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INTERNATIONAL CIVIC EDUCATION STUDY SHOWS MAJORITY OF 14-YEAR-OLDS IN 28 COUNTRIES EXPECT TO VOTE AS ADULTS, BUT DO NOT INTEND TO PARTICIPATE IN OTHER CONVENTIONAL POLITICAL ACTIVITIES

First IEA Study of Civic Education Since 1971

Assesses Civic Knowledge, Engagement, and Attitudes

Washington, DC - The International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) today released the results of a cross-national study that examined the civic knowledge, engagement, and attitudes of 14-year-old students in 28 democratic countries. IEA is the organization responsible for the much-heralded Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS). 

The IEA Civic Education Study reveals that young people believe that good citizenship includes the obligation to vote and to obey the law.  However, four out of five students do not intend to participate in conventional political activities such as joining a political party, writing letters to newspapers, or being a candidate for a local office. Nevertheless, students are willing to become engaged in other forms of civic life such as collecting money for a social cause or charity, and they believe it is important for adult citizens to participate in community and environmental groups.

The IEA study also found that schools that model democratic practices in classrooms, by creating an open climate for discussing issues, are most effective in promoting civic knowledge and engagement among students. However, across countries many students do not experience this positive type of classroom environment.

The IEA Civic Education Study is an ambitious project in which the civic knowledge of 90,000 students was assessed in 1999. Survey topics also included students’ concepts of their role as citizens, their attitudes toward democratic institutions and individual rights, and their intent to become involved in civic activities when they become adults. The findings are contained in a report, Citizenship and Education in Twenty-eight Countries: Civic Knowledge and Engagement at Age Fourteen, by Judith Torney-Purta, Rainer Lehmann, Hans Oswald, and Wolfram Schulz.

“This is a landmark study that shows the changing faces of democracy,” said Hans Wagemaker, IEA’s Executive Director, upon releasing the report. “These changes present both new challenges and new opportunities for countries seeking to nourish and preserve democratic institutions. Effective civic education involves schools, as well as parents, communities, and peers.”  

Although countries participating in the IEA study represented diverse democratic political systems, there was a core of agreement about what constituted the most important topics in civic education. A seven-year process of international collaboration made it possible to construct a meaningful, reliable, and valid international test of student knowledge about fundamental democratic principles and processes, as well as a survey of concepts of citizenship, attitudes, and civic-related activities. Questions about governmental structures specific to individual nations were not included in the international test.

The following countries participated in the IEA study: Australia, Belgium (French), Bulgaria, Chile, Colombia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, England, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Greece, Hong Kong (SAR), Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russian Federation, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United States.

“The IEA Civic Education Study confirms that schools can play an important role in preparing our young people to be more knowledgeable about democratic processes and more engaged in civic life,” said Judith Torney-Purta, Professor of Human Development at the University of Maryland, chair of the international steering committee for the study, and the lead author of the report. “By teaching civic content and skills, modeling democratic practices in classrooms, emphasizing the importance of elections, and providing opportunities for students to participate in civic-oriented extra-curricular activities, schools can contribute significantly to encouraging today’s students to become tomorrow’s participating citizens.”    

The study itself is an example of collaboration between universities in the United States and Germany. The Humboldt University of Berlin served as the International Coordinating Center for the study under the direction of Rainer Lehmann, who also co-authored the report.  Substantial funding for the study was provided by the German Science Association (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft).

The study also found that youth organizations have an untapped potential for fostering civic engagement.  “Young people have a great deal to contribute to civic life,” said Karen Hein, president of the William T. Grant Foundation, which helped fund the IEA study. “They care about the world around them and have different ways of expressing their connection to it.”

Comparatively, the United States did well on the IEA assessment. Students scored significantly higher than the international mean in civic knowledge. They also scored above the international mean with respect to measures of civic engagement such as expected participation in political activities (i.e., intent to vote). In addition, students in the United States scored significantly higher than the international mean with regard to measures of civic attitudes such as trust in government institutions, positive attitudes toward immigrants, and support for women’s political rights. 

This report of the IEA international study will be followed by individual national reports. These reports will provide further analysis of the knowledge and attitudes of students on a country by country basis. The report of results focusing on the United States is scheduled for release on April 27, 2001, at the annual meeting of the Education Writers Association in Phoenix, Arizona. 

The International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) is an independent, international consortium of national research institutions and governmental research agencies, with headquarters in Amsterdam. Its primary purpose is to conduct large-scale comparative studies of educational achievement with the aim of gaining more in-depth understanding of the effects of policies and practices within and across systems of education.

-###-

NOTE TO EDITORS: A summary of major findings of the 1999 IEA Civic Education Study is attached.

CITIZENSHIP AND EDUCATION IN TWENTY-EIGHT COUNTRIES: 

CIVIC KNOWLEDGE AND ENGAGEMENT AT AGE FOURTEEN

Judith Torney-Purta, Rainer Lehmann, Hans Oswald, and Wolfram Schulz

~ Major Findings of the 1999 IEA Civic Education Study ~
Civic Knowledge

· Students in most countries have an understanding of fundamental democratic values and institutions – but this understanding is often superficial. 

· In almost all participating countries, students from homes that have more books demonstrate more civic knowledge, as do students who have high levels of aspiration for future education.

· Schools that model democratic practices in classrooms, by creating an open climate for discussing issues, are most effective in promoting civic knowledge and engagement among students. However, across countries many students do not experience this positive type of classroom environment.

· Gender differences are minimal with regard to civic knowledge, but substantial in some attitudes. Females are more supportive than males of rights for immigrants and women. Males are more interested than females in political issues, and are more willing than females to engage in illegal protest behavior. 

· Diverse patterns of civic knowledge and attitudes toward democratic participation are found in both newly democratic countries and long-established democracies. The high-performing nations on the test of civic knowledge include both countries with lengthy traditions of democratic government and also countries that have recently experienced major political transitions. However, students from countries with less than 40 years of continuous democracy show comparatively lower levels of trust in government institutions.

Civic Engagement

· Young people agree that good citizenship includes the obligation to vote and to obey the law.  However, four out of five students do not intend to participate in the conventional political activities generally associated with adult political involvement, such as joining a political party, writing letters to newspapers, or being a candidate for a local office. 

· Students are willing to become engaged in other forms of civic life such as collecting money for a social cause or charity.  They believe it is important for adults to participate in community and environmental groups as a way to demonstrate good citizenship.

· Students with more civic knowledge are more likely to be inclined toward participating in the civic responsibility of voting. Curricular priorities within schools seem to play a role in shaping this expected behavior.

· Students often prefer to belong to organizations in which they can work with peers and see results from their efforts. Youth organizations inside and outside school, therefore, have untapped potential to positively influence the civic participation of young people.

Civic Attitudes

· Students cite TV news as their most prominent source of political information. In most countries, TV news is also the most trusted source of information, followed by news on the radio and in newspapers. The United States is an exception, with American students placing their greatest trust in newspapers.

· Students across countries are moderately trusting of their government institutions. The courts and police are trusted the most, followed by national and local governments. Political parties are trusted the least.

· Students have generally positive attitudes toward the political and economic rights of women. In fact, there is now somewhat stronger support than was found in the 1971 IEA Civic Education Study. The largest gender differences in the study were found for this scale.

An embargoed executive summary and excerpts from the IEA volume are available online at http://www.wam.umd.edu/~iea/ by entering the password: 1999IRR
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