal government has emerged as the funder of education innovation.  We strongly 
encourage increased funding and a new competitive grant program to: 
 
� Provide high quality, research-based civic learning opportunities for the Nation’s diverse 

school population, and professional development opportunities for civic learning 
teachers. 

� Increase the quality and diversity of civic learning initiatives through competitive grant 
funding and assessment.  

� Increase the number and capacity of civic learning initiatives through greater funding for 
local, state, and national-level proposals. 

 
A new competitive grant program to be administered by the US Department of Education 

should give priority to applications that demonstrate: 
 
� Equity through access to funding and program benefits for students who have historically 

been underserved.  

� Innovation through design, settings, and modes of delivery. 

� Scalability through cost-effective methods of implementation and wide spread adoption 
and use. 

� Accountability through independent assessment and identification of best practice models.  

We strongly recommend that a new competitive grant program for civic learning be 
initially funded in FY2011 in the amount of $40 million, and that eligible applicants be non-
profit organizations of demonstrated effectiveness in providing civic learning and civic 
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education programs.  We recommend that this competitive grant program be codified in the 
ESEA with an authorized appropriation of $100 million for each subsequent fiscal year. We 
support inclusion of this competitive grant program in the Administration’s proposed 
‘Teaching and Learning for a Well Rounded Education’ Program. 

 

Currently, federal funding for civic education is far below other academic subjects. The 
federal government spends approximately $0.50 per K–12 student on civic education in the 
US (and only $2.44 on history) as compared to $25.64 per student on reading and $19.45 per 
student for science, technology and math (STEM).  (US Department of Education 2007 data.)  
We believe increasing funding to approximately $2 per student, or $100 million per year, is 
an important first step in restoring the civic mission of our schools.  

 

2) Increase the frequency of NAEPs in Civics & History and provide disaggregated data from 
NAEPs in Civics and History. 

The results of civics and other social studies assessments from the National Assessments 
of Educational Progress are currently the only national means of measuring American 
students’ civic competency.  The states need to be given data from the NAEPs in order to 
adequately assess for themselves whether they are meeting the historic civic mission of 
schools.  Moreover, a growing body of research suggests a civic achievement gap between 
white and minority students and between upper- and lower-income students.  This civic 
achievement gap needs to be quantified through data from the NAEPs in order to design 
effective remedies.  

 
  Therefore, we strongly urge that the NAEPs in Civics & Government, History, 

Economics and Geography be strengthened by empowering the National Assessment 
Governing Board to administer the NAEPs in each of the subjects once every four years.  In 
that way, with one subject tested per year, each of the four subjects will be tested once every 
four years.  

 

We also strongly recommend that the National Assessment Governing Board be 
empowered to collect and disseminate disaggregated data of student performance on the 
NAEPs in Civics & Government and History.  The number of students tested in each state 
should be increased to permit disaggregating results in these subjects at the same level as is 
possible in other NAEP-tested subjects. 
 
3) Include data from student achievement and growth in civics and history in state 
accountability data systems. 

 
We strongly support the Administration’s call for the states to utilize data from 

measures of student achievement and growth in subjects beyond math and literacy -- such as 
civics and history -- in their systems of accountability and rewards.  We urge the 
Administration and Congress to ensure that measurements of student achievement in civics 
and history are included as an option for the states in the ESEA reauthorization’s 
accountability provisions. 
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Other ESEA Recommendations: 
 

• Because current standardized tests are not well suited to accurately assess much more 
than factual knowledge, we recommend allowing states to use multiple means to 
measure civic knowledge and skills.  Additional means could include performance 
assessment, classroom based-assessment, portfolio assessment and service learning-
related assessments. 
 

• Maintain eligibility granted under current law to use Title II teacher professional 
development funds for civics & government and history.  These subjects are currently 
identified as part of the core curriculum and are therefore eligible for Title II activities. 
This eligibility should be maintained in the reauthorization. 

 

• Strengthen teacher training and professional development in social studies, civics and 
content-based reading.  Make additional funding available for pre-service teacher 
preparation and in-service professional development to improve teaching in social 
studies, history, civics, and community-based civic learning, and to prepare teachers 
of reading and literature to include historical and civic-related material. 

 

• Create incentives to integrate civic learning and social studies content into reading 
and writing tests to ensure that students are able to think critically and debate 
questions of public significance.  This will further develop skills indispensable to 
participation in a democracy premised on citizen deliberation. 

 
A note on nomenclature:  the Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools uses the term Civic 
Learning to convey the necessary elements of effective civic education.  These elements include 
classroom instruction in civics & government, history, economics, law and geography; service 
learning linked to classroom learning; experiential learning; learning through participation in 
models and simulations of democratic processes; guided classroom discussion of current issues and 
events, and meaningful participation in school governance. 

