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Committee of the Whole

STAFF REPORT
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	Mary Bourguignon
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	2014-0068
	Date:
	March 5, 2014

	Invited:
	Web Hutchins, Civics for All Initiative
Sherril Huff, King County Director of Elections



SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2014-0068 would express the Council’s support for the Civics for All Initiative.

SUMMARY

The Civics for All Initiative is an independent effort that originated with a group of Seattle Public Schools (SPS) high school students and their teacher. It proposes a set of six tenets to help students in SPS learn about civic life and to suggest ways that civics could be integrated across the curriculum (see Attachment 2 for a full description of these six points):

1. Voting and elections, with mock elections in each school each year;

2. Civics classroom-based assessments, with at least three civics assessments each year for each grade level;

3. Media literacy education to help students learn about electoral politics and current events;

4. Civics across the curriculum with civics texts used across all academic disciplines and grades when possible;

5. Civics web site that would contain civics curriculum materials for teachers; and

6. Professional development for teachers, starting with two days of training for all K-12 teachers during the first year of the initiative to help teachers develop a common framework for civics learning.

The Proposed Motion would express the Council’s support for this effort. The motion would also commend the County’s Department of Elections for its interest in the Civics for All Initiative and for its commitment to partner with the Initiative and other partners to sponsor mock elections in schools.

BACKGROUND

Civics is defined as the study of the rights and duties of citizenship and the relationships among citizens and with their government. Civics has been a part of education since the time of the ancient Greeks. Today in the US, a number of national organizations such as the Center for Civic Education[footnoteRef:1] have developed educational standards, curriculum materials, teacher and student programs, and awards to encourage and recognize the teaching of civics.  [1:  http://new.civiced.org/home] 


Washington State Requirements. In Washington State, students in grades K-12 study civics through the social studies curriculum. Currently, Washington students must complete 2.5 credits of social studies to graduate from high school. Beginning with the class of 2016, students will be required to complete three credits of social studies: 

· 1 credit of US History; 
· 1 credit of Contemporary World History, Geography and Problems; 
· 0.5 credits of civics; and
· 0.5 credits of a social studies elective.

The civics requirement has been established pursuant to RCW 28A.230.093, which was passed by the State Legislature in 2009. It requires that the civics class include:

· Federal, state, and local government organization and procedures;
· Rights and responsibilities of citizens addressed in the Washington State and United States Constitutions;
· Current issues addressed at each level of government; and
· Electoral issues, including elections, ballot measures, initiatives, and referenda.

More information about the new Washington State civics requirement can be found at Attachment 3 to this staff report.

SPS Requirements. Students at Seattle Public Schools (SPS) must meet all State of Washington requirements to graduate. SPS recently established high school graduation requirements for the class of 2017, which note that, in addition to the three social studies credits that are required, students must also complete a classroom-based assessment[footnoteRef:2] in civics in the 11th or 12th grade. (More information on the SPS high school graduation requirements can be found at Attachment 4 to this staff report.)  [2:  A classroom-based assessment is the systematic collection of information about student learning within a classroom (such as an exam, a project, or a graded paper). Information from classroom-based assessments is used to improve teaching and learning in the classroom.] 


The State of Washington Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) has prepared classroom-based assessment templates in civics for elementary, middle, and high school students. These assessments are on topics that include voting, checks and balances, and constitutional issues.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  http://www.k12.wa.us/SocialStudies/Assessments/default.aspx] 


SPS leaders note that in addition to simply meeting these requirements, they support the notion of all students learning civics, as civics is fundamental to citizenry. SPS is in the process of implementing the Common Core State Standards in Mathematics and English Language Arts,[footnoteRef:4] which are required to be fully implemented and part of student assessment by the 2014-2015 school year. SPS notes that these standards were designed to support the acquisition of the critical thinking, reasoning, collaboration and communication skills necessary to responsible citizenship in the 21st century and will help prepare students for citizenry. [4:  The Common Core State Standards are national standards in Mathematics and English Language Arts that were developed by education experts from 45 states. These standards are currently being rolled out at schools around Washington State and must be fully implemented by 2014-2015, with student achievement to be measured by a new assessment system (http://www.k12.wa.us/corestandards/).] 


Civics for All Initiative. The Civics for All Initiative was developed by SPS teacher Web Hutchins as a way to make Seattle a “model Civics education city where a ‘Civic culture of learning’ is cultivated and democratic principles are celebrated K-12 and district-wide.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  http://civicsforall.org/] 


The Civics for All proposal calls for increased civics and media literacy instruction in each grade of the social studies curriculum, district-wide voting in mock elections each November, and K-12 civics instructional awareness “across the curriculum” to the extent possible. Founder and SPS teacher Web Hutchins has noted that civics concepts align smoothly with the Common Core State Standards, particularly the Common Core emphasis on analyzing non-fiction texts.

