
 
Civics Education 
in Massachusetts 

Prepared for the Massachusetts Department of 
Elementary and Secondary Education 

Jacqueline Mendez, Zoe Flanagan, Beth Gamse, Liah Watt,  
Rachel McCormick, Elisabet Raquel García 

with Meira Levinson, Harvard Graduate School of Education 

June 2025 



 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

We want to acknowledge and give a special note of appreciation to the students, 
teachers and district staff who participated in this study by coming to focus groups, 
sharing students’ civics projects, and completing surveys. 

Students engaged deeply with our research team during focus groups, where they 
shared their thoughts and feelings about civics education and civics projects. We 
are so grateful for their candid input and engagement, and for the educators who 
helped arrange the focus groups and prioritized their students’ voices being part of 
this research. 

We thank the district staff and teachers who took time out of their extremely busy 
schedules to engage in surveys and focus groups. 

Most importantly, we are grateful for the daily work of students and educators in 
schools as they engage, support, teach, and learn about civics. Through this daily 
work, our schools contribute to students becoming more informed and engaged 
members of their local communities and society. 

We are also grateful for the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and 
Secondary Education staff - Kathryn Gabriele, Rebekah Judson, Kathryn Sandel, and 
Reuben Henriques - who collaborated deeply with our team on this study to better 
understand Civics Education in the Commonwealth. 





 

 
 

 

 

 Executive Summary 

The study focuses on four broad evaluation goals: 

first, to learn about the state of civics education across Massachusetts; 
second, to learn about the implementation of student-led civics projects; 
third, to learn about activities funded by the Civics Teaching and Learning 
Grant; and 
fourth, to describe alignment to the state 2018 History and Social Science 
Framework reported by district leaders and teachers. 

Overall, we learned that access to civics education is widespread and that students 
have varied opportunities to engage in civics learning, including through student-
led civics projects. Districts reported taking advantage of existing resources, not 
limited to the Civics Teaching and Learning Grant, to support improved civics 
instruction. Data from our sample of teachers tells us that their students are 
actively engaged in civics learning through instruction and through civics projects. 

Data about the state of civics education comes from surveys of teachers and district 
leaders; focus groups of teachers, district leaders, and students; and a sample of 
student civics projects. The district survey sample is representative of the state as a 
whole. The self-selected teacher sample includes those teachers who responded to 
invitations sent by district leaders, so the teachers are not representative of their 
counterparts across the state. Focus group participants were also self-selected. 
Because the surveys and focus groups each included more questions about student-
led civics projects and civics education in general, and the analysis of student civics 
projects also provides insights about the general state of civics education, we have 
considerably more information about those topics than about grant-funded 
activities or alignment to the Framework. 

We note the difference in the samples to place the overall findings in context. 
District leaders provided insights about civics education that we can confidently 
generalize to the state. Teachers provided insights about their own teaching and 
classrooms, and while those data help us learn about civics education as 
implemented by participating teachers, the findings are limited to those self-
selected teachers. That group of teachers may be especially committed to civics 
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Executive Summary 

education, and therefore more invested in sharing their experiences. Therefore, 
results about classroom-level experiences are illustrative and certainly informative, 
although not generalizable. For these reasons, we have prioritized district-level 
survey findings in our summary. 

Selected highlights for the three broad evaluation goals follow. 

The Landscape of Civics Education 

The large majority of district leaders reported that their 
students were provided civics education learning 
opportunities at least several times a year. The civics 
content included participation in discussions that 
incorporate diverse perspectives, instruction focused on 
civics content, researching issues about civic life by 
examining or evaluating multiple sources of 
information, and using inquiry to explore issues and 
themes. 

Most students in MA 
are provided civics 
education at least 

several times a year. 

A majority of district leaders reported encouraging varied approaches to civics 
education, including interdisciplinary or culminating projects, extra-curricular 
activities, integration into social studies or history courses, and stand-alone civics 
courses. School-wide themes and integrating civics across the curriculum were 
reported by fewer than half of district respondents. A majority of district leaders 
indicated that school staff, whether departments or individual teachers, oversaw 
student-led civics project implementation, more so than district teams or leaders. 

