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			Advance Praise for A Republic, If We Can Teach It

			“Lamentations about the sad state of civic education in today’s American schools are as plentiful as the shells scattered on the summer seashore. But few of those critiques are able to provide us with a plausible way out of the mess we are in. Few are willing to ground civic education in a robust commitment to the American experiment in self-government; fewer still embrace the idea that the formation of responsible citizens is one of the most important jobs of our educational institutions. Sikkenga and Davenport, however, are welcome exceptions to these generalizations; and with the publication of this taut, lucid, courageous, and practical handbook for reform, they have staked out a path forward for us. May their voices be heard, and their efforts crowned with success.”

			—Wilfred M. McClay, Professor of History, Hillsdale College

			“Sounding the alarm for an ‘all hands on deck,’ Davenport and Sikkenga make the compelling case that we need more and better civics education. Encouragingly, they provide practical solutions for everyone to do their part—families, communities, schools, and government. In short, they make it clear that our country has a crisis that must be addressed if we want to preserve our republic and prepare the next generation of informed patriots. If you want to do your part, this is a must-read.”

			—Hanna Skandera, President and CEO of the Daniels Fund, Former Secretary of Education of New Mexico

			“In this principled yet practical guide to fixing civic education in America, Sikkenga and Davenport draw on their vast experience as well as careful scholarship. While pulling no punches about the seriousness of the present crisis, they avoid the hand-wringing and cultural warfare that afflict much of this field and shun pie-in-sky calls for a federal solution. Instead, their careful recommendations for state leaders and educators rightly center on standards, curriculum, and teacher prep, plus expanded civics (and history) instruction throughout the K–12 years, taught in ways that engage students and help them to become knowledgeable and discerning patriots.”

			—Chester E. Finn, Jr., President Emeritus, Thomas B. Fordham Institute, and Volker Senior Fellow, Hoover Institution, Stanford University

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			A REPUBLIC BOOK

			ISBN: 978-1-64572-049-2

			ISBN (eBook): 978-1-64572-050-8

			 

			A Republic, If We Can Teach It:

			Fixing America’s Civic Education Crisis

			© 2024 by Jeffrey Sikkenga and David Davenport

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			Cover Design by Jim Villaflores

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			Republic Book Publishers

			New York, NY

			www.republicbookpublishers.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

		

	
		
			Table of Contents

			Introduction

			Chapter One: Our Sputnik Moment

			Chapter Two: Making the Crisis Worse: The History and Civics Wars

			Chapter Three: Action Civics: The Wrong Solution to the Crisis

			Chapter Four: Discovering the “Why” of America: The Foundation of a Good Civic Education

			Chapter Five: A Republic, If You Can Teach It

			Chapter Six: More and Better: The Keys to Improving Civic Education

		

	
		
			Introduction

			In the hot summer of 1787, fifty-five delegates convened in Philadelphia and worked for months to draft a new constitution for the country. The story goes that as one of the Founders, Benjamin Franklin, exited Independence Hall at the end of the Convention, a local resident, Mrs. Powell, asked him what kind of government they had given us. Franklin famously responded, “A republic, if you can keep it.” The Founders well understood that to live in a free republic requires both an educated and virtuous people. While the republic faces many threats today, none is more dangerous than the poor state of our civic education. We can only keep the republic if we can teach it!

			In considering all of the problems America faces, we must remember to pay attention to our foundations. Perhaps you remember the shock when a twelve-story condo building in Miami, Florida, collapsed in the middle of the night on June 24, 2021. No one had imagined that such a tall ocean-front tower could essentially fall down, seemingly without warning, leaving human and family tragedy in its wake. Professionals continue to study the causes, but most believe it was a failure of structural and foundational support undergirding the building itself.

			Sadly, this is a parable of a serious collapse threatening our body politic. For example, the Pew Research Center has studied Americans’ trust in their government since 1958, and finds it is now “near historic lows” at only 24 percent. Even more troubling, trust in government among young people is lower still at 17 percent.1 Only about 60 percent of Americans carry out perhaps their most important duty as citizens by voting, and even fewer (40 to 50 percent) in a midterm election. You might be surprised to learn that, based on 2020 data, the US places at a lowly thirty-two among thirty-seven highly developed democratic states in voter turnout.2 Again, young people—who are not only the present but more importantly the future of our country—vote at even lower rates than the population as a whole.

