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Political Knowledge and the Development of Civic Dispositions and Skills

Studies have posited that knowledge of American government and politics forms the
foundation for citizens’ effective engagement in civic life (Niemi and Junn, 1998; Galston, 2001,
Milner, 2010; Campbell, 2006). Citizens with higher levels of knowledge tend to have greater
confidence in their ability to participate and are more politically efficacious than those with less
knowledge. A strong knowledge base facilitates individuals’ development of political attitudes
that are predicated on information and insight rather than emotion. Knowledge fosters
comprehension of how people’s own interests fit into a complex political system. Thus,
knowledge is thought to be an antecedent to civic activation (Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996;
Galson, 2004; CIRCLE, 2013).

Early studies generally found that civics and social studies classes had little impact on
young people’s acquisition of civic knowledge (see Patrick, 1977; Langton and Jennings, 1968).
Textbook knowledge, in particular, dissipated over time (Jennings, 1996). However, more recent
research has demonstrated that civic education can convey core knowledge of democratic
principles, the structure and function of government, political processes, and current issues and
events (John, Halpern, and Morris, 2002; Owen, Soule, and Chalif, 2011; Owen, Owen and
Riddle, 2017). Incorporating active learning elements into the curriculum, such as group projects
and debates, increases civic learning even for students who already have a base of political
knowledge (Hooghe and Dassonneville, 2011). Teachers who foster an open classroom
environment are especially successful in imparting knowledge. and instilling predispositions
towards participation (Owen and Soule, 2015).

Scholars have forwarded the notion that knowledge is associated with the development of
civic dispositions, skills, and orientations toward political engagement (Delli Carpini and Keeter,
1996; Galston, 2007). However, evidence of this association has been mixed. On the one hand,
research has shown that civics instruction can instill predispositions towards participation (Owen
and Soule, 2015). Further, increased political knowledge conveyed via civic education can
increase political literacy and generate more positive views about democratic institutions
(Dudley and Gitelson, 2002). However, the connection of civic knowledge to the development
of civic dispositions, skills, and orientations toward political engagement is unsettled
(McAllister, 2010).

Thus, this study addresses the core research question: What is the association between
political knowledge and the acquisition of civic dispositions and skills for middle and high
school students? Specifically, this research focuses on the relationship between political
knowledge and the development of civic dispositions and skills among high-need middle and
high school students, particularly those attending Title I schools with high concentrations of low
income students which receive federal funding to assist in meeting educational goals.
Empowering high-need students for political engagement is vital. The disparities in civic
education between privileged and disadvantaged young people have long-term repercussions as
they acerbate the civic empowerment gap (Levinson, 2012).



The study employs data from two civic education programs aimed at high-need middle
and high school students implemented by the Center for Civic Education (httpsi//civiced.org).
The James Madison Legacy Project (JMLP) provides professional development and resources to
teachers of high-need students who institute the We the People: The Citizen and the Constitution
(WTP) curriculum intervention in their classrooms. The Congressional Academy is an
immersive educational experience in civics, American government, and political history for
secondary school teachers and their students. Survey data collected on students who participated
in these two programs will test the proposition that there is a correlation between civic
knowledge and civic dispositions and skills. The study also offers an opportunity to compare a
classroom intervention (the JMLP) with a two-week intensive civics and history residential
program (the Academy).!

Civic Knowledge, Dispositions, and Skills

Civic knowledge encompasses a vast amount of information pertinent to various aspects
of government and politics. Delli Carpini and Keeter define political knowledge as “the range of
factual information about politics that is stored in long-term memory” (1996: 10-11). It also is
defined as “holding correct information” related to civics and politics, such as facts about issues,
candidates, and electoral processes (Hoffman, 2017). Knowledge encompasses, and in some
instances is considered synonymous with, political sophistication, or the level of cognitive
complexity a person evinces in relation to government and politics. Sophistication taps into
people’s political expertise, and reflects the extent to which individuals have a wide and
substantive knowledge of politics that is organized along constrained ideological lines (Luskin,
1990).

Decades of research confirms that the public has a relatively low level of political
knowledge and sophistication. In fact, knowledge levels among the mass public have remained
fairly stable over time despite the proliferation of readily accessible information (Bennett, 1988,
1989; Neuman, 1986; Smith, 1989; Delli Carpini, 2005; Galston and Lopez, 2006; Friedman and
Friedman, 2013). Americans are about as informed today as they were fifty or sixty years ago
(Delli Carpini, 2005). About half of the public is somewhat knowledgeable about the basic
institutions and procedures of government, although knowledge of the Constitution and Bill of
Rights is less robust (Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996; Pew Research Center, 2011). The 2019
Annenberg Civics Knowledge Survey found that only 39% of Americans were able to name all
three branches of government, and 37 percent could not name any of the rights guaranteed by the
First Amendment to the Constitution (Annenberg Public Policy Center, 2019). In sum, the
average American citizen is poorly informed, but not uninformed (Delli Carpini, 2005).
Individuals who are very informed about one aspect of politics tend to be knowledgeable in other
areas (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996).

Knowledge of government institutions and political processes, it is argued, provides a
sound footing for civic engagement (e.g., Niemi and Junn, 1998; Galston, 2001; Milner, 2010;
Campbell, 2006). An appreciation of the principles embodied in the Constitution undergirds

1 The James Madison Legacy Project is funded by a Supporting Effective Educator Development (SEED) grant from
the U.S. Department of Education. The Presidential and Congressional Academies are supported by the
Strengthening Democracy Through History and Civics grantfrom the U.S. Department of Education.
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American citizenship. People possessing greater civic knowledge tend to be supportive of
democratic values, such as liberty, equality, and political tolerance (Finkel and Ernst, 2005;
Galston, 2004; Brody, 1994; Youniss, 2011). Some scholars contend that political knowledge is
directly related to participation. People who possess sufficient knowledge of democratic
government and processes tend to be more politically efficacious. They have the confidence and
ability to stake a position in the marketplace of political ideas as well as to actively engage in
governmental and civic affairs (Galston, 2004; DelliCarpini and Keeter, 1996; McDevitt and
Chaffee, 2000; Meirick and Wackman, 2004; Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools, 2011).
Research in Indiana found that civic education provided high school students with a political
knowledge base that was associated with an increased desire to take part in politics and
community affairs (Owen, 2015).

