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MEMORANDUM
To:	Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education 
From:	Pedro Martinez, Commissioner
Date:	June 17, 2026
Subject:	Civics Education Update
[bookmark: TO][bookmark: FROM][bookmark: DATE][bookmark: RE]

As the nation approaches July 4, 2026, the 250th anniversary of the founding of the United States, this moment presents a unique opportunity to renew our shared commitment to democratic principles and to elevate civics education. The Department is advancing a range of initiatives to ensure that all students have access to meaningful civics learning experiences that strengthen their civic knowledge, skills, and dispositions. 
At the June 23 meeting, Department staff including Erin Hashimoto-Martell, Senior Associate Commissioner of Teaching & Learning, and Rebekah Judson, History and Social Science Specialist, will provide additional information about the state of civics education in Massachusetts and answer questions from the Board.
Background 
2018 marked a major milestone following years of Board and legislative efforts to strengthen history and civics education in Massachusetts. In June 2018, the Board adopted a revised History and Social Science Framework that placed a stronger emphasis on civics across grade levels, as well as on historical inquiry and critical thinking skills. That same year, the legislature enacted An Act to Promote and Enhance Civic Engagement, which, among other provisions, requires all public high schools and schools serving eighth-grade students to provide at least one student-led, nonpartisan civics project for each student. The law also established a Civics Trust Fund which, subject to annual allocation, provides DESE with funding to support civics education initiatives.
High-quality civics education prepares students to become thoughtful and active participants in a democratic society and a complex world. Beginning in kindergarten and continuing through high school, students develop their civic capacity along three dimensions, articulated in the Framework: 
· Civic knowledge. This is core knowledge related to government, economics, geography, and history, including the rights and responsibilities established by the Constitution and how to exercise them in local, state, and national government. 
· Civic skills. These are intellectual and participatory skills that encompass the ability to assess, describe, and explain matters relating to civic life, knowing how to make and support arguments using logical reasoning, and the ability to use the political process to take informed action. 
· Civic dispositions. These are values, virtues, and behaviors, such as respect for others, commitment to equality, capacity for listening, and capacity for communicating in ways accessible to others, including engaging with varying points of view and ideas in civil discourse. 
Civics Assessment in Grade 8
Eighth graders across the state participated in the first MCAS test for civics in 2025. 39% of students achieved the Meeting Expectations level or higher. This result, which closely paralleled results in English Language Arts, demonstrates a need for continued investment in educator professional development and alignment of curriculum to the 2018 standards. Nationally, only 22% of 8th graders in the United States scored proficient or advanced on the National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP) in civics in 2022 (the most recent administration). NAEP civics results are not reported at the state level.
DESE Resources and Supports to Strengthen Civics Education 
With the funding support of the Civics Trust Fund since 2018, the Department has offered a range of supports and resources to schools and districts to meet these needs and advance quality and access in civics education. Since FY2021, the Department has awarded about $6 million in competitive grants for civics education. This funding supports initiatives such as in-district professional development for educators targeted at civics knowledge, skills, and civic action projects; purchase of curricular materials for civics, and experiential civics learning through field trips and special programs. These grants are highly competitive each year.
In addition to grants, the Department also provides direct support through programming and resources, including: 
· Investigating History, a DESE-developed, comprehensive curriculum for history and social science in grades 3-7. This curriculum is openly available for any school to use and provides a solid foundation for students leading up to a full-year course of civics in grade 8. 
· History and Social Science Curricular Materials Guide, which provides information about high-quality curricular materials available for all grades, including grade 8 civics, to assist schools and districts in selecting high-quality materials. 
· Civics Project Showcase, a “science fair style” event in which students showcase their student-led civics action projects, offered for the first time in June 2023. In spring 2026, Showcases were held in four locations across the state and hosted approximately 1,150 students.
· Civics Pathways professional development, offering a range of courses on civics content and pedagogy, open to any Massachusetts educator. After two successful launch years, the Civics Pathways program will be expanded in SY26-27 and rebranded “Teaching for Civic Empowerment.” Courses will be offered in the coming year by Generation Citizen and Primary Source, two well-known local partners.
As stated in the History and Social Science Framework, “‘Government of the people, by the people, for the people’ is not just a historical phrase from Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, but an ideal that must be renewed and reinvigorated by each succeeding generation.” In light of increasingly partisan civic dialogue and falling rates of support for the very concept of democracy, civics education today is more important than ever. We look forward to discussing our ongoing work to advance civics teaching and learning.
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