			The loss of trust and lack of participation are serious problems, but other cracks in our democracy have emerged as well. Hyperpartisan politics now dominate our government in Washington, DC, such that members of Congress find it difficult to agree to keep the government open or to pay its debts and avoid default. Important changes in policies are now enacted either by executive orders of the president or purely party-line votes in Congress, since bipartisanship is all but gone. The major political parties have gone to their separate corners and seem to care only about winning elections, not governing or finding the best policy solutions for America’s problems.

			Following such patterns, too many young people are not even sure they believe in America and the American system any longer. In recent years, surveys show that Americans in their late teens and twenties are increasingly open to socialism, and even communism—ideas long considered antithetical to the American system.

			The Infrastructure Has Decayed

			We have come to recognize that America’s basic infrastructure—its roads, bridges, airports and the like—are decaying and in need of repair. Although politicians in Washington, DC, may disagree on the amount of spending needed for this, there is a growing consensus that a major investment must be made to strengthen and renew our public infrastructure.

			That is precisely where we are with the infrastructure of our democracy. We have allowed the very foundation of our republic—Americans’ understanding of our history, our principles, and our duties as citizens—to decay all around us. Federal spending for civic education has dropped dramatically, and we have allowed it to be pushed to the edge of the curriculum by state standards and school decisions. Consequently, the very civic foundations of our country have been allowed to decay, and we are now reaping the harvest of generations not educated or committed to the American way. Indeed, most of the major problems in our democracy that we describe, if not caused by poor civic education, would at least be improved, and perhaps even solved, by better civic education.

			This was the plan from the beginning: Americans would develop a strong understanding of civics and would be engaged in the ongoing work of democracy. As Notre Dame scholar David Campbell has said, “[C]ivics is not superfluous or even secondary to the primary purpose of public schooling. It is the primary purpose.” He goes on to point out that “US public schools were actually created for the express purpose of forming democratic citizens.”3 The Founders understood that living in a free society required an informed and virtuous people which, in turn, depended on robust civic education. As Thomas Jefferson wrote, “The qualifications for self-government in society are not innate. They are the result of habit and long training.”4 In this regard, we are truly failing the future generations of citizens.

			The evidence of this growing civics crisis surrounds us. Perhaps the most obvious data points are the results of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) testing, often called “the nation’s report card.” This standardized national test is administered regularly in certain subjects such as reading and math at multiple grade levels. Unfortunately, US history and civics are now tested only among eighth graders. The latest test results show a disappointing 24 percent of American eighth graders are “proficient” or “better” in civics and government, and a shocking 15 percent are “proficient” in US history. The 2020 report shows statistically significant declines for male, female, white, black and Hispanic students—in other words, across the board. Then US secretary of education Betsy DeVos rightly called these scores “stark and inexcusable.” A further testing data point confirms this poor performance. Of forty-five Advanced Placement tests administered in 2019, scores in both government and US history were among the five lowest subjects tested.5

			Other surveys and studies show the widening effect of this profound lack of knowledge of our history and principles as well as understanding of our civic duties. A study by the Institute for Citizens & Scholars found that only one in three Americans could pass the American citizenship test,6 which immigrants pass at more than a 90 percent rate. The Annenberg Public Policy Center has been publishing an annual report on civic knowledge since 2006. Its 2019 report showed that 37 percent of Americans could not name a single right guaranteed by the First Amendment to the Constitution. Beyond that, too many people do not know the three branches of government. Indeed, some students have said they think Judge Judy is on the Supreme Court and that climate change was started by the Cold War.

			Unfortunately, things are not only bad but seem to be moving in the wrong direction. Civic knowledge is consistently worse among younger Americans than older generations, suggesting that current civic education programs are truly failing. A 2018 Pew Research Center study showed that whereas 19 percent of those over sixty-five had “low” civic knowledge, that figure jumped to 41 percent among those aged eighteen to twenty-nine.7 When the Institute for Citizens & Scholars reported on Americans who could pass the immigration test, they found that 74 percent of those over sixty-five could answer six of ten questions correctly, but only 19 percent of those under forty-five could do so. A significant reduction in school course requirements in civic education over the last fifty years would easily account for these differences.

			All these declining numbers should sound an alarm that our civic infrastructure is badly decayed. We are raising a generation of leaders and citizens who lack the basic knowledge needed to understand, much less lead, our republic. Just as we would not turn over our health to doctors who lacked knowledge of basic anatomy or how the human body operates, we should be equally frightened about turning over our government to citizens and leaders who do not understand how and why the political and economic systems function as they do. No need to wait for the building to collapse in the middle of the night—we must act now.

