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Civics What Do 12th-Graders Know, and What Can They Do?

Abstract: The National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) 1998 Civics Assessment measured students' knowledge,
their intellectual and participatory skills, and their civic
dispositions. Thisissue of NAEPfacts describes 12th-graders
performance on 38 questions from the 12th-grade assessment.

The goal of the NAEP 1998 Civics Assessment was
to measure how well American youth are being pre-
pared to meet their citizenship responsibilities. One way
to obtain an understanding of the range of student
performanceistolook at individua questionsonthe
assessment and the percentage of studentswho gavea
correct response to those questions.

The assessment administered to grade 12 students
included 152 questions. Thirty-eight of these questions,
together with student performance data, scoring infor-
mation, and additional data, are available at the NAEP
website (http://nces.ed.gov/nationsr eportcar d/).

Thisissue of NAEPfacts arranges the 38 rel eased
guestionsin order of difficulty, asdetermined by the
percentage of 12th-grade students who answered them
correctly. These 38 questions provide examples of
student performance but do not give arepresentative
sampl e of the complete range of questionson the
assessment. National Center for Education Statistics
(NCEY) isunableto release enough questions to
provideafully representative sample. Most questions
must be kept confidential so that they can bereused on
future assessments, permitting comparability of results
for the assessments.

Theframework for the 1998 civics assessment
specifiesthreeinterrelated componentswhich, taken
together, reflect broad civic competency: knowledge;
intellectual and participatory skills; and civic disposi-
tions. Each question has aknowledge and intellectual
skillscomponent. Some of the questions aso measure

participatory skillsand/or civic dispositions.

The questionsrequired 12th-gradersto read and
answer guestions based on avariety of materials. The
assessment was designed to eval uate students’ ability to
recall specificinformation, makeinferences, or perform
more analytical or evaluativetasks such as distinguish-
ing opinion from fact or defending aposition.

For example, studentswere asked “ The primary
purpose of the Bill of RightswastoA) limit the spread
of davery inthe United States B) limit the power of the
federal government C) establishjudicial review D) allot
specific powersto the states.” Sixty-five percent real-
ized that “B” wasthe correct answer.

Frequently, students would be asked several ques-
tionson asingletopic. For example, studentswere
given four guestionsto answer about the U.S. Supreme
Court’s 1905 decision in the case of Lochner vs. New
York.

Thirty-one of the 38 available questionsfrom the
12th-grade assessment are multiple-choice questions
with four possible answers. Thismeansthat students
had one chancein four of getting these questionsright,
merely by guessing.

The remaining seven sample questionsare “con-
structed-response” questions, which require studentsto
writetheir answers. It isharder for studentsto get these
guestionsright by guessing. Short constructed-response
guestions have three possible scores—" Compl ete,”
“Partial,” and“ Unacceptable.” Extended constructed-
response questions have four possible scores—* Com-
plete” “Acceptable,” “Partial,” and “Unacceptable”

For purposes of thisanalysis, only “Complete” and
“Acceptable” answersto extended constructed-response
guestionsare reported. For short constructed-response
guestions, only “Complete” answersare reported.
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Note: Thefollowing chart gives summary descriptions of 38 sample questions from the NAEP 1998 Civics
Assessment for the 12th grade, arranged by the percentage of studentswho answered them correctly, from the
highest to the lowest. Multiple-choice questionsareidentified by an“(MC)” at the end of the question. For these
guestions students were choosing the “best” answer available, which was not necessarily the answer they would
have given themselves. Each constructed-response question includesthefull text of astudent’sanswer that re-
ceived a“Complete” score, with students' grammatical and other errorsleft unchanged.

90 per cent recognized that the American Associa
tion of Retired Personswould belikely to be
opposed to severe cutbacksin the Social Security
program. (MC)

76 per cent recognized that the First Amendment of
the Constitution and Article 22 of the United
Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights
showed acommon concern for individual rights.
(MC)

72 per cent understood that the framers of the
Constitution wanted to limit the power of majorities
in order to protect therightsof individualsand
minorities. (MC)

67 percent knew that Plessy v. Ferguson allowed
statesto have“ separate but equal” educational
facilities. (MC)
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83 per cent understood that one explanation for the
datashown inthisgraphisthat local governments
employ more peoplethan do state or federal gov-
ernments becauselocal governments meet the direct
needs of so many peoplein so many different
places. (MC)

73 per cent recognized that the federal government
would likely become involved in the decision about
whereto locatealandfill if thelandfill threatened to
causethe quality of thereservoir water to fall below
the standards set by the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA). (MC)

