Civics and Citizenship Education
and the National Assessment

Program

By Warren Prior

VASST Civics and Citizenship Education Project Officer

For some time I have been thinking that
I would not live long enough to see the
publishing of the Ministerial Council

on Education, Employment, Training
and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) report,
National Assessment Program. Civics
and Citizenship, 2004, Years 6 and 10.

But at long last this report has been published, with minimal media
coverage, in late December 2006, even though the date on the report
cover says 2004.

The report, published by MCEETYA is available online from www.
mceetya.edu.au/meeetya/default.asp?id=12182

The timing of the release was unlikely to generate much interest by
teachers, the public and the media generally.

Conspiracy theory exposed

So before trying to analyse the substantive findings of the report, let’s
pause for a moment to reflect, speculate and ‘conspiratorialise” on
why this report took so long to reach the public arena. This exercise in
speculation needs to take place, because, as we speak, the Australian
Council for Educational Research (ACER), the project manager for
this 2004 National Assessment Program, is preparing the next national
assessment in Givics and Gitizenship Education, due to take place in
October this year.

Some issues for consideration are:

»  Why the delay?

« How can comparative judgements between the assessment findings
be made if no public analysis has been made of the first ‘baseline’
study?

»  What can be learned about Civics and Citizenship Education from
such a short time frame?

«  Why publish a report about one of our five national education
priority areas Civics and Citizenship Education when schools are
closed, when the media is not interested and when the federal
government is still procrastinating about whether to participate
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in an international
assessment project in
Civics and Citizenship
Education ?

Having gained agreement
from ALL state and federal
governments to conduct

the research, why do state
governments, including
Victoria, refuse to sign off on
the report in the lead up to

state elections? L

I'm not at all sure if I have

any of the answers to these

questions. The background to this fist national assessment of civics and
citizenship in Australia, is long, tortuous and at times very public. The
desire to test students in Civics and Citizenship Education should be
seen in the context of the:

« development of the National Goals of Schooling

» Federal Government’s decision to declare Civics and Citizenship
Education one of the five national educational priority areas.
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« rapidly changing global environments and contexts
« national history debates

« Tederal Government’s perception of the lack of values in
government schools, especially the Prime Minister’s 2006 Australia
Day speech

« Federal Government attempts at creating a national curriculum

« development of national statements of learning for civics and
citizenship

=« current valuing in education of only those areas that can be
quantified, measured and assessed

= politicisation of debates about migration, refugees, the republican
movement, and what it means to be an Australian

= particular political ideologies of the current and previous federal
education ministers.

The current Federal Government has so far spent §30+ million on
promoting Civics and Citizenship Education, mainly through the
Discovering Democracy program. Hard evidence about the extent of
the impact of the Discovering Democracy (DD) program is lacking
despite several evaluation studies. However, my view is that Civics and
Citizenship Education is now much more widely acknowledged as

an area of the curriculum, despite a range of ambiguities about the
mechanics of what, how, when and where in the curriculum.

The recent development of the National Statements for Civics and
Citizenship Education has, however, impacted on the state education
system curriculum in that, in Victoria, Civics and Citizenship Education
now has a very prominent place in VELS. In our federal system it could
be expected that the timing of the testing would have a differential
impact on student outcomes due to different stages of the development
of state curriculum to include Civics and Citizenship Education. In
other words, this 2004 testing took place, in Victoria at least, before
VELS and therefore before Civics and Citizenship Education was a
formal component of our curriculum.

The interesting conclusion to this conspiracy section is that the second
round of national testing in Civics and Citizenship Education will take
place in October 2007. This is a result of the three-year cycle process
that the federal government has put in place to regularly monitor
national education priority areas. In other words, there will be very
limited time and opportunities for teachers, schools and systems to
learn from the outcomes of the first testing and therefore limited
comparative measuring of progress or growth in student learning,

The testing process

ACER was contracted by MCEETYA to undertake the assessment of
a national sample of more than 20,000 Australian Year 6 and Year
10 students in approximately 600 schools in 2004. The assessment
comprised multiple-choice and open-ended response questions on
concepts such as the rationale for the citizenship pledge, social
responsibility, basic historical and political facts, and the impact
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of influencing factors such as the media on democracy. In VELS
terms, this first national testing focused on both civic knowledge and
understanding, and community engagement.

The test items for both years were scaled together, using test items
response theory. This scaling provided a score on a common scale
linking Year 6 and Year 10.

A starting point for the development of test items was the need to clearly
articulate and, by so doing, define both ‘civics” and ‘citizenship’. In
Victoria, we have described two components — civic knowledge and
community engagement. In other words, we believe that these are the
two attributes of a ‘good citizen’. In the national testing process, the
ACER team, led by Suzanne Mellor, defined the ‘good citizen’ within
two key performance measures (KPM):

« KPM I — Civics: Knowledge and understanding of civic institutions
and processes (knowledge of key concepts and understandings
relating to civic institutions and processes in Australian democracy,
government, law, national identity, diversity, cohesion and social
justice)

»  KPM 2 — Citizenship: Dispositions and skills for participation
(understandings related to the attitudes, values, dispositions,
beliefs, and actions that underpin active democratic citizenship).