			The Downstream Effects of Our Civic Education Crisis

			Beyond the lack of civic knowledge and understanding, we can see the effects of the civic education crisis rippling out through our society. In several arenas, there are major societal and political problems whose roots can be traced to poor civic education. In fact, as political polarization, election challenges, and other problems with our democratic processes grow, larger numbers of people are beginning to wonder whether more civic education is needed. Some have even wondered whether the lack of robust civic education creates a national security problem for the United States.

			It does seem clear that several aspects of American democracy would function better if there was more and better civic education. The most obvious of these would be greater faith in our constitutional institutions, a higher voter turnout, and better understanding of the tough policy issues America faces.

			The loss of faith in institutions, especially among young people, has become an alarming problem. How can you trust what you do not understand? The Pew Research Center issued a “wide-ranging” survey on questions of trust in 2019, showing that young people, especially, have low levels of trust for a wide range of institutions—including government—and their leaders.8 Only 33 percent of young people expressed trust in business executives, 27 percent in elected leaders, and 47 percent in journalists. Only two categories of leaders—science and the military—were trusted. In most cases, the difference in trust levels among younger people were 15 to 20 percent lower than in older Americans. A similar study, the Edelman Trust Barometer, found that none of four social institutions studied—government, business, NGOs, and the media—is trusted.9

			Yuval Levin, in his important book A Time to Build, advances its argument from this straightforward premise: “Everybody knows that Americans having long been losing faith in institutions.”10 But the loss of trust in government and its leaders is especially serious. Of the several leaders and occupations identified in the Pew Research Center study, elected officials are trusted the least—only 27 percent—by young people. By comparison, older Americans expressed trust at a 46 percent rate. One might say that the opposite of trust is alienation—another topic studied by Pew since 1958, finding that only 24 percent of Americans trust government to “do what is right” most of the time.11 Trust in all three branches of the federal government has plummeted.

			The problem with lack of trust is not, of course, that people will fail to rely on government programs to solve social or economic problems. Rather, they will not accept the legitimacy of our constitutional institutions, which are the way we carry out our experiment in self-government. As one study pointed out: “Those who are bewildered by such basics as the branches of government and the concept of judicial review are less likely to trust the courts…. Importantly, those who have taken a high school civics class are more likely to command key constitutional concepts.”12 The cost of this lack of knowledge is high: if we lose trust in the institutions of constitutional self-government, we lose faith in our ability to govern ourselves.

			There needs to be more research documenting what seems like an inevitable link between poor civic education and a lack of trust in the institutions of constitutional self-government, but it makes good sense. Even at a psychological level, we understand that ignorance easily produces fear and frustration whereas knowledge can form a basis for trust. A study by the Civic Mission of Schools concluded that mistrust of institutions “would be ameliorated by a more knowledgeable and engaged citizenry.”13 Even if civic education is not the cause of mistrust, it could be the solution. As Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene wrote, “How, indeed, can anyone trust a powerful entity they don’t understand. It’s a basic element of human nature that ignorance leads inevitably to mistrust.”14

			Poor civic education and low trust lead to a further problem: low voter turnout and lack of civic participation by young people. Voting is a fundamental right, perhaps the fundamental right and responsibility in a democracy. It is the people’s opportunity to be heard and the means by which a representative government of, by, and for the people is chosen. As Thomas Paine said in his Dissertation on First Principles of Government, “The right of voting for representatives is the primary right by which other rights are protected.”

			One important measure of the health of a republic is the level of citizen participation in voting. It is of real concern, then, that US voting rates are low, especially among younger voters. As one report summarized it, “The voter turnout rate in US presidential elections has fallen from a high of 69.3 percent in 1964 to a low of 54.7 percent in 2000, hovering now around 60 percent.”15 The voting rates in midterm elections are even lower, at 40–50 percent. In data published by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development earlier than 2020, US voting rates are surprisingly low compared to other highly developed democratic states, placing twenty-sixth out of thirty-two nations.16 When barely half the people are turning out to vote, one worries about the health of a self-governing republic and the disengagement of the citizenry.