Slightly more than half of district respondents reported that their districts had 
provided civics-related professional development to teachers in various formats, 
ranging from summer workshops to sessions embedded throughout the year. While 
nearly half reported providing no civics-related professional development in 2023-
24, this does not mean that teachers had no opportunity to participate; rather, that 
districts themselves did not provide civics-related professional development. For 
broader professional development, the overwhelming majority of district 
respondents indicated that they had organized professional development for their 
districts’ social studies/history teachers at least once in the 2023-24 school year, if 
not more often. The majority of teachers indicated having participated in 
professional development related to civics learning, and about one-quarter of 
teacher respondents indicated that they had not done so, a considerably lower 

Page 10 of 89 



 

 

Executive Summary 

proportion than reported in the earlier study. 

The majority of district respondents indicated that they 
did not face persistent barriers as they implemented 
civics education. Perhaps unsurprisingly, time–whether 
for instruction or planning–was identified as a 
persistent barrier by roughly one-third of respondents, 
followed by state-provided resources and district 
resources. Less than 5% of district leaders characterized 
any other topics as posing persistent barriers, which 
suggests that civics education implementation is firmly 
established across the state. There may be 
opportunities for DESE to help address the barriers of 
time and resources, for which it could provide 
additional support or guidance, perhaps by hosting 
regional convenings, teacher showcases to complement 
the student showcases, or other ways for educators to 
learn with and from one another about strategies to 
implement civics learning more effectively. 

Most teachers have 
participated in civics 

professional 
development. 

Time is a consistent 
barrier for civics 

instruction. 

Data from teachers are more illustrative than representative, and offer some 
insights about how a self-selected sample of teachers described their 
implementation of civics education and student-led civics projects in the 2023-24 
school year. 

Teachers’ reported knowledge of and use of instructional resources available to 
support civics learning varied widely; not all were aware of existing resources, and 
usage of available instructional resources ranged from occasional to extensive for 
those who reported using them. The persistent barriers reported by teachers also 
included time for planning or instruction, as well as motivating students and 
managing the pressure to teach other subjects or content areas. Here, too, there 
may be a chance for DESE to examine those topics that pose either “persistent” or 
“occasional” barriers to implementation. 

Student-Led Civics Projects 

A student-led civics project artifact analysis (student project analysis) provided a 
unique window into the breadth of student-led civics projects (civics projects). The 
civics projects addressed varied topics, with the most common including school-
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specific (e.g., students’ own school facilities or operations), health care, 
environment, and education. Nearly half of the civics projects were locally focused, 
and about the same proportion were national- or state-level in their intended scale. 

A majority of teachers who assigned civics projects reported that their students’ 
civics projects reflected the key characteristics of meaningful civics learning, for 
example, projects were real-world, project- and inquiry-based, goal-driven, action-

3

3  A project is partisan, according to the DESE Civics Project Guidebook, if it takes a “side in party politics and party
competitions” or supports a specific electoral candidate. Student projects may “be directed at ballot propositions, involve
student communication with legislators in support of a specific bill, and have political viewpoints that reflect the
student’s political perspective.” These activities are considered non-partisan. Only those student projects designed to
support a specific electoral candidate or political party counts as “partisan.” 

based, process-focused, non-partisan , and rooted in systems understanding.

The student civics projects reviewed for this study 
showed consistent evidence that students had engaged 
in the six sequential stages prioritized by DESE, yet 
much more so for the first four stages of civics projects 
(examination of self and community, identifying an 
issue, investigating/conducting research, and 
developing an action plan) than the last two (taking 
action and reflection). That pattern was clear, both in 
the aggregate and for specific subgroups of students 
(e.g., eighth graders compared to high schoolers, district 
socio-economic status, student group size for civics 
projects). 

Student civics projects, 
while strong across 
other stages, lack 

evidence for taking 
action and reflecting. 

Absent having more detailed information about the contexts, instructions, 
engagement, and resources for the civics projects that might help us understand 
these patterns, there may be facets of the civics project guidance that could 
potentially be amplified, including providing sufficient time for meaningful 
engagement in each stage, presenting evidence and examples in civics project 
documentation, and providing illustrative examples of completed projects to 
students so that they understand what is expected. 