 

For More Information Please Contact: 

 

Les Francis, Chair, CMS Federal Policy Taskforce, lesliec.francis@gmail.com  

Ted McConnell, Executive Director, Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools, ted@ncss.org  

Catriona Macdonald, CMS Policy Advocate, cmacdonald@linchpinstrategies.com 



5 
 

Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools, National Advisory Council 

Co-Chairs 

Honorable Justice Sandra Day O'Connor, United States Supreme Court, retired 
Honorable Lee Hamilton, Former Member of the United States House of Representatives  
Honorable Roy Romer, Former Governor of Colorado 
 
 

Campaign Steering Committee Members and Organizations Represented 

Lee Arbetman, Street Law Inc. 
Doug Bailey, Founder, “The Hotline”  
Sheldon Berman, Superintendent, Jefferson County School District, Louisville, KY 
Shelley Billig, RMC Research, Inc. 
Martin Blank, Coalition for Community Schools 
Brian Brady, Mikva Challenge  
Nelda Brown, National Service-Learning Partnership 
Anne Bryant, National School Boards Association 
Sam Chaltain, Forum for Education and Democracy 
Todd Clark, Constitutional Rights Foundation, Retired  
AnnMaura Connelly, City Year 
Christiane Connors, National Catholic Educational Association 
Jeff Curley, ‘Our Courts’ Program, Georgetown University Law Center 
Teri, Dary, SEA-Net (State Education Agencies - Service Learning Network) 
Daniel Domenech, American Association of School Administrators 
Jonathan Estrin, Constitutional Rights Foundation 
David Evans, former Committee Staff Director, United States Senate 
Arnie Fege, Public Education Network 
Honorable Les Francis, Washington Media Group, former White House Deputy Chief of Staff  
Curtis Gans, Center for the Study of the American Electorate 
Carl Glickman, University of Georgia 
Honorable Trey Grayson, Secretary of State of the Commonwealth of Kentucky 
Susan Griffin, National Council for the Social Studies  
Ira Harkavy, Nutter Center for Community Partnerships, University of Pennsylvania 
Julie Harris, Cesar Chavez School for Public Policy 
Charles Haynes, First Amendment Center 
JoAnn Henderson, NCLC, Education Commission of the States 
Diana Hess, Professor of Education, University of Wisconsin-Madison 
Honorable Marilyn Howard, Former Superintendent of Public Instruction of Idaho 
Merita Irby, The Forum for Youth Investment 
Honorable Ron Jelinek, Michigan Senate 
Joe Kahne, Dean of the School of Education, Mills College 
Barb Kapinus, National Education Association 
Jim Kohlmoos, National Education Knowledge Industry Association 
Peter Levine, Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning & Engagement  
Meira Levinson, Harvard University, Graduate School of Education 
Robert Mahaffey, Rural School and Community Trust 
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Sheilah Mann, National Alliance for Civic Education 
Honorable Deborah Markowitz, Secretary of State of Vermont 
Joseph Mazzola, Character Education Partnership 
Molly McCloskey, Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development 
Ted McConnell, Executive Director, Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools  
Mabel McKinney-Browning, American Bar Association , (Chair, CMS Steering Committee) 
Vince Meldrum, Earth Force, Inc. 
Honorable Richard Moore, Massachusetts Senate 
Elson Nash, Learn and Serve America, Corporation for National & Community Service 
Edward O'Brien, former Executive Director, Street Law, Inc.  
Honorable Steven L. Paine, West Virginia Superintendent of Schools 
Elizabeth Partoyan, Council of Chief State School Officers 
Carolyn Pereira, Constitutional Rights Foundation – Chicago 
Mike Petro, Committee for Economic Development  
Patrick Phillips, Superintendent of Schools, MSAD #61, Maine 
Terry Pickeral, Cascade Educational Consultants 
Richard Prosser, Junior Statesman Foundation 
Honorable Suellen Reed, former Superintendent of Public Instruction, Indiana  
Sharon Robinson, American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education 
David Schroeter, Partnership for 21st Century Skills 
Honorable David Skaggs, former member, United States House of Representatives  
David Smith, National Conference on Citizenship 
Heather Smith, Rock the Vote 
Susan Stroud, Innovations in Civic Participation 
Charles Tampio, Retired, Close Up & Earth Force 
Nancy Tate, League of Women Voters of the United States 
Honorable Jeri Thomson, former Secretary of the United States Senate 
Judith Torney-Purta, University of Maryland 
Joseph Viteritti, Hunter College 
Ruth Wattenberg, American Federation of Teachers  
Brenda Welburn, National Association of State Boards of Education 
Rachel Willis, Kid’s Voting USA 
Honorable James Ziglar, former Sergeant At Arms, US Senate, Senior Fellow                               
Migration Policy Institute 
 
 