			While low voter turnout is a significant concern, it is especially troubling that young people continue to turn out at a significantly lower rate than other age groups. Alia Wong pointed out in The Atlantic that only half of eligible adults eighteen to twenty-nine voted in the 2016 presidential election and only 20 percent in the 2014 midterm election.17 When comparing generations, whereas only half of younger voters turned out in 2016, two-thirds of the older age groups voted.18 Voter turnout was higher across the board in 2020, though with the longer-term trend of low voting rates, one wonders whether that was more likely an aberration rather than a new trend.19

			Experts agree that there is a correlation between improved civic education and increased voting rates. (Actually, evidence shows that education itself—not just civic education—is a predictor of higher levels of voting.20) Civic education in particular results in increased civic participation, including voting. A study by scholar Jennifer Bachner concluded, “Students who complete a year of American Government or Civics are 3-6 percentage points more likely to vote than their peers without such a course and 7-11 percentage points more likely to vote than peers who do not discuss politics at home.”21 This report concluded, “The only course that consistently exerts a positive effect on voting behavior is American Government/Civics.”22 Testing students’ civic knowledge has also been shown to improve turnout among young voters.23

			In fact, an interesting civic education experiment would be to allow sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds to pre-register as voters in class before they turn eighteen and become legally able to vote. This idea has gained some momentum with a number of states implementing it.24 Including pre-registration as part of the civics curriculum would boost voter turnout among the young and is surely a better solution than proposals to allow sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds to vote.25

			Not only does poor civic education contribute to a lack of trust in our systems and leaders and lead to low voter turnout, but it also distorts important policy debates and decisions. If whole generations have not been well-educated about the American system and how and why it works as it does, it should not be surprising that our conversations about America are thrown off-track by this lack of knowledge and understanding.

			A classic example of poor civic education distorting policy preferences is the recent increase in support among young people for socialism in America. Previously thought of as anathema to most Americans, socialism has now become popular, even trendy, among younger generations. A number of polls and surveys in recent years attest to this rising acceptance of socialism.

			As early as 2014, a Reason-Rupe study showed that 58 percent of young people aged eighteen to twenty-four held a favorable view of socialism.26 This interest continued to manifest itself during the 2020 election cycle. A September 2020 YouGov poll showed 49 percent support for socialism among Gen Zers (ages sixteen to twenty-three).27 Nearly half of American young people have even expressed a preference for living in a socialist country,28 and one poll showed 36 percent of Gen Zers and millennials had a favorable view of communism.29 Clearly something profoundly troubling has taken hold among young Americans.

			While the favorability of socialism is heavily generational, it is also educational. Whereas the classic definition of socialism is “an economic system in which the people, usually through the government, own the means of production and distribution,” this is apparently not what young people are supporting. Gallup published a poll on the meaning of socialism in October 2018 and found the following top three understandings of the term: equality (23 percent of respondents), government ownership and control of business (21 percent), and free services from the government (10 percent).30 For every respondent who understood the classic definition of “government control of business,” two thought socialism meant equality and free goods. Not far down the list of definitions, at 6 percent, came “talking to people, being social….” In a 2010 New York Times/CBS poll, only 16 percent of young people could accurately define socialism.

			Digging a little deeper, one finds a direct contradiction between young people’s favorable view of socialism and their preference for who should run business. In the 2014 Reason-Rupe survey, 58 percent of young people held a favorable view of socialism. Later in that same survey, however, when asked whether they wanted government or businesses leading the economy, they preferred markets by a two-to-one margin. Likewise, the May 2019 Gallup poll found that 43 percent said socialism would be good for the country with respondents then saying they would choose market control over government control of everything from the economy to wealth distribution and even healthcare. Clearly, people are saying “socialism” when they do not understand or intend the classic understanding of the term.

			Identifying Denmark and other Scandinavian countries as examples of desirable socialist economies provides further evidence of how the lack of education has created an increased interest in socialism. Senator Bernie Sanders and others have used Denmark as an example of the kind of socialist, or democratic socialist, economy that is desirable but—when you look more closely—Denmark is not socialist either. With all the attention brought on his country during the 2016 US presidential election, then Danish prime minister Lars Lokke Rasmussen felt the need to clarify that Denmark was not socialist but rather “a market economy” with “an expanded welfare state.”

			It turns out that when young people say they like socialism, what they really like is an expanded welfare state and more free stuff, but their inability to understand and articulate correctly what socialism is has led to a lot of debate and discomfort about young Americans becoming socialist. These are matters that should be addressed and corrected by a solid civic education. Indeed, better civic education could address many problems in our democracy, from the lack of trust to poor voter turnout and civic participation to misguided contentions and debates about the American system. Perhaps poor civic education is not a root cause of many of these problems, but in any event, better civic education would be part of the solution.