Civics Teaching and Learning Grant Evaluation 

We draw primarily from district leaders to learn about grant implementation. 
District respondents indicated that they used several resources to implement civics 
education. The Civics Teaching and Learning Grant was reported as the most used 
resource, followed by district operating funds, other grant funding, and federal
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funds. Grantee districts reported that the Civics Teaching 
and Learning Grant facilitated opportunities for civics 
education in ways consistent with grant priorities, 
through the following approaches: including 
interdisciplinary/culminating projects, integrated 
throughout social studies or history courses, integrated 
throughout multiple subject areas, experiential learning 
outside of school settings, standalone course, and 
school-wide events. 

The Civics Teaching & 
Learning Grant 
facilitates civics 
opportunities as 

intended. 

The 2018 History and Social Science Framework 

The Framework had just recently been rolled out when 
the earlier study was conducted in 2020. Evidence from 
the current district leader survey indicated knowledge of 
the Framework, and that district leaders routinely 
interact with and provide concrete supports to teachers 
about the Framework. Evidence from our non-
representative sample of teachers indicates that the 
large majority described their civics education 
instruction as aligned with the Framework. Focus group     
participants from fall 2025 indicated that they are familiar with the Framework and 
they too describe their instruction as aligned, because it is now part of the everyday 
fabric of teaching social studies and history.  

The 2018 HSS 
Framework is part of 
the everyday fabric of 

teaching. 

Based on those who are included in classrooms represented in our sample of 
participating educators, civics education, including student-led civics projects, is 
being offered and experienced largely as intended, both for 8th-grade and high 
school students. Certainly, there are opportunities to strengthen the offerings and 
ensure that students experience the full range of the civics projects’ learning 
sequence in the future. This could include revising the Guidebook to provide more 
explicit guidance for teachers about building in sufficient time for students to 
complete all six stages, and about how to support students’ documentation of the 
stages, as well as providing additional opportunities for peer-to-peer professional 
learning among teachers. 
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Exhibit 1F: 2023-24 Teacher Survey Respondent Characteristics  

TEACHER CHARACTERISTICS AND CATEGORIES % of Teachers 

Years in Role 
(n=77) 

1-3 37 

4-9 21 

10-19 21 

20+ 21 

Gender 
(n=119) 

Cis woman 33 

Cis man 26 

Prefer not to answer 7 

Did not answer 34 

Race / Ethnicity 
[select all that apply] 

(n=119) 

White 59 

Latino or Hispanic 3 

Black or African American 0 

Asian 0 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 0 

Middle Eastern or North African 0 

American Indian / Alaska Native 0 

Prefer not to answer 7 

Did not answer 34 

Read as: “37% of the 2023-24 Teacher Survey respondents have between 1 and 3 years of experience in their current role.” 
Source: MC 2  Education-Administered 2023-24 T  eacher Surv ey  

About half of responding teachers (n=119) teach 8th grade, and between one-quarter to one-third teach 9th 

through 12th grades (Exhibit 1G); within these grades, about two-thirds reported they teach civics content. 

Recall that district leaders were asked to send the teacher survey to teachers who incorporate civics 

education in their instruction, so this sample reflects district leaders’ identification of which teachers in their 

districts are responsible for teaching civics. Note that the Framework itself refers to teaching civics content 

in all grades, K-12, and it is possible that teacher survey invitations were sent to a subset of teachers known 

by district leaders to be responsible for teaching civics content rather than all K-12 teachers who teach 

social studies/history. Due to very low response rates from teachers (Exhibit 1G) who teach K-5 grades 

(each of which had fewer than 10 respondents), information on K-5 civics education is not included in this 

report. 
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Exhibit 1G: Grades Taught by Teacher Survey Respondents (Select all that apply) (n=119)  

Read as: “Three percent of teacher respondents indicated that t         hey teach Kindergarten, and 3% indicated the      y teach civics in      
kindergarten.”    
Source: MC 2  Education-Administered 2023-24 Civics Education T    eacher Surv ey   
Note: Nine teacher survey respondents reported that they did teach civics in 8th grade, and that they did not teach 8th grade.  
After reviewing their responses carefully for any further anomalies, these 9 respondents were re-coded as ‘yes’ for teaching 8th  
grade.  

Focus Group Participants 
We invited district leaders from 52 districts to participate in focus groups themselves and to distribute 

email invitations to teachers responsible for teaching civics content in grades 8 through 12 to augment 

survey data with information from open-ended questions. Focus groups took place in both the spring and fall 

of 2024. 