The assessment items at both grade 6 and year 10 elaborate these two
KPMs in much more detail. Some assessment items are the same for
both year levels so that the levels of conceptual progress, if any, can be
measured over the four years. Other items assess different aspects of
Civics and Citizenship Education. The Year 10 KPMs assume the Year 6
KPMs have already been achieved by students.

Test items

Here is an example of a test item to give you an indication of how
Civics and Citizenship Education outcomes can be assessed.

Year 6

Jenny is walking along the street and has some rubbish to get rid
of. She knows that it is against the law to litter, but there are no
bins around. She also knows that it is very unlikely that she will
get caught and get a fine.

In this situation, why is it 720¢ okay for Jenny to drop her rubbish
on the ground?

Here the process is one of locating the question within the appropriate
KPM and then to develop a hierarchical code of responses. For example,
if a student said ‘Who cares!” they would get a 0 score. Another student
who talks about the environmental impact would get a 2 score.
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The proficiency standards (0, 1, 2, 3 levels) are described in the report
(page xii) as being ‘a level of performance that would be expected for a
student at that year level’.

Note the test developer’s bolded ‘not” and the values embedded in
this and how this item demonstrates how we can assess Civics and
Citizenship Education dispositions.

It is worth looking at the report for many other examples of test items
and to reflect on how the KPMs are useful for planning outcomes for
your Civics and Citizenship Education programs. The choice of these
two areas to be assessed is reflective of the ACER test items developers’
views about Civics and Citizenship Education. Our Prime Minister may
well have another view! The broader issue for schools when thinking
about the development of Givics and Gitizenship Education programs is
that there is never a single Civics and Citizenship Education ‘narrative’.
There will always be several views about the central issues in Civics and
Citizenship Education in your school community, and in a democracy
we should allow opportunities to hear a range of takes on what it
means to be a citizen.

Key findings

This report of the 2004 nationwide assessment in Civics and Citizenship
Education of both Year 6 and Year 10 students provides a useful
baseline map of achievement. The results indicate a curriculum
situation in Australia where there is no consistent ‘formal’ curriculum
in Civics and Citizenship Education and therefore inconsistencies

in results was to be expected. In Victoria now, we have Civics and
Citizenship Education having a prominent place in VELS. This is not
to suggest that all schools have developed school-wide integrated Givics
and Citizenship Education programs.

The National Assessment Program indicated some gaps in student
conceptual understanding about key Civics and Citizenship Education
concepts.

« Young Australians seemed to appreciate their democracy, but their
level of knowledge and understanding of civics and citizenship was
less than was expected by a range of experts in the field.

«  Half of Year 6 students and 39 per cent of Year 10 students met
defined proficiency standards in Australian civics and citizenship
knowledge. Students lacked knowledge of key information about
national events and nationally representative symbols — such as
Australia Day, ANZAC Day, and the role of the Governor-General.

=« Students also notably struggled with the concept of ‘the common
good’ — strategies that refer to how individuals can influence
systems for the benefit of society. They either didn’t understand it,
didn’t believe in it, or couldn’t see how they could exercise it.
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Two of the findings that surprised researchers involved Australian
history. Only 16 per cent of Year 6 students and 23 per cent of Year
10 students could correctly name the event commemorated on
Australia Day. Further, only 17 per cent of Year 6 and 27 per cent of
Year 10 students could articulate why Australia Day is sometimes
called Invasion Day.

Students also struggled to explain the significance of iconic
symbols and events such as aspects of the Australian flag and
ANZAG Day. The role of the Governor-General provided another
stumbling block, with only 7 per cent of Year 6 students and 23 per
cent of Year 10 students able to correctly identify official vice regal
duties.

= Half of Year 6 and 39 per cent of Year 10 students met the
proficiency standards in Australian civic and citizenship knowledge
— the standards as determined by the test developers and key
stakeholders.

«  Female students at both Year 6 and Year 10 levels scored marginally
higher at all proficiency levels.

= Mean performance of students in remote schools was significantly
lower than that of students in metropolitan schools.

»  Atboth year levels, Indigenous students did not perform as well as
non-Indigenous students.

»  Watching the news on TV was the most frequent civic-related
activity outside of school, with 4 out of 5 students watching the
news at least once a week.

= According to students, most schools provided an opportunity for
them to be represented on student councils.

The report is worth reading. It provides a picture into the minds of two
cohorts of students about Civics and Citizenship Education concepts.
It revealed some amazing gaps in their understandings. However, this
results emphasises the contentious nature of Civics and Citizenship
Education and the difficulties of determining what's worth knowing
and just what is ‘essential leaning’. The report also indicates how it is
possible to assess (and report on) students’ civics understandings and
citizenship dispositions. The KPMs provide a very useful exposition

of the many components of both civics and citizenship and could be
used to begin an audit and school community discussion about the
development of Civics and Citizenship Education programs.

ACER will also conduct the next phase of the MCEETYA National
Assessment Program: Civics and Citizenship in 2007. Preparation
work is underway for the 2007 assessment, which will involve a sample
of around 14,000 students at Year 6 and Year 10 levels in over 600
schools. When results from the 2007 assessment are analysed it will be
possible to determine whether improvement has been made since 2004.
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