			A Slow Awakening

			It is surprising that there is not a major campaign to improve civic education nationwide. With all this evidence and the resulting downstream problems, you would think there would be shouting from the rooftops, coupled with a robust campaign to strengthen civic education. But, alas, this is not the case. There is at least, however, a kind of slow awakening to the problem. Teachers now believe the emphasis on civics should be greater, with a 2019 poll showing 81 percent of teachers (and 70 percent of Americans) feeling the subject should be required.31

			Now we have reached a crossroads. Too many young people, and even older Americans, know too little about their country, its history, and its government. While frustration and disgust with politics has led some to renew their civic engagement, especially by engaging at the local level with institutions like school boards, it also has led many to give up on civic engagement of any kind. STEM and other subjects have taken center stage in the school curriculum and have pushed civic education to the edges. Teachers are poorly trained and ill-equipped to teach civics. If we do not take a stand now to reemphasize civic education, the decline in both civic knowledge and engagement is likely to accelerate and cross a point from which it would be difficult, if not impossible, to return.

			A Major Push for More and Better Civic Education

			What we need is “all hands on deck” for more and better civic education. By “more” we mean teaching history and civics again in elementary and middle school instead of waiting until high school when it is truly too little, too late. By “more” we mean a required high school course of one year, not just one semester, in every state in the nation.

			More civic education also requires more testing. The Nation’s Report Card test, now given only to eighth graders in civics and US history, needs to be administered in the fourth and twelfth grades as well, with results reported by state for analysis and planned improvements. More testing could also include a civics test at the end of the one-year course as a graduation requirement, as a number of states have done.

			More civic education also means more teacher training: they need greater content knowledge themselves in US history and civics, which will be even more essential if new coursework is required throughout the grade levels. Teaching civics must be more than a part-time duty that teachers pick up to round out their teaching load. State requirements for teachers need to be tougher and more specific.

			As well as more civic education, we also need better civic education—far more than rote memorization of dates and facts. Students need to be engaged in the study of history and civics, not just exposed to them. We need to start in elementary school to build a “layer cake” of knowledge, adding more each year as the students’ age and maturity allow. We need to engage students not only in the what of American history and government, but the how and the why. Students need to be inspired by the stories of their history and challenged by its debates and tough issues. They need to be exposed to primary documents of the day that illuminate the issues and arguments of civics and history, not just reading boring and often biased textbooks. They need teachers who know and are excited about the material.

			Meanwhile, civics needs to be everyone’s responsibility, not just that of school teachers. We need parents talking about America at the dinner table, taking their children to historic sites, challenging them to read great histories and biographies, and discussing current events and the news of the day. We need community groups distributing primary documents and sponsoring debates, speech contests, and civics bees.

			Only when we can bring “all hands on deck” for civic education will we begin to turn around this national decline in civic knowledge and engagement. As President Reagan pointed out, the responsibility begins with families: parents sharing their sense of patriotism and civic engagement and passing these priorities along to their children. Next, the torch passes to the schools who need to carry out their civic education responsibilities beginning not in high school, but in kindergarten.

			States may be the most important players of all in that they make curricular decisions by which their schools must abide. It is at the state level—legislatures and school boards—where requirements to teach civics are established. If we are to have civics taught at every grade, it must be mandated at the state level. If we seek to require a full-year high school course in civics, the states will need to require it. If there is to be a graduation test in civics, that duty falls to states. State school boards are also where teacher training and accreditation for teaching civics and US history should be established. We need states studying best practices in the teaching of history and civics and demanding that they be followed. A recent study by the Fordham Institute indicate that most states have a long way to go in this regard.32

			Even Washington, DC, has a role to play. Perhaps the most valuable thing our national leaders can do is to speak out about the need to improve civic education. If, as seems likely, Washington will continue to spend money on K–12 education, civics needs to be at the table. Ideally, Washington would provide funding but not attempt to dictate to states how civics should be taught. Perhaps the best use of federal funding would be for content education for teachers, as was done in an earlier time.

			Finally, the nonprofit sector can make a major contribution to the improvement of civic education. For example, our organization, the Ashbrook Center, has grown dramatically in its outreach to history and government teachers and their students. A new civics bee sponsored by the US Chamber of Commerce Foundation is another great idea. Other civic groups pass out founding documents at schools and provide educational materials. All this plays a vital role in strengthening civic education.

			Essentially, everyone can and should play a role. As Chief Justice John Roberts said, “We have let civics fall by the wayside and we need to revive it in order to protect our democracy. We cannot afford to wait any longer to meet this challenge.”
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