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Why must we prepare students for civic 
life in addition to college and careers?

Please tweet your responses using the hash tag 

#CivicsIsBack

@IllinoisCivics



Illinois high school graduates are ill-
prepared for civic life



Illinoisans have the least amount of 
confidence in state government



School-based civic learning can 
resuscitate Illinois’ ailing civic health

• The benefits of high-quality, school-based civic 

learning opportunities:

o Promotes civic capacity, connections, and 

commitments

o Bridges the “democracy divide”

o Builds 21st Century competencies

o Improves school climate

o Reduces the drop-out rate



If you teach it, they will learn:

Civic knowledge

The quantity and quality of civics coursework matters

T

e

a

c

h 

c

i

v

i

v

s



How you teach matters, too

Six proven practices that constitute well-

rounded civic learning:

1. Direct instruction

2. Discussion of current events and 

controversial issues 

3. Service-learning

4. Simulations of democratic processes

5. Student participation in school 

governance

6. Extracurricular activities



How you teach matters, too

Complimentary streams of research and 

practice

1. News media literacy education

2. Action civics

3. Social and emotional learning

4. School climate reform



A mix of traditional and student-
centered learning practices prove 
most effective



Despite civic learning’s proven 
benefits, it has been increasingly 
marginalized nationally and in 
Illinois



Illinois has one of the lowest credit 
requirements for social studies



While high school credit hours have 
increased elsewhere, hours/ week of 
instruction in grades 1-4 have fallen



We stopped testing the subject area



And civic learning is little more than 
window dressing
• The Illinois School Code requires instruction in 

patriotism and the principles of representative 

government:



Existing civic learning opportunities 
are steeped in inequities
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Disparate opportunities lead to an 
inevitable civic achievement gap
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The Illinois Civic Education Task Force 
made a series of policy recommendations
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Recommendations:

1. Civics course requirement

2. Revisions of Illinois Social Science 

Standards

3. Project-based/ Service-learning 

requirement

4. Licensure and certification of civics 

teachers

5. Professional development

6. Student involvement in elections



A civics course requirement was priority 
number one
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House Bill 4025 was signed into law by Governor Rauner

on August 21, 2015:

• Requires a semester long civics course in addition to the 

current yearlong US History/ Government requirement

• Course content:

o Instruction on government institutions

o Current and controversial issues discussions

o Service-learning

o Simulations of democratic processes

• Effective date: July 1, 2016 and applies to incoming 

freshmen for the 2016-17 school year



Most Illinois high schools already require 
civics or government
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Civics/ government course requirements 
vary by region
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Best practices in civic learning are 
prevalent with the exception of service-
learning
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Lack of support for teacher professional 
development is a major challenge
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Our teacher PD model attempts to 
address these deficiencies
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•Provide professional 
development on proven 
civic learning practices

•Co-faciliitate
professional 
development and 
mentor schools

•Determine local 
needs; recruit teacher 
mentors; host teacher 
professional 
development 
opportunities

•Led by the McCormick 
Foundation, leverage 
existing and emerging 
resources; support 
coordination between 
partners

Funding 
Community

Institutional 
Partners

Civic 
Education 
Nonprofits

Teacher 
Mentors



And the model builds on best practices
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A coalition of funding partners are making 
these statewide PD efforts possible
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Institutional partners have lined up 
throughout the state
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Teacher mentors have been recruited 
representing every region of Illinois
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A trusted cadre of civic education 
organizations help train teacher mentors
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Teacher mentors train and mentor 
colleagues in their respective regions
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Online courses provide alternative 
means of accessing PD
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https://education.illinoisstate.edu/casei/onlineimpact/



We remain deeply committed to the city 
and region we call home

31

• CPS Civic Engagement 

Initiatives

• Alignment with existing 

partners

• Presence at local 

conferences

• Partnerships with ROE’s 

and local districts



Our implementation model emphasizes 
changes in teacher practice

By seeding champions, demonstrating use, and 

fertilizing judiciously with training, support, 

resources, and connections, the Illinois civic 

education efforts seeks policy implementation 

through a cultural shift in practice germinating from 

the ground up.



Implementation of public issues 
discussions outpaces standards and 
service-learning



And service-learning is proving 
most difficult to implement



Students in civics classes report more 
exposure to best practices like 
controversial issues discussions
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Early returns also show strong evidence 
of healthy civic attitudes and behaviors
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And these gains are evident across racial 
and ethnic groups
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How often do you volunteer your time (at a hospital, day care 

center, food bank, youth program, community service 

agency)?
% a few times/ year or more



The Civics Course Implementation Blog 
will provide timely updates on our 
progress
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The Civics Course Implementation Blog 
will provide timely updates on our 
progress
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The State of the State: 
Civics in Illinois

Questions?