Civic education can influence the acquisition of political knowledge both directly and
indirectly. The classroom is a unique setting where young people can gain knowledge, establish
autonomy in their ideas, and develop confidence in their ability to be political actors (Ehman,
1980; Morgan and Streb, 2001). Civics classes can stimulate interest in political affairs, create a
lasting sense of civic duty, and encourage an orientation toward political life that compels people
to be attentive to politics. Knowledge gained through civics instruction can serve as a foundation
for seeking further information. Events, such as an election campaign, public policy
controversy, a discussion of politics, or a media report, may invigorate recall of relevant political
facts that were learned in class. Thus, civic education may be responsible for positioning people
to encounter and be receptive to information about the political world long after they leave the
classroom.

Under the right circumstances, civic education has the potential to offer significant
intentional exposure to political information within a structured environment that can potentially
contribute to the development of civic dispositions and skills. To foster good civic character,
civic education must not only impart knowledge, but should also provide opportunities for
students to apply what they learn and to develop orientations integral to responsible and effective
citizenship (Branson, 1998; Branson and Quigley, 1998). Civic dispositions are orientations
related to democratic character formation. They are the public and private traits essential to the
maintenance and improvement of constitutional democracy (Branson, 1998). The Campaign for
the Civic Mission of Schools (2011) defines civic dispositions as a concern for others' rights and
welfare, fairness, reasonable levels of trust, and a sense of public duty. People who evince a
strong democratic temperament are willing to compromise personal interests for the greater good
(Stambler, 2011). They embrace their democratic rights, responsibilities, and duties in a
responsible, tolerant, and civil manner. They have the confidence to engage in civic affairs and
to participate actively in political life (Torney-Purta and Lopez, 2006).

Civic skills encompass “the abilities necessary to participate as active and responsible
citizens in a democracy” (Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools, 2011: 16). The
development of civic skills is essential for critical thinking that facilitates collective action. The
National Assessment Governing Board of the U.S. Department of Education describes civic
skills as the intersection of intellectual (or cognitive) skills and participatory civic skills that
involve “the use of knowledge to think and act effectively in a reasoned manner in response to
the challenges of life in a constitutional democracy” (2018: 18). Students employ intellectual



skills as they learn to apply civic knowledge to the realities they encounter as citizens (Patrick,
2002). Intellectual skills include the ability to identify, gather, describe, explain, analyze,
synthesize, and evaluate information pertinent to civic life in order to take informed stands on
issues. Participatory skills are required for people to engage in political life. They include the
ability to listen to, process, and express diverse views on issues, to speak openly and express
opinions, to work collaboratively in the community to solve problems, to advocate on behalf of a
cause, to build consensus, negotiate compromise, and manage conflict, and to vote and be an
active participant in political affairs (National Assessment Governing Board, 2018: 18; Patrick,
2002).

Curricula and pedagogy that encourage not only learning of core civics content but also
make a connection to dispositions and skills can produce increases in intellectual and
participatory skills (Deakin Crick, Coates, Taylor, and Ritchie 2005). Civic education
coursework can influence students’ future levels of voting, as well as other forms of political
participation (Bachner 2010, Crawford 2010, Owen 2013, Owen and Riddle 2017). Civics
instruction in middle and high school can impart lasting democratic proclivities and prime
citizenship orientations that develop over a lifetime (Pasek et al. 2008, Kahne and Sporte 2008).
Learning basic information about government and democratic processes in adolescence provides
a foundation for the further acquisition of political knowledge and greater development of civic
skills in adulthood (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, Owen 2008), including an intention to vote
(Cohen and Chaffee 2013).

Quality civic education is particularly important for marginalized populations and
students from less advantaged backgrounds (Youniss, 2011). These students are more likely to
have lower levels of political knowledge than those from more privileged backgrounds. Schools
serving high-need students frequently are under-resourced and have large class sizes. Teachers
m mnner city schools have been found to employ a “pedagogy of poverty” that prioritizes teacher-
centric learning, like lecture, reading aloud, and worksheets, rather than active approaches that
have been found to be more effective (Habmeran, 2010; Hersholt, et al., 1995). In addition,
high-need students have few opportunities to learn and engage outside of the classroom. Still,
civic education has been found to be most effective for increasing democratic capacity in this
student population (Gainus and Martens, 2012

Connecting Knowledge to Dispositions and SkKills

Civic education varies vastly in content, approach, and quality. The connection of
knowledge to civic dispositions and skills does not occur automatically. Teachers can make the
association between knowledge and civic orientations relevant through learning approaches that
actively engage students (Atherton 2000; Campbell 2005; Kim, Parks, and Beckerman 1996;
Galston 2004; Hess 2009; Hess and MacAvoy 2014; Pasek et al. 2008; Owen 2013, 2016;
Morgan, 2016). Pedagogies that encourage both independent and group work can facilitate
students’ development of research and public speaking skills. Students who take part in
programs that integrate problem-solving, collaborative thinking, and cross-disciplinary
approaches in their curricula can develop a greater sense of their own agency as civic actors
(Atherton 2000; Tolo 1998; Finkel 2003; Torney-Purta et al. 2001; Torney-Purta 2002; Torney-
Purta and Amadeo 2012; Lopez et al. 2006; Owen and Riddle 2017).



This study tests the hypothesis that civic knowledge is positively correlated with civic
skills and dispositions. It examines the connection that civic knowledge has to civic dispositions
and skills among middle and high school students who have taken part in two very different civic
education programs—We the People: The Citizen and the Constitution and the Congressional
Academy for History and Civics. We the People is a classroom-based curriculum intervention.
The Congressional Academy is an intensive two-week residential program for students and their
teachers that integrates lectures, group activities, and field trips. A central goal of these
programs is to impart knowledge of political history, especially the establishment of American
democracy, the Constitution and founding documents, key Supreme Court cases, government
institutions, and political processes and practices. Both programs employ active pedagogic
approaches that are conducive to making the connection between knowledge, dispositions and
skills. They are aimed at high-need student populations.