69 per cent correctly interpreted thefollowing
statement by Judge L earned Hand to mean that
individual liberties depend on citizens committed to
the protection of thoseliberties: | often wondered
whether we do not rest our hopes too much upon
constitutions, upon laws and upon courts. These are
fal se hopes; believe me, these are fal se hopes.
Liberty livesin the hearts of men and women; when
it diesthere, no constitution, no law, no court can
saveit. (MC)

65 per cent recognized that the primary purpose of
the Bill of Rightswasto limit the power of the
federal government. (MC)



61 per cent recognized that the attitudestoward
government regulation expressed inthe U.S.
Supreme Court’s 1905 decision in Lochner v. New
York have changed and that it is generally accepted
that the government should defend the health and
safety of workers. (MC)

59 per cent received a“ Complete” score when
asked to describetwo factors besides political party
identification that influence voter preference. A
student who received a“Complete” scorewrote® 1)
Where acertain candidate stands on specificissues.
2) Information about the candidate’ s past life or
politicd life”

58 per cent understood that U.S. Supreme Court’s
decisionin Brown v. Board of Education resulted in
thefederal government exerting greater influencein
apolicy areathat had been dominated by states and
municipalities. (MC)

55 per cent understood that the “ Connecticut
Compromise” at the Constitutional Conventionin
1787 meant that Congress would have two houses,
onein which state representation was based on
population and onein which all states had equal
representation. (MC)

53 per cent understood that the congressional
district boundaries shown on the map were prob-
ably drawn by the Louisianastate legislature. (MC)

48 per cent recognized that some U.S. citizens
have opposed documents such asthe United
Nations Universal Declaration becausethey fear
international agreements might forcethe United
Statesto act in ways not consistent with its national
interest. (MC)

60 per cent recognized that studentsobjectingtoa
decisiontolocate alandfill near their school could
act to prevent it from happening by appearing
before the town council to request that the landfil|
be placed elsewhere. (MC)

59 per cent understood that the quotation from
Judge L earned Hand given above impliesthat
Americans can best protect their freedomsthrough
political participation. (MC)

59 per cent realized that there may be more than
seven congressional districtsin Louisianainthe
year 2002 if the year 2000 censusindicatesthat the
population of Louisianaincreased proportionately
morethan that of other states. (MC)

55 per cent understood that a statement by John
Locke, “Absolute arbitrary power, or governing
without settled laws, can neither of them be consis-
tent with the ends of society and government,”
arguesthat governmental power should belimited.
(MC)

51 per cent understood that a person wishing to
open abusinessin zone Il would need to get a
zoning variance fromthe“Michael ston” town
planning board. (MC)
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47 per cent understood that the state government
would be most likely to becomeinvolved in the
decision about whereto locate alandfill in thetown
of “Michaelston” if developerstried to put the
landfill onasitethat waslikely to affect agriculture
in other countiesin the state. (MC)

45 per cent understood that while Congress and the
courts have some authority over foreign policy, the

President and the state department have the greatest
authority. (MC)

40 per cent knew that the system of school segre-
gation overturned by the U.S. Supreme Court in
Brown v. Board of Education was the result of state
laws. (MC)

37 per cent received a“ Complete” score when
asked to describe one policy areain which state
governments affect thelivesof citizensand to
describe oneway in which citizens can affect state
government’spolicy inthisarea. A student who
received a“Complete” scorewrotethat “1) The
policy of obtaining adriver’slicense affectscitizens
because each state has different procedures, rules,
and regulations. If you want to drive you must
comply. 2) By voting on propositionsthat were
created to changetheserules, citizens can affect
state government’spolicy inthisarea”

31 per cent knew that most billsintroduced inthe
House of Representatives are never sent by com-
mitteeto thefull House. (MC)

30 per cent understood that the Supreme Court’s
1905 decision in Lochner v. New York ruled that a
law limiting the number of hours people could
work was unconstitutional. (MC)

47 per cent understood that congressional district 2
in Louisianamust include alarge urban area. (MC)

46 per cent understood that countrieswith propor-
tional representation systemstend to have more
political partiesthan those with single-member
district systemsbecause partiesin proportional
representation systems do not haveto winamajor-
ity of thevotein any onedistrict, making it easier
for smaller partiesto gain representationinthe
legidature. (MC)

40 per cent understood that one argument in favor
of asingle-member district system asopposedto a
proportional representation system isthat theformer
system requires votersto make choices about
individual candidatesrather than ssmply votefor a
party. (MC)

39 per cent understood that one argument for a
proportional system of representationisthat in such
asystem the balance of power inthelegisatureis
more representative of the popular vote. (MC)

