


districtwide, to the requirement that staff candidates and students by encouraging input on decisions about the 
demonstrate an orientation toward citizenship before citizenship education curriculum, as well as school gover­
being hired. These districts have created citizenship nance. Principals can support teachers by offering time for 
courses, established culminating project requirements that professional development provided by outside experts and 
include community-based learning, added students to the by the teachers themselves through collaborative plan-
school board and, in one case, completely redesigned the ning. More specifically, school principals and other build-
high school to facilitate teacher and student participation ing-level leaders can support districtwide efforts to 
in school governance. promote citizenship education in the following ways: 

1. Bring teachers together to assess the extent to 
Yet what appears to be lacking in most of the districts in which the current curriculum provides opportuni­
our study is an explicit articulation of the connection ties for students to gain civic knowledge, skills and 
between the civic knowledge, skills and dispositions dispositions, and develop a schoolwide plan to 
acquired in school on the one hand, and the obligations of address competencies not currently being taught. 
citizenship on the other. Citizenship education has not 2. Encourage community-based learning by permit-
been approached in a systematic way in these and likely ting some flexibility in the school day and support-
other school districts. With this in mind, NCLC recom- ing collaboration among teachers. Invite community 
mends the following steps for district leaders :4 members into the school to share their knowledge and 
1. 	Include teachers (including those outside of the to use students as resources. 

social studies), parents, students and other com- 3. Provide opportunities for student leadership and 
munity members in decisions about what civic participation in school policy decisions through 
knowledge, skills and dispositions the schools such means as student government, student-led 
should teach. Provide opportunities for students to parent-teacher conferences, and opportunities to serve 
fully participate in this process.	 on site councils and principal advisory boards. 

2. 	Conduct an audit of the district curriculum (includ- 4. Provide support for teachers in all disciplines to 
ing courses outside the social studies) to deter- participate in professional development opportuni­
mine where and how the community’s agreed-upon ties that will enhance their citizenship education 
competencies are being taught. Where gaps are skills. 
identified, the school district and the community can 5. Encourage teachers to move beyond one-time 
begin to develop a plan to provide opportunities for service projects and make ongoing service-learning 
students to acquire those competencies both in school opportunities that address the root causes of communi-
and in the community. Include in the plan mechanisms ty problems an expectation of teachers and students. 
for providing teacher professional development, an 
accountability system, a list of committed partners and While much of the work of improving the way schools edu­
their roles, and a “chain of command” to ensure some- cate young people for citizenship falls on the shoulders of 
one is responsible for ensuring that students have local stakeholders, state policymakers and education 
access to the opportunities they need to acquire civic leaders can make this work easier by ensuring that state 
competencies. policies acknowledge that citizenship education is part of 

3. Communicate clearly to the community and district	 the mission of public education, and that state program 
staff that citizenship education is a priority. This mandates and accountability requirements do not limit 
can be done through position announcements and hir- schools’ ability to achieve this mission. In addition, state 
ing, performance reviews, professional development education leaders may wish to consider the following 
opportunities, involvement of students and teachers in strategies: 
district decisionmaking, and other means.	 1. Examine state civics and social studies standards 

4. Encourage building principals to establish citizen-	 to ensure they clearly convey the importance of 
ship education committees to ensure teachers and civic skills and dispositions, as well as civic 
students feel ownership over decisions about the citi- knowledge. 
zenship education and the curriculum.	 2. Examine existing state policies to determine their 

effects on student civic engagement (e.g., policies 
Building administrators are as important as district lead- allowing minors to serve as volunteer poll workers), 
ers in moving a school district toward more effective citi- and consider sponsoring legislation or developing 
zenship education. They can demonstrate a commitment statewide programs to provide such opportunities.5 

to democratic processes and set an example for teachers 

4 Recommendations for local governments, elected officials and schools of education, as well as additional recommendations for schools, districts and 
state policymakers, can be found in the NCLC publication, “Citizenship Education in 10 U.S. High Schools.” 
5 The NCLC’s 50-state citizenship education policy database may be helpful here. 
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3. Incorporate concepts contained in state citizenship 
standards into state reading and writing assess­
ments, and provide professional development to help 
teachers meet these standards. 

4. Incorporate school-community partnerships and 
local assessment of students’ citizenship compe­
tencies into the state’s accountability system. 

The process of bringing schools and communities together 
to discuss core civic values and skills may seem daunting, 
but NCLC’s work in this area indicates consensus on 
these values is not as elusive as one might think. State 
civics standards can provide a useful starting point, and 

the NCLC publication, Developing Citizenship 
Competencies from Kindergarten through Grade 12: A 
Background Paper (Torney-Purta and Vermeer), may help 
in preparing for this process. It is important for educators 
to engage local community members in this discussion 
because their cooperation in providing learning opportuni­
ties for students is essential. By making a commitment to 
citizenship education, local school districts, as the unit of 
government closest to most American citizens, can play a 
vital role in reinvigorating civic engagement and American 
democracy. 
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The Education Commission of the States (ECS) National Center for Learning and Citizenship 
(NCLC) 
The ECS National Center for Learning and Citizenship (NCLC) assists state and district policymak­
ers and educators who are developing policies that support K-12 school-based service-learning 
opportunities. These educational experiences help students acquire the skills, values, knowledge 
and practice necessary to be effective citizens. NCLC identifies and analyzes policies and prac-
tices that support effective citizenship education, creates and disseminates publications for educa­
tion stakeholders, and convenes meetings to develop a collective voice for citizenship education 
and civic mission of schools. NCLC also encourages policy support and system structures to inte­
grate service-learning into schools and communities. For more information, contact Terry Pickeral, 
NCLC executive director, 303.299.3636 or visit www.ecs.org/nclc. 
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