The James Madison Legacy Project

The James Madison Legacy Project is a nationwide initiative of the Center for Civic
Education that aims to expand the availability and effectiveness of civics instruction in
elementary and secondary schools by providing professional development to teachers of high-
need students. The JMLP seeks to increase the number of highly effective teachers through
professional development based on the We the People curriculum. The professional development
program is designed to improve teachers’ civics content knowledge and develop their pedagogic
skills in order to enhance students’ achievement in attaining state standards in civics and
government. The Center implements the JMLP through its nationwide network of affiliated
organizations. Teachers participating in the JMLP professional development program attend
summer institutes where they learn about the We the People curriculum, are educated in subject-
area content, and are instructed in effective pedagogies for presenting the curriculum to students.
Following the JMLP professional development program, teachers implement the WTP
curriculum in their classrooms. The WTP curriculum intervention has involved more than 30
million students and 75,000 teachers in the United States in all 50 states and the District of
Columbia since 1987 (www.civiced.org/wip-the-program). The WTP program is grounded in
the foundations and institutions of American government, and is distinctive for its emphasis on
constitutional principles, the Bill of Rights, and Supreme Court cases, and their relevance to
current issues and debates.

WTP takes an active learning approach to conveying core civics content knowledge. The
curriculum’s culminating activity is a simulated congressional hearing where students prepare to
answer questions from a panel of judges. To prepare for the hearings, students are gain
competencies in following news and public affairs, researching policy issues, developing skills
that foster civil discussions and debates, and learn to work collaboratively to achieve societal
goals, including the importance of compromise. Students take part in a range of learning
activities, such as group projects, debates, and speeches. WTP middle and high school classes
have the option of participating in district and statewide competitions based on the congressional
hearings. States send representatives to the National Finals in Washington, DC that are held each
spring. While participating in the competitions based on the simulated hearings is voluntary,
students from several JMLP classes have made it to the National Finals as either winners of their
state competitions or wild card teams.


about:blank

JMLP Dataand Measures

The data presented here were collected by the Civic Education Research Lab (CERL) at
Georgetown University on the second cohort of the JMLP. Teachers took part in the JMLP
professional development summer institute and follow-up professional development in 2016 and
implemented the curriculum in their classrooms during the academic year 2016-17. A pretest-
posttest design was employed to measure students’ acquisition of civic knowledge, dispositions,
and skills as a result of their participation in the JMLP. Students took the pretest before they
began their civics class and the posttest when they had completed the course.

Civic Knowledge

The evaluation mnstruments test students’ knowledge of core concepts related to the U.S.
Constitution, the institutions of government, and elections and voting. The items reflect those
found on standard tests of civics and American government and are not specifically aligned with
the We the People curriculum. Knowledge items were constructed after examining prior
research, civics inventories, grade-appropriate civics tests, and state civic education rubrics.
Materials related to WTP were not consulted when creating the knowledge tests. The tests
consisted of both original questions and those that have been previously tested and have known
reliability.

Separate grade-appropriate knowledge tests were administered to the middle and high
school students. The middle school test consisted of twenty-two multiple choice and short
answer questions (e.g. How many members serve in the U.S. House of Representatives?), and
the high school test included twenty-seven multiple choice and short answer questions. For
every question, students were given the option of answering “I don’t know.” Additive indexes
were created for the middle and high school tests where one point was awarded for each correct
answer. The “l don’t know” answers were coded as incorrect (scored as zero) (Luskin and
Bullock, 2011). The reliability of the indexes was established by computing Cronbach’s o, and
far exceeded the U.S. Department of Education’s What Works Clearinghouse threshold of .500
(Standards Handbook, Version 4.0: 78) in each case. Cronbach’s a for the middle school was
.770 for the pretest and .910 for the posttest. For high school, the reliability was .874 for the
pretest and .951 for the posttest. In most schools, the test served as the student assessment for
the civics class. (For a detailed description of the data and sampling, see Owen, 2018).

Civic Dispositions

Identical measures tapping civic dispositions were included on the middle and high
school pretests and posttests. Students were asked: 1) How interested are you in American
government and politics? 2) How much attention do you pay to media about government and
politics? 3) How informed are you about what is going on in government and politics? 4) How
often do you follow what’s going on in government and politics through social media? 5) How
important is it for you to personally help out in your community? and 6) How important do you
think it is for people to turn out to vote? Each item was measured on a four-point Likert scale
with a high score corresponding to a strong civic orientation. Additive civic disposition indexes
were created consisting of all of the pretest and posttest items. The civic disposition indexes



ranged from a low of 1 to a high of 19. The reliability (Cronbach’s o) for the middle school
index was .790 and .857 for the high school index.

JMLP Findings

Middle and high school students’ knowledge scores improved significantly as a result of
taking a We the People course in conjunction with the James Madison Legacy Project. A paired
samples t-test was performed to determine the difference in pretest and posttest knowledge
scores. (See Table 1.) Middle school students’ scores improved by 58% from pretest to posttest,
while high school students’ score increased by 28%.

Table 1
Mean Scores on Knowledge of Government and Politics
JMLP
Middle School High School

Political Knowledge Pre 8.03 13.47

Post 12.71 17.28

x Difference 4.68 3.81

Sign. t .00 .00

n 8,134 8,879

When asked if they pay more attention to what’s going on in government and politics
since taking the class, 70% of both middle and high school students answered in the affirmative.
73% of middle school and 66% of high school students felt that they were more prepared to take
part in their community as a result of taking the WTP course. JMLP students’ civic dispositions
as measured by the six items tested increased modestly, on average, from the pretest to the
posttest. The mean score on the civic dispositions index for middle school students was 11.93 on
the pretest and 13.23 on the posttest, a mean difference of 1.30 that was statistically significant at
p<.01. For high school, the pretest index mean was 12.63 and the posttest index mean was
13.74; the mean difference of 1.11 was statistically significant at p<.01. The improvement in the
average scores on the individual civic disposition items were relatively small across the board for
both middle and high school students.