36 percent knew that the Supreme Court was
morelikely to cite the Fourteenth Amendment in
Brown v. Board of Education than Article 4 of the
Constitution, the Tenth Amendment, or the Thir-
teenth Amendment. (MC)

35 per cent understood that Justice Peckham, who
wrote the majority opinion in Lochner v. New York,
argued for judicial activismto limit government
power, while Justice Harlan, author of the minority
opinion, argued for judicial restraint, but for amore
activeroleby government. (MC)

30 per cent recognized that the Supreme Court’s
power to overturn unconstitutional lawsisalimit
on the power of majorities. (MC)



25 per cent received a“ Complete” score when
asked to list two ways the American system of
government isdesigned to prevent “ absol ute
arbitrary power.” A student receiving a“ Complete”
scorewrote*® 1. thelegidative branch, judicia
branch, & executive branch checks and balances
each other so no one gets too powerful. 2. The
Constitution & amendments are made so that
people know what the laws are.”

25%

24 per cent received a“ Complete” score when
asked to give two possible explanationsfor con-
gressional districtswith irregular boundaries. A
student who received a“ Complete” scorewrote
that “1) Thedistricts may have been gerrymandered
to promote the el ection of aspecific party. 2) The
boundaries may have been drawn to get an equal
proportion of the population for each district.”

10 percent gave
either a“Com-
plete’ (1 per-
cent) or “Ac-
ceptable” (9
percent) answer
when asked to
explainthe
significance of
thisfigure of
justiceand give
one reason why
thevaluesare
important to
American
constitutional
democracy. A
student giving a
“Complete”
answer wrote
that “ Justice
does not care who you are is what the blindfold
standsfor. The Scalesrepresent, that Justicewill be
fair and even in her ruling. Without an honest and
fair judiciary systemwewill become corrupt an
uneffective.”

25 per cent understood that the majority decisionin
Lochner v. New York is supported by the idea that
government should play assmall aroleaspossible
in civil society and the economy. (MC)

23 per cent gave a“Complete” answer when asked
to usethe map of “Michaelston” to determine
whether alandfill was most likely to belocated at
siteA, B, or C and to explain why it was more

MR HAEL S EEIN

L. Indu=irial

E Hesidgmialilight isdasiry

111 Hesisdennial - high rooupancymekiamily houscs sllimmed
I, Hesidenmal = missmien L-acrm ks

likely to belocated at the site they chose than at the
other two sites. A student giving a“ Complete”
answer wrote “A, because it would be closer to the
industrieswhich produce alot of waste instead of
near people’ shomes.”

9 percent gave a“ Complete” answer when asked
to explain two waysthat democratic society ben-
efitsfrom citizensactively participating inthe
political process. A student giving a“ Complete’
answer wrotethat “ 1) When citizensvoicetheir
opinion, congressmen see avariety of viewsfrom
their constituents. Using al of these views, he can
better act infavor of those heisrepresenting. 2)
Active participation in ademocracy also limitsany
chanceof dictatorship. Itisvirtually impossiblefor
amajority to approve thiswith the system of
federation provided by our constitution and our
system of checksand balances. Citizens can protest
if they see something they don’t like and work
together to get rid of it.”



For Further Information

The NAEP 1998 Civics Report Card, NCES 2000457,
is the complete report.

Civics: What Do 4th-Graders Know, and What Can They
Do?, NCES 2001460, and Civics: What Do 8th-
Graders Know, and What Can They Do?, NCES 2001
462, are companion issues of NAEPfacts. Single copies
are available free from ED Pubs, P.O. Box 1398, Jessup,
Md. 20794-1398.

The text of the Report Card, the companion NAEPfacts,
and additional information about the Civics Assessment,
including sample questions, may be obtained from the
NAEP World Wide Web Home Page (see below).

The Civics Framework for the 1998 National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress. National Assessment
Governing Board, Washington, DC. (1996) Copies
may be obtained over the World Wide Web at
(http://www.nagb.or g/pubs/civics.pdf).
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NAEPfacts briefly summarize findings from the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). The
series is a product of the National Center for Education
Statistics, Gary Phillips, Acting Commissioner, and
Peggy Carr, Associate Commissioner for Education
Assessment. This issue of NAEPfacts was prepared by
Carol Johnson of NCES and Alan Vanneman of the
Education Statistics Services Institute, based on previ-
ously published material.

To order NAEP publications, call toll free 1-877-4ED—
Pubs (1-877-433-7827), TTY/TDD 1-877-576-7734;
e-mail: edpubs@inet.ed.gov;

internet: http://www.ed.gov/pubs/edpubs.html

The NCES World Wide Web Home Page is
http://nces.ed.gov/

The NAEP World Wide Web Home Page is
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/
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