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(Discussion + Debate + Simulation) × Current Issues = Intelligent Students

A new study, Do Discussion, Debate, and Simulations Boost NAEP Civics Performance? 

presents strong evidence that using active teaching methods in the classroom raises students’ civics education scores. This research shows strong evidence for three practices:

• Discussing current events,

• Debating issues (including current controversies), 

and

• Simulations, such as mock trials or Model UN.

Students that participated in these activities scored higher on the National Assessment of Educational

Progress (NAEP) test of knowledge of civics and American government. That test is given in grades 4, 8,

and 12 nationwide. Ten years ago, the seminal report The Civic Mission of Schools outlined a set of six “promising practices” for teaching civics to America’s K-12 school students, including these three methods. (The other promising practices described in the 2003 report — service-learning, extracurricular activities and student voice in school governance — are not measured by the NAEP).

The new study also found that students who are white or better off economically are more likely to receive these practices, and they benefit more when they do.

The new report was released by Tufts University’s Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE). CIRCLE’s lead researcher and author of the report, Kei Kawashima-Ginsberg, said, “Uneven distribution of these practices [in schools] by race and class remains a problem. Also, [because] white and affluent students tended to benefit more when they experienced these practices, we still need new strategies to narrow gaps in civic