Table 2 presents the frequency distributions for the posttest civic disposition measures.
The overall pattern of the distributions for the measures tapping the extent to which students
were interested in, attentive to, and informed about government and politics were similar for
middle and high school students. The highest percentage of students indicated that they were
somewhat interested, attentive, and informed. The findings for middle and high school students
also were similar for the item measuring how important it is for them to personally help out in
their community. Nearly 40% indicated that it was very important and around 50% felt that it
was somewhat important. 64% of middle school and 70% of high school students responded that
it is very important for people to turn out to vote.



Table 2
Posttest Civic Dispositions (Percentages)

JMLP

Middle High Middle High

School School School School
Interest Attention
Very Interested 13% 16% A Lot 14% 18%
Somewhat 46% 47% Some 44% 51%
Not Very 26% 26% Not Much 32% 24%
Not at all 15% 11% None 10% 7%
n 8,180 8,857 n 8,169 8,869
Informed Follow SM
Very Informed 17% 17% Frequently 16% 24%
Somewhat 52% 58% Sometimes 31% 45%
Not Very 24% 20% Rarely 38% 24%
Not at all 7% 5% Never 15% 7%
n 8,171 8,862 n 8,168 8,851
Community Vote
Very Important 39% 38% Very Important 64% 70%
Somewhat 48% 50% Somewhat 27% 22%
Not Very 9% 9% Not Very 6% 5%
Not at all 4% 3% Not at all 3% 3%
n 8,175 8,850 n 8,175 8,856

To test the hypothesis that higher levels of knowledge are associated with greater civic
orientations, analysis of variance (ANOVA) models were run for middle and high school
students with the posttest knowledge indexes as the dependent variables and posttest civic
dispositions as factors. Table 3 displays the mean values at each level of the factor and the mean
difference between the highest and lowest scores on the knowledge measure. The evidence
clearly supports the hypothesized assumption for all of the civic dispositions examined in the
study. The mean difference between those who are very interested and not interested in politics
was 2.92 for middle school and 5.60 for high school. A similar pattern exists for paying
attention to politics in the media, with a mean difference of 2.84 for middle school and 5.31 for
high school. The difference of means was somewhat larger for the importance of being informed
about politics at both the middle school (3.69) and high school (6.84) levels. The difference
between the highest and lowest scores for following what’s going on in government and politics
was the smallest among the dispositions at 1.50 for middle school and 4.55 for high school.
There were mean differences of 3.76 for middle school and 5.83 for high school on the
importance for students to personally help out in their community. The biggest variations in
knowledge level was between students who felt that it is very important for people to turn out to
vote compared to those indicating that it is not at all important in both middle school (4.03) and



high school (7.30). The mean differences are statistically significant atp <.01 for all
comparisons.

Table 3
ANOVA - Knowledge by Civic Dispositions
JMLP

Middle High Middle High

School School School School
Interest Attention
Very Interested 13.85 19.43 A Lot 13.81 15.84
Somewhat 13.31 17.98 Some 13.22 14.12
Not Very 12.29 16.31 Not Much 12.56 13.00
Not at all 10.91 13.83 None 9.84 10.53
x Difference x Difference
Very/Not 2.92 5.60 A Lot/None 2.84 531
n 8,132 8,874 n 8,132 8,873
Informed Follow SM
Very Informed 13.50 18.66 Frequently 13.51 18.82
Somewhat 13.21 17.92 Sometimes 12.92 17.66
Not Very 12.09 15.64 Rarely 12.56 16.18
Not at all 9.84 11.82 Never 12.01 14.27
x Difference x Difference
Very/Not 3.69 6.84 A Lot/None 1.50 4.55
n 8,129 8,871 n 8,127 8,864
Community Vote
Very Important 13.06 18.10 Very Important 13.52 18.43
Somewhat 12.99 17.41 Somewnhat 11.94 15.60
Not Very 11.84 15.87 Not Very 10.04 12.78
Not at all 9.30 12.27 Not at all 9.49 11.13
X Difference x Difference
Very/Not 3.76 5.83 Very/Not 4.03 7.30
n 8,128 8,861 n 8,127 8,126

The X difference is statistically significant for all comparisons

Correlation and OLS regression analyses were performed to examine the association
between civic knowledge and dispositions further. (See Table 4.) Pearson’s R was calculated to
estimate the correlation between posttest knowledge and the posttest civic disposition indicators.
For the OLS regression models, the dependent variables were the posttest civic disposition
measures; posttest knowledge was entered as an independent variable with pretest civic
dispositions entered as control variables. In this way, it was possible to determine the effect of
students’ political knowledge level on their civic dispositions following the intervention taking
into account their preexisting dispositions scores.

Owerall, the findings indicate that the correspondence between knowledge and
dispositions was somewhat stronger for high school students than for middle school students.



The Pearson’s R coefficients for all of the individual disposition measures were higher for the
high schoolers—interest in government and politics (middle school .188/high school .254),
attention to politics (middle school .150/high school .169), informed about politics (middle
school .183/high school .234), follow politics on social media (middle school .092/high school
.203), and community involvement (middle school .106/high school .154). The highest
correlation was between civic knowledge and attitudes about the importance of voting (middle
school .241/high school .301). Similarly, the standardized regression coefficients for civic
knowledge were larger for the high school students than for the middle school students for all of
these models. The findings for the civic dispositions index were consistent with the results for
the individual measures. The Pearson’s R correlation between knowledge and the civic
dispositions index was lower for middle school students (.239) than for high school students
(.335). The OLS regression coefficient for the index was .203 for middle school and .228 for
high school. All of the coefficients were statistically significant at p<.01.

