DRAFT

AN ACT concerning civic education in public school districts, amending N.J.S.18A:35-3, and supplementing chapter 35 of Title 18A of the New Jersey Statutes.

BE IT ENACTED by the Senate and the General Assembly of the State of New Jersey:

1.    (New section) The Legislature finds and declares that:

a.    The most recent National Assessment of Educational Progress in civics (2010) indicates that more than one-third of high school seniors lack a basic grasp of the structure and operations of American government;


 b.
Civic knowledge and engagement are essential to maintaining a representative democracy;

 c.
The civic mission of the schools, which is to provide citizens with the knowledge, skills and inclination to participate in a democratic society, was the primary purpose for which public schools were originally established;

d. A 2004 public opinion survey by the Alliance for Representative Democracy showed that a majority of the public believes that preparing students to be competent and responsible citizens is as important as preparing students for college and work;

e.
According to a 2004 Inventory of Civic Education in New Jersey, only 39% of New Jersey schools require all students to take a course in civics or American government, and less than 35% of school districts have offered a professional development programs in civics or government over the previous five years;
f.
The inventory also revealed that more than 90% of school district indicated that up-to-date, inexpensive classroom materials and professional development would be the most effective way to improve civics education;

g.
Independent studies concluded that well-designed civic education programs foster an understanding and appreciation of democracy and the skills for participation in a democratic society;
h.
Teacher education and professional development are critical to ensure effective classroom instruction in civics education;

i.    By age 10, students have the ability to do the higher order thinking necessary for a rigorous, relevant, reflective course in civics, and students at this age are more open to attitudinal changes than at older ages;
j.
A required civics course in middle school will help to ensure that all New Jersey students have the opportunity to gain the knowledge and skills for active citizenship.

EXPLANATION - Matter enclosed in bold-faced brackets [thus] in the above bill is not enacted and is intended to be omitted in the law.

Matter underlined thus is new matter.
2. 
N.J.S.18A:35-3 is amended to read as follows:

18A:35-3. Each board of education shall adopt a course of study in community civics, the geography, history and civics of New Jersey, and the privileges and responsibilities of citizenship as they relate to community and national welfare, which course shall be taken by all pupils in the public elementary schools in the grade or grades in which it is given, with the object of producing the highest type of patriotic citizenship. 


3.

(New Section) Each board of education shall adopt a course of study about the principles and ideals underlying the American system of constitutional democracy, the function and limitations of government, and the role of a citizen in a democratic society, which course shall be taken by all pupils in an appropriate middle school (5-8) grade. The board shall ensure that the course of study shall include a minimum of one semester of instruction.
     4.

(New Section) The Department of Education shall provide a minimum of $250,000 a year for three years to the New Jersey Center for Civic Education at Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey, to enable the Center to provide a clearinghouse of materials, an on-line resource center, technical assistance, professional development and any other activities deemed appropriate by the Department help prepare teachers to teach the required middle school civics course of study. These funds may be matched by support from other sources.

5. 
This act shall take effect immediately but the requirement that boards of education provide a course of study in civics education in grades 5-8 will begin with the 2020-2021 school year.

STATEMENT


The most recent National Assessment of Education Progress indicates that one-third of high school seniors lack a basic grasp of the structure and operations of American government. Civic knowledge and engagement are essential to maintaining a representative democracy, and well-designed civics education programs that foster an understanding and appreciation of democracy and fundamental constitutional principles are essential to providing citizens with the knowledge and skills to fully participate in representative democracy.


This bill revises the statute on civics instruction in public schools. Under current law, each board of education must adopt a course of study regarding the civics, geography, and history of New Jersey to be taken by all pupils in public elementary schools in a grade. The bill adds a requirement that each board also adopt a civics course to be taken by all pupils in an appropriate middle school (5-8) grade. Unlike more than 30 other states, New Jersey does not require a single civics course at any time in the K-12 education of our young people. The only survey regarding social studies in New Jersey (2004) ever done showed that only 39% of New Jersey school districts require all of their students to take a civics course in any grade. New Jersey high school students are required to take two-years of United States History, which is supposed to include “the principles and ideals of the American form of representative government as expressed in the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of the United States and particularly in the Bill of Rights”. However, this is usually included as part of a two-week focus on the history of the United States leading up to the development of the U.S. Constitution with little or no emphasis on the underlying principles or concepts. 

Currently, there is no requirement regarding social studies in middle school. The middle school civics course that this bill requires should focus on the values and principles underlying the American system of constitutional democracy, the function and limitations of government, and the privileges and responsibilities of citizenship in a democratic society. 

The bill requires the New Jersey Department of Education to  provide a minimum of $250,000 a year for three years to the New Jersey Center for Civic Education at Rutgers, the State University, to enable the Center to provide a clearinghouse of materials, an on-line research center, technical assistance, and professional development to help prepare teachers who will be teaching the required middle school civics course. This will enable school districts to implement the middle school civics requirement without additional costs. 
____________

Requires boards of education to provide civics instruction in middle school grades and requires the Department of Education to provide funding to prepare teachers to teach the required middle school civics course.