In the spring, we conducted two focus groups that included representatives from nine districts: one for 

teachers and one for district leaders. Focus group participants (n=9) varied somewhat in terms of locale, and 

the district size tier (Exhibit 1H); the large majority of participants (8 of 9) are from districts that had 

received Civics Teaching and Learning Grant funding. In the fall, using the same sample for recruitment as in 

the spring, we conducted four focus groups that included representatives from 14 districts: two each for 

teachers and for district leaders. Four participants who were unable to attend the focus groups in real time 

responded to focus group questions in writing. 
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Exhibit 1H: District Leader & Teacher Focus Group Participant Characteristics (n=23)  

FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS AND 
CATEGORIES 

Number of Participants, 
Spring 2024 (n=9) 

Number of Participants, Fall 
2024 (n=14) 

Role 
District Leader 4 6 

Teacher 5 8 

District Title 1 Status 
Title 1 District 9 14 

Non-Title 1 District 0 0 

District Type 
Traditional Public 8 14 

Charter 1 0 

Civics Teaching & Learning 
Grantee 

(Fund Code 589) 

Yes 8 6 

No 1 8 

Locale / Urbanicity 

21, Suburb Large 7 8 

42, Rural Distant 0 2 

12, City Midsize 1 1 

13, City Small 0 1 

31, Town Fringe 0 1 

23, Suburb Small 1 0 

41, Rural Fringe 0 1 

District Size Tier 
(Number of Students) 

<1000 2 1 

1001-6000 5 8 

>6000 2 5 

Read as: “Four of the focus group participants in Spring 2024 were district leaders.” 
Source: DESE District Profiles and NCES Locale Lookup Tool 
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Sample of Student Artifacts 
Over the first quarter of 2025, 29 teachers from 25 districts uploaded their students’ civic projects for use in 

our evaluation. The districts represented reflect statewide characteristics relatively well (Exhibit 1I). 

Exhibit 1I: 2024-2025 Characteristics of Uploading Teachers’ Districts Compared to Districts Statewide 

CHARACTERISTICS AND CATEGORIES 
% of Eligible Districts 

Statewide (n=307) 
% of Uploaders 

(n=29) 

District Type 
Public School District 84 97 

Charter District 16 3 

DESE-Defined 
Region 

Coastal 65 72 

West/Central 34 21 

Strategic 
Transformation 

1 7 

Title 1 Status 
Title 1 District 97 100 

Non-Title 1 District 3 0 

Locale / 
Urbanicity 

Rural 11 17 

Suburban 79 79 

Urban 12 10 

Number of 
Students 

< 1000 23 10 

1000-6000 67 55 

> 6000 9 34 

Grantee 
Yes 20 55 

No 80 45 

Read as: “84% of eligible districts statewide and 97% of uploaders are public school districts.” 
Source: DESE District Profiles and NCES Locale Lookup Tool 
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Appendix Exhibit 2B: Project Ratings by Stage and District Socio-Economic Status (n=73)  

Read as: “Civic project artifacts were rated an average of 2.40 for students in districts comprised of less than 33% low income 
students, an average of 2.55 for students in districts comprised of between 33 and 66% low income students, and an average of 
2.27  for students in districts comprised of 67% or more low income s tudents for Stage 1 (Examine self and community) on a  
scale r anging from 0 to  3.”  
Source: MC 2  Education Artifact Analysis Upload Data collected during 2024-2       5   
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Appendix Exhibit 2C: Project Ratings by Stage and Project Length (n=73)  

Read as: “Civic project artifacts were rated an average of 2.40 for students in classrooms that taught the civics project over the  
course of a unit, an average of 2.36 for students in classrooms that taught the civics project over the course of a semester, and  
an average of 2.40 for students in classrooms that taught the civics project using a modular model for Stage 1 (Examine self and  
community) on a scale ranging from 0 to 3.”  
Source: MC 2  Education Artifact Analysis Upload Data collected during 2024-2       5   
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Appendix Exhibit 2D: Effect of Professional Learning on Incorporating Civics Knowledge Instruction, by 
Grantee Status (n=67) 

Read as: “22% of grantee respondent educators reported that they had ‘Emphatically integrated much of what I learned’ to better 
incorporate civics knowledge into their instruction after participating in professional learning.” 
Source: MC2  Education-Administered 2023-24 Civics Education T    eacher Surv ey  