Table 4
OLS Regression Analysis of Knowledge on Dispositions (beta coefficients)
Correlations (Pearson’s R)

JMLP

Middle High Middle High

School School School School
Interest Attention
Knowledge 154 170 Knowledge 134 141
Pre Interest 372 421 Pre Attention .330 222
R2 174 .235 R2 134 .140
Pearson’s R 188 254 Pearson’s R 150 169
Informed Follow SM
Knowledge .156 194 Knowledge .084 149
Pre Informed .287 .295 Pre Follow SM .335 .380
R2 116 141 R2 121 .182
Pearson’s R 183 234 Pearson’s R 092 203
Community Vote
Knowledge 122 135 Knowledge 214 248
Pre Community 297 .356 Pre Vote .250 281
R2 .106 154 R? 123 .168
Pearson’s R 119 163 Pearson’s R 241 301
Index
Knowledge .203 228
Pre Index 419 .587
R2 .238 423
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| Pearso's R | 239 | 335 | |
All coefficients are significant at p<.01

JMLP Key Takeaways

The analysis of the JMLP data provides support for the proposition that civic knowledge
is positively related to civic dispositions. Civic knowledge among high-need students increased
significantly as a result of their exposure to the WTP curriculum through the JMLP program.
The change in students’ civic dispositions was modest but positive following the course, which is
consistent with taking a civics class that focuses heavily on conveying content knowledge.
There was an association between higher levels of civic knowledge and increased civic
dispositions. The association was stark and evident across a variety of civic orientations,
including political interest, attention, keeping informed, following social media, community
engagement, and perceived importance of voting. The correlation between civic knowledge and
dispositions was higher at the high school level than the middle school level. This trend is
reasonable, as younger students are farther away from being able to participate fully in the
political process, especially by voting, than older students. Politics and government becomes
more relevant to young people as they approach the age of political maturity when they can cast
a ballot.

The Congressional Academy

The Center for Civic Education developed and implemented Presidential and
Congressional Academies to provide an immersive educational experience in civics, American
government, and political history for secondary school teachers and students. The Congressional
Academy for students ran concurrently with the Presidential Academy for teachers from July 7 to
20, 2019. These Academies were the first in a five-year series scheduled for the summers of
2019-2023. The program targets high-need students and their teachers from across the United
States. While preference was given to teachers and students who were able to show that they
met high-need criteria, this was not a requirement for admission to the program. Participants
were recruited through CCE’s extensive network of state civic education coordinators and a
variety of other channels catering to educators. Teachers were encouraged to invite students to
attend the Congressional Academy with an average of two students per teacher, although a small
number of students attended without an accompanying teacher. Applications to the Academies
were reviewed by a panel of civics and history educators and experts. 46 teachers attended the
2019 Presidential Academy and 104 students attended the Congressional Academy. This study
examines findings for the 101 students for whom complete data were collected.

Students participating in the Congressional Academy came from diverse backgrounds.
Some teachers selected students who wanted to learn more about subjects they enjoyed and in
which they excelled. Others chose students for whom civics and history were not their strongest
subjects and who they felt would benefit most from the program. Almost all of the students had
taken basic courses in social studies (82) and American history (95) prior to the Academy. A
smaller number had taken courses in civics (12), AP Government (20), and AP History (36).
Sixteen students had participated in the We the People program. Most of the students were aged
16 or 17 and were rising juniors and seniors in high school. There were 66 female students, 36
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male students, and 1 student who identified as non-binary. The students were racially and
ethnically diverse.

Congressional Academy Data and Measures

Survey data on the Congressional Academy students were collected by the CERL
research team. Before the start of the Academy on the morning of July 8, 2019, the pretest
survey was administered. Students took the posttest on the afternoon of July 19, 2019, at the
conclusion of the Academy. The tests were taken on paper and proctored by CERL researchers.
Students were not permitted to use any form of personal technology or to consult other materials
while taking the surveys. Complete pretests and posttests were obtained from 101 of the 104
students who were enrolled in the Academy and were used in this study. 80 students constituting
the high-need population attended Title | schools (TIS) and 21 students did not attend Title |
institutions (non-TIS).

The pre and post Academy surveys included measures of knowledge of American
government, politics, and political history as well as civic dispositions and skills. The civic
dispositions incorporated in the study were political interest and attention, respect for the rule of
law, attitudes about taking part in political discussions, community engagement, government
service, civic duty, trust in government, and trust of the media. To tap into civic skills, students
were asked if they were able to perform a variety of tasks in response to a community problem,
such as researching the problem, organizing others to work collaboratively for a solution, and
contacting public officials. This measure reflects students’ confidence in their ability to take
civic action. Identical items were asked on the pretests and posttests.

Civic Knowledge

Political knowledge was based on students’ responses to 40 multiple choice items asked
on the pretest, which established a baseline, and the posttest. The questions tested core
knowledge about American political history and government. Items dealt with founding
principles, the U.S. Constitution, Supreme Court cases, elections and voting, among other topics.
(See Appendix A for complete question wording.) The knowledge items were constructed after
consulting prior research, civics inventories, grade-appropriate civics and history tests, sample
Advanced Placement (AP) government and history tests, and state civic education rubrics. The
items were not overly-aligned with the Congressional Academy curriculum. Each item was
worth one point; the range of possible test scores was 0 to 40. The highest score by students on
the pretest was 33 and was on the posttest was 35. Additive indexes of the pretest and posttest
knowledge items were created (Cronbach’s o pretest was .877 and posttest was .853).

Civic Dispositions

Two items tapping the students’ iterest in and attention to American government and
politics were included on the pretest and posttest: 1) How interested are you in American
government and politics? and 2) How much attention do you pay to media about government and
politics? The responses were measured on 4-point Likert scales (scored low to high
interest/attention). The items were combined in a political interest and attention index (range 1-
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6; Cronbach’s a pretest was .686 and posttest was .540). A collapsed version of the index with
three categories (low/moderate/high levels of interest and attention) was created for use in the
ANOVA analysis.