Civics for All is made up of six components:

1. Voting and elections: The Civics for All Initiative requests all Seattle public schools to hold mock elections each year with the goal of teaching students how to vote. Civics for All would also encourage students to register family members when feasible, as well as high school seniors who are old enough to vote. Both King County Elections and the Secretary of State’s Office in Olympia have committed to assist with this aspect of the initiative.

2. Civics classroom-based assessments: Civics for All calls for three civics classroom-based assessments to be completed each year at each grade level.[footnoteRef:6] It also asks all social studies teachers to incorporate at least two essential questions related to civics into each unit plan, to incorporate more coverage of current events, and to plan for service learning or other out-of-the classroom opportunities for students to help them explore civics concepts.  [6:  This would be significantly higher than the requirement noted above for one civics classroom-based assessment in 11th or 12th grade, and it would be in addition to required assessments in other subjects.] 


3. Media literacy instruction: Civics for All is based on the notion that civic literacy is unattainable without media literacy. The initiative would ask teachers to incorporate media coverage of current events and elections, such as through CNN Student News, into social studies lessons. 

4. Civics across the Curriculum: Civics for All would ask all K-12 teachers to incorporate civics lessons into all grades and all subject areas. This focus is based on the Initiative’s notion that the Common Core State Standards, which focus significant attention on student reading and analysis of non-fiction texts, would align well with the reading of civics texts. The Initiative has prepared “Essential Civics Questions” (see Attachment 5) to assist teachers in incorporating civics concepts into their lesson plans. The Initiative would also request that each school have a staff person to serve as a civics coordinator and receive a stipend of $300 for small schools and $500 for large schools.

5. Civics web site: Civics for All requests that SPS prepare a periodically updated web-based portfolio to provide teachers with civics lessons, information about incorporating civics concepts into the curriculum, and information about current events. This web site would also be used to aggregate and analyze data during the K-12 mock elections that Civics for All proposes to hold each year.

6. Professional Development: The Initiative calls for two professional development (training) days for all SPS K-12 teachers during the first year of the initiative to help teachers develop a common framework for civics education. In addition, the Initiative has prepared a reading list and hopes to have teachers read and discuss a set of common texts.

Coordination with SPS. SPS has expressed strong support for civics education and, as noted above, believes that the new Common Core State Standards will help incorporate concepts of civics and citizenry throughout the curriculum. 

SPS staff are also supportive of the concepts behind the Civics for All Initiative, but have expressed concerns about their ability to implement it in its entirety. They note that the Initiative’s call for multiple civics classroom-based assessments of students each year, a School District-sponsored web site for the Initiative, and two days of professional development for each teacher may prove infeasible. 

SPS staff note that the School District is not able to commit to implement the full Initiative proposal at the same time that SPS is implementing the newly required Common Core State Standards and accompanying student assessments. SPS staff also note that the Civics for All professional development proposal for teachers would require all of the professional development time the School District has available for all subjects and all grade levels.

Despite these concerns, SPS staff are very supportive of the concept of civics education and have committed to support the Initiative in the following ways:

1. By sending notification to principals about the Civics for All Initiative through the School District’s internal Principal Communicator email;

1. By offering teachers the opportunity to put up Civics for All posters; and

1. By encouraging school principals to participate in school wide mock elections.

ANALYSIS

The Civics for All Initiative is a broad and ambitious proposal to incorporate civics concepts into the K-12 curriculum in a way that would be consistent with the goals and objectives of the Common Core State Standards. It has won a number of supporters, including Seattle City Councilmember Nick Licata, who is in the process of preparing a resolution of support for the Seattle City Council to consider. A statement of support from Councilmember Licata is included as Attachment 6.

King County’s Department of Elections has also offered to assist with the Initiative’s proposal for mock elections in grades K-12. As noted above, SPS has expressed support for some elements of the Initiative, but has concerns about the District’s ability to fully implement it. 

The Proposed Motion in support of Civics for All would not be binding on SPS and would not require that any resources be dedicated to the Initiative. Rather, it would reiterate Councilmembers’ commitment to civics education, voting, and an educated citizenry, and would express approval for the Department of Elections’ potential use of staff time and/or resources to assist with K-12 mock elections.

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2014-0068
2. Civics for All Complete Proposal
3. Washington State Board of Education Social Studies Graduation Requirements
4. Seattle Public Schools High School Graduation Requirements for the Class of 2017
5. Civics for All “Essential Civics Questions” 
6. Statement of support from City of Seattle Councilmember Nick Licata
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