
Thank you all for having me. The purpose of this session is to help you think 
about how you might know if you have successful– for example, how would 
you know that the experiential civics program you have decided to tackle or 
implement actually “worked”…





The USCIS citizenship test is one of the existing assessments of the 
successfulness of civic requirements. Utah currently has a civics graduation 
requirement that basically meets the citizenship test standard (1). Many other 
states (some 37) also have a similar requirement… YET… (2) on the NAEP; 
so there is a disconnect between passing one test and the other? It’s curious 
because they test very similar things. What we know about the citizenship test 
(as perhaps some of you in the room will know) is it’s basically a flashcard 
test—meaning you can memorize a bunch of the information, but then forget it.

Another existing exam is the AP US gov & pol exam. Some of you might be AP 
Gov teachers in the room, and you know that this test is more than just 
memorization, but it’s also graded on a curve, so “success” is relative to how 
well other students in the nation does.

But as you can see, most of these exams have to do with knowledge… and 
unfortunately a lot of it has to do with how many facts students remember.



Well, knowledge is key (1) or is it, because if knowledge is key, NAEP, the 
citizenship test, and other standardized tests of knowledge would be enough… 
(2) research does show that knowledge is an important part of political 
participation, but it’s correlational and not causal, meaning people who are 
involved in politics or engaged tend to know more---it doesn’t mean that 
knowing more will get you involved. This makes intuitive sense, right? If you 
play tennis, you will probably keep up with current stats of top-ranked tennis 
players. Or if you’re a basketball fan, you will likely know recent Jazz stats. If 
you are engaged in an activity, you will likely know a lot about that activity. And 
vice versa, if you know more, you’d be likely to learn more—assuming you 
actually connected with it and like it. BUT if you aren’t really interested in it, 
you’d just forget it (3) ultimately, we don’t just want citizens who know things 
but don’t follow through (or worse, just know them for a test), nor do we want 
people constantly doing things that don’t know what they’re doing.



So if not knowledge, the what in terms of assessments?

As a caveat, it’s important for me to say here that the goal (in terms of success 
in civic education) is not for students to act in a particularly partisan way, (1) I 
bet this is how many of us are feeling about politics in this country right now. 
And some people might be hesitant to go beyond knowledge because of this. 
(2) But let me assure you that this is NOT the goal.



What is the goal?…The goal is for students to understand the system and 
context (knowledge), but also (1) know how to engage as a productive 
member within that system (participation).

Thinking about current events and issues that we are facing across the nation, 
the substance of the participation can look different based on your partisan 
stance or what you believe in, but the mode of participation is likely similar: 
Vote, petition, join interest groups, organize, protest. And the goals are actually 
more similar than you might think: fighting for a more just society, a safer 
community, values and morals (even if we disagree on exactly what those 
things mean). 



But it’s important to remember that the goal of civic education is to help 
students understand the complexities of our diversity and how we can hold 
those diverse perspectives in a system of governance—not to create 
democrats/republicans/liberals/conservatives. And that individuals have roles 
and responsibilities to one another. To that end, we have to find ways to 
measure civic success beyond knowledge. So how do we measure THAT…if 
this deep understanding is the goal, how do we know if we have succeeded?

So… if not just knowledge, then what?



I will ask you… WHAT do you think is the most important measure of civic 
readiness. You will need to use this later in the breakout groups, so please jot 
down your top 3 answers and reasons why, so you can share in your groups. 
I’ll give you a few minutes. And if it’s something not listed, go ahead and write 
that down too



So now that you have jotted down what you’d like to see. I’ll go through some 
things that researchers in civic education like to measure. This is one example 
from the Roots of Engaged Citizenship Project, (2) which is a Collaboration 
between the Search Institute, UCLA, and West Virginia University. Notice that 
their purpose to understand what helps young people become good citizens. I 
would say that good citizens is a successful outcome, so what do they 
measure? (3) typically on self-reported surveys of (4)….

Of course this is just one example from an existing project, there are many 
others…



Also on self-reported surveys…

Knowledge (do you know how the system worked, works, and can work)
Skill (do you know how to engage productively with the system and one 
another)
Engagement (what do you actually do)
Attitude (how you feel about politics and political engagement; are you cynical; 
optimistic?)
Disposition (how likely are you to be tolerant, respectful, and understanding)
Voting (do you vote) – if voting starts early, it creates a lifelong habit. 
Also: Voter turnout among Utah youth is some of the worst in the nation. If you 
want, you can mention a Utah organization, Voterise (will be at our 
conference), which comes into Utah classrooms to register new voters (can 
pre-register at age 16).
Volunteering (do you do things that help the community without pay)
Active political and cognitive engagement (do you try to understand what is 
happening political, from all sides)



It’s not about the “right” politics



You’ve spent the morning talking about what experiential civics can do…and 
preliminary research shows that What we know from research is that…(1)
Knowledge (2)
Skills (gets students to practice doing, and trying to solve problems together) 
(3)
Engagement (pique interests and actively engage even if it’s in practice) (4)
Attitude/disposition (help them see what is possible—be more tolerant and 
respectful) (5)
Vote (?) – at least intention seems to be high (6)
What it DOESN’T do: Change students’ political affiliations, turn them into 
ignorant activists, make them docile followers (7; 8; 9)



- Well, knowledge can be tested on exams as usual… do they know it?
- Skills can be seen in activities or projects that you grade. Think about 

performance assessments, where students are showing you that they know 
how the process works and that they have the ability to complete that 
process

- Transfer, what I mean is can they apply this information to something else? 
I’ll talk more about this in a minute, but research shows that deep 
understanding of something means students can transfer that knowledge to 
new situations.

- Critical thinking, are they pausing to take the other side? Are they aware (or 
dismissive) of the complexities?

- These are all things you can measure in a lesson or the classroom. Think 
about how these things might align with the top civic outcomes you wrote 
down a few minutes ago.



So Transfer… I worked on a research project a few years ago at the University 
of Washington where we wanted to measure how well students were able to 
transfer knowledge they had about government and politics, because we knew 
that transfer was a better measure of student understanding than just a test of 
facts and information.

So in the CST… of course student had to first have knowledge of how the 
government worked, but we wanted to see what they would do with that 
knowledge given a real life scenario. So we used real supreme court or district 
court cases and prompted them to provide their thoughts, which showcased 
their understanding. 

We graded these on a rubric that measured their knowledge as well as their 
thinking. Think to essay rubrics where students provide evidence and rationale 
for their answers. Of course these are more cumbersome to grade than 10 
question multiple choice quizzes, but if done once a six weeks or quarterly, it 
will give you a good sense of what students are not only remembering, but 
how they are thinking with the information they remember.



So your turn. Take about 10 minutes to debrief, and we’ll come back and I’ll try 
to answer some of your questions

Consider how you want to measure success
Broadly, district/school-wide survey?

School/community projects?
School climate

In the classroom
Complex Scenario Test (get students to solve a what-if scenario)
Basic knowledge/skills
Performance assessments
Classroom climate

Longer term
Voter turnout
Volunteerism
Space for compromise/disagreement