Respect for the rule of law was examined in relation to government officials as well as
the students themselves. Students were asked how much they agreed with the statement:
Government officials should follow rules and laws at all times. They also were asked if it was
their responsibility to obey rules and laws. The items were measured using a five-point Likert
scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree). An additive rule of law index was constructed from
these two items (Cronbach’s a pretest was .773 and posttest was .780). A collapsed version of
the index consisting of three categories (low/moderate/high respect for the rule of law) was
constructed.

The survey included four items measuring students’ propensity to engage in political
discussions. Students were asked how strongly they agreed with the following statements: 1) I
enjoy talking about politics and political issues, 2) When | hear news about an issue, | try to find
out if it represents all sides, 3) I listen to people talk about politics even when | disagree with
them, and 4) People should be allowed to express unpopular opinions. The items were measured
using a five-point Likert scale (ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree). An additive
political discussion index was created (range 1-10; Cronbach’s a pretest was .662 and posttest
was .733). A collapsed version of the political discussion index consisting of three categories
(low/moderate/high propensity to discuss politics) was created for use in the ANOVA analysis.

Students’ attitudes about community engagement were measured by ther agreement with
three statements: 1) It is my responsibility to be actively involved in my community, 2) | believe
| can make a difference in my community, and 3) By working with others in the community, |
can make things better. These items were combined in a community engagement index (range 1-
9; Cronbach’s a pretest was .716 and posttest was .853). The community engagement index was
collapsed to form a three-category variable (low/moderate/high engagement).

Two items took into account students’ inclination to pursue a career in government
service or to run for office. Students were asked how strongly they agreed with the statements:
1) I am interested in a career in government and politics and 2) I may run for office one day. An
additive index of government service was computed from these two items (range 1-9;
Cronbach’s o pretest was .786 and posttest was .879). The index was collapsed to form a three-
category variable (low/moderate/high inclination for government service).

Civic duty was measured by students’ responses to a battery of five items. How much do
you agree that it is your responsibility to do the following: 1) vote in elections when you are
eligible, 2) serve on a jury, 3) obey rules and laws, 4) keep informed about government and
politics, and 5) serve in the military (range 1-12; Cronbach’s o pretest was .578 and posttest was
.601). The index was collapsed into three categories indicating low, moderate, and high levels of
civic duty.

Two aspects of political trust were examined in the study—trust in government and trust
in the media. A single item indicated trust in government: | trust government officials to do
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what is right most of the time. It was measured on a five-point Likert scale where students
indicated their agreement with the statement. The surveys included two indicators of trust in the
media: 1) I trust the news media and 2) I trust information about government and politics that |
find online. The media trust measures were used to create an additive index (range 1-9;
Cronbach’s o pretest was .655 and posttest was .645). The government and media trust indexes
was collapsed into three-category variables (low/moderate/high trust) for the ANOVA analysis.

Civic Skills

It is difficult to measure students’ civic skills directly, especially using survey methods.
We examined students’ confidence in their civic skills, which is an important precondition of
action (Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools, 2011: 16). We used a hypothetical situation
to determine if students thought that they could take a variety of civic actions to work toward
solving a problem in their community. Students were asked: If you found out about a problem in
your community that you wanted to do something about, how well do you think you would be
able to do each of the following: 1) research the problem, 2) create a plan to address the problem,
3) get other people to care about the problem, 4) attend a meeting about the problem, 5) express
your views in front of a group of people, 6) write a letter to a local news outlet, 7) organize a
petition, 8) contact a government official, 9) use social media to publicize the problem, and 10)
use social media to organize people to take action to solve the problem. The students could
respond that they definitely could, probably could, probably could not, and definitely could not
take each action. The probably could not and definitely could not categories were collapsed for
the difference of means tests. An additive index of civic skills was computed (range 1-37;
Cronbach’s o was .838 for the pretest and .901 for the posttest).

Congressional Academy Findings

Students gained significant content knowledge of American history and government after
participating in the Congressional Academy. A paired samples t-test was performed to
determine the difference in pretest and posttest knowledge scores. (See Table 5.) For all
students, the average pretest score was 21.56 and the average posttest score was 25.24. The
mean difference in the pretest-posttest scores was 3.55 which was statistically significant at
p<.01. Knowledge scores differed depending upon whether a student attended a Title | school or
not. The mean score on the pretest was lower for Title | school students (20.66) than for students
attending non-Title |schools (25.24). The average knowledge gain for TIS students (3.83) was
greater than for non-TIS students (2.47). The knowledge gain for both groups was statistically
significant at p<.01.

14



Table 5
Mean Scores on Knowledge of American Government and Politics
Congressional Academy

Title 1 Not Title 1 All
School School Students
Political Knowledge Pre 20.58 25.24 21.56
Post 24.58 27.71 25.24
x Difference 4.00 2.47 3.68
Sign. t .00 .00 .00
n 80 21 101

The civic dispositions of students attending the Congressional Academy generally
increased from pretest to posttest. (See Table 6.) Scores for both TIS and non-TIS students
improved on measures of political interest and attention, political discussion, government
service, civic duty, trust in government, and trust in media. Support for the rule of law increased
for TIS students, but not for the non-TIS participants. The scores of TIS students on the
community engagement measure were higher on the posttest than the pretest. (See Owen and
Hartzell, 2019, for a more detailed discussion of these findings.)