Appendix Exhibit 2E: Effect of Professional Learning on Incorporating Civics Skills Instruction, by Grantee 
Status (n=67) 

Read as: “25% of grantee respondent educators reported that they had ‘Emphatically integrated much of what I learned’ to better 
incorporate civics skills into their instruction after participating in professional learning.” 
Source: MC 2  Education-Administered 2023-24 Civics Education T    eacher Surv ey  
Note: Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding. 
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Appendix Exhibit 2F: Effect of Professional Learning on Incorporating Civics Dispositions Instruction, by 
Grantee Status (n=67) 

Read as: “19% of grantee respondent educators reported that they had ‘Emphatically integrated much of what I learned’ to better 
incorporate civics dispositions into their instruction after participating in professional learning.” 
Source: MC 2  Education-Administered 2023-24 Civics Education T    eacher Surv ey  
Note: Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding. 
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Appendix Exhibit 2G: Resources Provided by School District to Support Civics Teaching and Learning in 
High School (n=77), Middle School (n=76), and Elementary School (n=59) 

Read as: “91% of district leaders reported that they had provided ‘DESE-provided materials’ to high school teachers to support  
civics teaching and learning, 92% of district leaders to middle school teachers, and 95% to elementary school teachers.”  
Source: MC 2  Education-Administered 2023-24 Civics Education District Surv     ey   
Note: Percentages do not sum to 100% because district leaders could select multiple resources.  

Appendix Page 21  



 

 
 

 
 

 
                 

                
 

         
   

 
   

  
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

   
 

 

        
       

   

     

       
         

     

   
 

          
 

   

  
  

 

            

         
      

       
      

    
   

              
    
            

        
          

          
 

     

          
      

         
       

        
        

     

        
        

          
           

        

     

   

STUDENT C IVICS  PROJECT AR TIFACT ANAL YSIS  RUBRIC   
PROJECT ID :  ___________________ 

If not otherwise specified:      
0 =   Evidence o f  component  is absent .    
1=  Component  is pr esent  but  incomplete.  It  is no t  explained and no    example i s g iven.   
2 =   Component  is pr esent  and an e  xplanation o r e xample i s pr ovided.    
3 =   Component  is pr esent  and a det  ailed e xplanation o r f ully i llustrative e xample i s pr ovided.   

Internal instructions: Choose a score (0-3) for each component based on the categories above. Provide evidence or  
reasoning for your score in the relevant box. Leave other boxes in that row blank.  

PROJECT IS UNCODABLE (add description of why below) 
Reason for Uncodable. 

Dimension Component Not 
at all 
(0) 

Limited 
(1) 

Adequate 
(2) 

Outstanding 
(3) 

Evidence/ 
Notes 

1. Examine self 
and 
community 

Effectively explains why the issue matters to the 
students/group doing the project, and/or to their 
specific community 
Effectively explains why the issue matters to 
others/how it relates to a need in their/a community 

2. Identify an 
issue 

Clearly describes the selected problem or issue 

3. Conduct 
research and 
investigate 

Draws on multiple sources of data 
(0 sour ces = not at all    ;  1-2 = li  mited; 3-4 = adequate; 5+      
= outstanding)   
Draws on multiple kinds of data (e.g. case studies, 
community interviews, personal narrative (from the 
student or from a source), statistics, academic 
journals, newspapers, reports, books, articles, social 
media, observations, surveys, organization 
websites, etc.) 
(One kind = 0; Two kinds = 1; Three kinds = 2; Four or 
more kinds = 3) 
*Here we are talking about the kinds of data and not the 
number of sources or types of sources. Example: 
Students could use one source and extract three kinds of 
data from it (e.g. testimony, video, stats) and count as 
adequate. 
Uses credible and valid sources 
Sources are clearly and consistently cited 
(0=no sources given, 1=sources are referred to but not 
identified, 2=the majority of sources are identified 
(whether through link or title), 3=all sources are 
identified (whether through link, title, or full citation) 
Clear evidence of exploration of multiple points of 
view and engagement in dialogue to get multiple 
perspectives (0 = no engagement with other views; 1 = 
unclear or vague reference to a different point of view or 
recognition that different perspectives are possible; 2 = 
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