Table 6
Mean Scores on Civic Dispositions
Congressional Academy

Title 1 Not Title 1 All
School School Students
Political Interest and Attention Pre 4.68 5.04 4.76
Post 5.10 5.62 5.21
X Difference A2 57 .45
Sign. t .00 .00 .00
Rule of Law Pre 6.08 6.19 6.10
Post 6.23 6.38 6.26
x Difference g1 .19 .16
Sign. t .08 n.s. n.s.
Political Discussion Pre 6.71 7.33 6.84
Post 7.30 8.38 7.53
X Difference .59 1.05 .69
Sign. t .00 .01 .00
Community Engagement Pre 6.87 7.95 7.10
Post 7.41 8.19 7.58
x Difference 54 .24 .48
Sign.t .00 n.s. .00
Government Service Pre 5.03 571 5.18
Post 5.48 6.38 5.66
X Difference 45 .67 .49
Sign. t .02 .00 .00
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Civic Duty Pre 8.01 8.71 8.15

Post 8.47 9.10 8.59

x Difference 46 .39 44

Sign. t 01 .06 .00

Trust Government Pre 2.87 3.05 2.91
Post 3.24 3.38 3.27

X Difference 37 .33 44

Sign. t .00 .05 .00

Trust Media Pre 4.37 4.85 4.47
Post 3.24 5.60 491

x Difference 37 .75 .36

Sign. t 01 .00 .00

n 80 21 101

In order to establish that heightened civic dispositions are associated with higher levels of
knowledge, | conducted ANOVA analyses with posttest knowledge as the dependent variable
and the collapsed posttest civic disposition measures as factors. Table 7 presents the mean
values for high, moderate, and low scores on each of the disposition measures as well as the
mean difference between the low and high score categories. The trend consistently indicates that
higher average levels of civic knowledge track with high scores on the disposition measures and
low mean knowledge scores are evident for low scores on civic dispositions. There are some
notable differences between Title | and non-Title |schools. However, not all of the mean
differences between the low and high scores are statistically significant; the number of cases is
relatively small, especially for the non-Title | condition, so some rather large differences are not
significant.

Students from Title | schools who exhibited high levels of political interest and attention
had far higher mean knowledge scores than those with low interest. The mean difference of 8.51
was strong and statistically significant. However, the relationship was not nearly as pronounced
for non-Title | school students and the mean difference scores were not significant. A similar
pattern was apparent for political discussion, where the mean difference between high and low
average scores for Title 1schools was 5.33, which was statistically significant, and 2.25 for non-
Title 1 school (not significant). Title | students who were most likely to state that they would be
likely to take a position in government service had significantly higher levels of knowledge than
those who were not inclined to hold a government service job. A similar trend was apparent for
non-Title I students, although the mean difference is not statistically significant. There was a
large difference in the mean knowledge scores between Title | students who scored high and low
on civic duty (x difference of 6.66) that was statistically significant. Again, the trend was similar
for non-Title | students, but the size of the mean difference between those scoring high and low
on civic duty was smaller and non-significant. A pattern consistent with the hypothesis that
political knowledge is positively associated with civic disposition is evident for support for the
rule of law, community engagement (especially for Title I students), trust in government, and
trust in media, but the mean differences in knowledge were not statistically significant.
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Table 7
ANOVA - Knowledge by Civic Dispositions
Congressional Academy

Title 1 School Non-Title | All Students
School

Political Interest and Attention
High 26.91 27.56 27.12
Moderate 24.42 29.27 24.88
Low 18.40 26.00 19.29
x Difference Low/High 8.512 1.56 7.832
Rule of Law
High 25.22 31.00 25.40
Moderate 23.50 29.42 25.47
Low 22.50 26.17 23.44
X Difference Low/High 2.72 4.83 1.96
Political Discussion
High 26.07 29.00 26.54
Moderate 23.38 27.88 23.92
Low 20.73 26.75 21.25
x Difference Low/High 5.33P 2.25 5.292
Community Engagement
High 25.48 27.73 26.02
Moderate 22.52 27.67 23/67
Low 22.09 -- 23/90
x Difference Low/High 3.39 -- 2.12
Government Service
High 26.71 27.50 26.52
Moderate 26.00 27.50 26.22
Low 21.00 23.12 21.74
x Difference Low/High 5.712 4.40 4.922
Civic Duty
High 26.48 29.80 26.53
Moderate 25.89 27.57 26.22
Low 19.82 26.67 21.60
x Difference Low/High 6.662 3.13 4,932
Trust Government
High 26.39 29.00 26.76
Moderate 23.88 28.78 26.02
Low 23.76 26.22 24.27
x Difference Low/High 2.62 2.78 2.52
Trust Media
High 25.94 30.50 26.45
Moderate 24.15 26.80 24.39
Low 23.44 27.17 24.85
x Difference Low/High 2.50 3.33 1.60

Total n=101; Title | n=80; non-Title 1 n=21 3p<.01 Pp<.05 °p<.10
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Correlation and OLS regression analyses were performed to examine the association
between civic knowledge and dispositions for the Academy data. (See Table 8.) Pearson’s R
was calculated to estimate the correlation between posttest knowledge and the posttest civic
disposition indicators. For the OLS regression models, the dependent variables were the posttest
civic disposition measures; posttest knowledge was entered as an independent variable holding
constant pretest civic dispositions. The bivariate correlation between posttest knowledge and
political interest/attention was strong (.435). The association remained robust (.295) and
significant in the OLS regression model that controls for pretest interest/attention. For political
discussion, the bivariate correlation was relatively strong at .404, while the beta coefficient was
substantially smaller (.125) and only approached statistical significance. A similar trend was
apparent for civic duty, as the bivariate relationship (.250) was significant and the beta
coefficient (.112) was significant atthe .10 level. Government service (.356) and community
engagement (.167) were significantly correlated with knowledge in the bivariate case, but the
relationship did not hold up when the control for the pretest disposition was imposed. The
measures of trust in government and the media were somewhat correlated with knowledge.
There was almost no difference between the bivariate correlation and beta coefficient for trust in
government. However, media trust was not significant in the regression equation.

Table 8
OLS Regression Analysis of Knowledge on Dispositions (beta coefficients)
Correlations (Pearson’s R)
Congressional Academy

Interest and Attention Rule of Law

Knowledge .2952 Knowledge .037
Pre Interest/Attention 4732 Pre Rule of Law .8212
Adj. R? .3902 Adj R? .6692
Pearson’s R 4352 Pearson’s R .046
Political Discussion Community Engagement

Knowledge .125¢ Knowledge 024
Pre Political Discussion .6922 Pre Engagement .6982
Adj. R? 5592 Adj. R? 4842
Pearson’s R 4042 Pearson’s R 167¢
Government Service Civic Duty

Knowledge 072 Knowledge 112¢
Pre Government Service 12438 Pre Civic Duty 7528
Adj. R? .5612 Adj. R? 5972
Pearson’s R 3562 Pearson’s R 2502
Trust Government Trust Media

Knowledge 1620 Knowledge .094
Pre Trust Government .6822 Pre Trust Media 7222
Adj. R? 4842 Adj. R? 5342
Pearson’s R Pearson’s R

18



| | 1662 || | 1622

n=101
ap<.01 Pp<.05 °p<.10

Difference of means tests revealed that Academy students’ civic skills had improved by
the conclusion of the program. (See Table 9.) The average increase in civic skills scores was
notably higher for the non-TIS students (2.90) than for their Title | counterparts (.97). The mean

improvement in scores for all students was 1.36. All of the mean differences were statistically
significant.

Table 9
Mean Scores on Civic Skills
Congressional Academy

Title 1 Not Title 1 All
School School Students
Civic Skills Pre 27.58 27.85 27.64
Post 28.55 30.75 29.00
X Difference .97 2.90 1.36
Sign. t .05 .00 .00

There was some evidence to suggest that enhanced civic knowledge was associated with
higher civic skills levels, but the findings are somewhat weak, especially for Title | students.
(See Table 10.) The mean knowledge difference between TIS students with high and low civic
skills was only .76, and was not statistically significant. The difference was greater for non-TIS
school was greater (3.78), but it also was not significant.

Table 10
ANOVA - Knowledge by Civic Skills
Congressional Academy

Title 1 School Non-Title 1 All Students
School
Civic Skills
High 24.89 28.61 25.88
Moderate 24.09 26.53 24.64
Low 24.13 24.83 24.25
x Difference Low/High 76 3.78 1.62

An OLS regression model was estimated with posttest civic skills as the dependent
variable, posttest political knowledge as the independent variable, and pretest civic skills as the
control variable. (See Table 11.) The bivariate correlation between knowledge and civic skills
was .225, and was statistically significant at p<.01. However, the beta coefficient for civic skills

in the OLS regression model is near zero, indicating that the pre-Academy civic skills mitigated
the knowledge effects.
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Table 11
OLS Regression Analysis of Knowledge on Civic Skills (beta coefficients)
Correlations (Pearson’s R)
Congressional Academy

Civic Skills

Knowledge .028
Pre Civic Skills .7022
Adjusted R? 4802
Pearson’s R 2252
n=101 2p<.01

Congressional Academy Key Takeaways

The Congressional Academy is a unique program in that it combines classroom-style
civics content lessons with experiential elements, including intensive competency-building
activities and field trips that were directly conducive to developing civic orientations. The
findings reflect the emphasis on these program elements, as students not only gained significant
knowledge, but also evidenced strong positive gains in civic dispositions and, to a lesser extent,
skills that are atypical for ordinary civics classes. In general, high-need students had lower
scores on the civic knowledge, disposition, and skills measures prior to the Academy than the
non-TIS students. They acquired significant knowledge as a result of the program. TIS
students’ gains in respect for the rule of law, community engagement, and civic duty exceed
those of their non-TIS counterparts, whose increases were higher for political interest and
attention, political discussion, government service, and media trust. Mean difference scores for
trust in government were about the same for both groups.

As was the case for the JMLP, the average political knowledge scores increased along
with the level of civic orientations. The trend was more evident for the TIS students than the
non-TIS students for political interest and attention, political discussion, community
engagement, government service, and civic duty. The knowledge/disposition connection was
stronger for certain dispositions than others. The association between posttest knowledge and
interest and attention, political discussion, civic duty, and trust in government remain significant
after controlling for pretest dispositions. The findings for civic skills are less pronounced than for
civic dispositions.

It is important to note that the pre and post Academy data were collection over a two-
week period during which students had an intensive civic education experience. In order to
ascertain whether the observed trends will persist in the long term, follow up surveys will be
conducted at the conclusion of the 2019-2020 academic year. During this time period, Academy
students will be participating in arange of activities that build upon their summer experience.
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Conclusion

Quality curriculum interventions and programs can create a learning environment that
connects content knowledge to the acquisition of civic dispositions and skills. Participation in
the JMLP and the Congressional Academy significantly increased students’ knowledge of
government and politics. The programs, especially the Academy, contributed to students’
development of civic orientations. This study has established an empirical association between
knowledge and dispositions, and to a smaller degree civic skills, among high-need students who
received civics training that integrated substantive information with active learning elements.

The evidence clearly established that higher levels of knowledge are associated with
heightened civic orientations. The JMLP data revealed that the difference in knowledge levels
between those with strong and weak civic dispositions was greater for high school students than
middle school students. The Academies study showed that the connection between knowledge
and civic dispositions is especially apparent for high-need students.

The analysis of civic skills was limited to the Academies study, and the findings are less
robust than for civic dispositions. Skills are more difficult than dispositions to convey through
civic education programs, like the JMLP and the Academy, as students do not have the
opportunity to engage directly in community activities or political affairs. Action civics
programs, such as the Center’s Project Citizen (https//www.civiced.org/programs/project-
citizen), or service learning itiatives may be more conducive to students’ acquisition of civic
skills. The items used in this study do not directly measure civic skills, but instead capture
students’ confidence in taking action to solve a problem in their community.

While the study findings are compelling, some caveats are in order. It is possible to
establish a correlation between political knowledge and civic dispositions and skills; however, it
is more difficult to specify the causal relationship. The association between knowledge and civic
orientations is complex and likely reciprocal. Causal ambiguity also surrounds the role of civic
education in the service of creating the nexus between knowledge and dispositions/skills
(Eveland, Hayes, Shah, and Kwak, 2005). Numerous factors can intervene in the relationship,
such as news media use, discussions of public affairs outside of the classroom, and social status
which positions people to have greater or less exposure to the civic realm.
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