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Introduction
The aspiration to nurture citizens through curricula and educational initiatives is reflected in
government policy worldwide (Wood & Milligan, 2016). Schools are seen as an integral piece of this
notion as they provide opportunities to strengthen democracy by supporting young peoples’ capacity
to develop their knowledge, world views and participate in public life (PISA, 2018). New Zealand is
no exception, and in light of this aspiration, the Government has committed to providing all young
people with the opportunity to learn about civics through the ‘School Leavers’ Toolkit’ (Toolkit).
There is widespread acknowledgement that civic education is important for young New Zealanders,
yet there is far less consensus on how to develop and integrate the subject into the school curricula
and how to measure outcomes and successes overtime. This literature review will explore different
approaches internationally to delivering civics education in schools. There is no one agreed approach
across countries about how civics education should be included in the school curricula, although the
countries studied all consider it an important subject to include in their education system. This paper
will draw together key findings from the research into, and the evaluations of, civics education
programmes in England, Australia and Estonia to provide an evidence base for future development
and decision making about the civics education component of the Toolkit.
Civics can be defined as the knowledge, skills and shared expectations of citizens who participate in,
and sustain democracies. Civic courses equip young people with knowledge of how government and
society functions, and the role they can play in shaping it.
In contrast, citizenship is a broader term that encompasses both legal status and lived experience of
public life, (NZPSA , 2018). Citizenship education focuses on knowledge and an understanding of
opportunities for participation and engagement in civic society. It is concerned with the wider range
of ways in which citizens interact with and shape their communities (including schools) and societies
(Schulz et al, 2010).
It is important to note that civics and citizenship are separate concepts, although they are often
viewed as intertwined in the approach towards teaching civics. Many countries integrate the two
either by teaching them together as either separate, cross-curricula or sub-integrated themes.
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Research Questions
This paper aims to answer the following questions:
1. What is the general approach to school civic education programmes internationally in terms
of; implementation; vision and aims delivery of the subject within curricula, and teacher
education?
2. Can we identify practices, outcomes and impacts of civic education? What are the key
successes and criticisms of existing programmes (e.g. conditions in the system; student
achievement; civic participation; curriculum resources; teacher training and development;
quality assurance)?
3. How do the focus countries complete general assessment and examinations of students in the
subject?
4. How do the focus countries evaluate the quality, success and limitations of their programmes
(at a school, national and international level)? What can we learn from their evaluation
processes for the future?
5. How can findings from the research into, and evaluations of, civic education programmes in
other jurisdictions inform possible approaches for implementation in New Zealand? E.g.
societal context; national curricula, education workforce, student achievement and civic
participation/engagement?

Research approach
Scope
This literature review will begin with overview of New Zealand’s current state and approach to civic
education. This will lead into the current international analysis of civics and citizenship education
and how New Zealand compares internationally. Following on from this I will draw together key
findings from the research into, and evaluations of, international civics education programmes from
England, Australia and Estonia.
This will cover:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

General approach to civic education
Civic education in the curriculum
Civic education activities in schools
Current reforms and debates in civic education
Teacher education for civic education
Assessment of civic education
Quality monitoring of civic education.
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Selection Criteria
To generate the focus for this literature review, I have selected democratic countries which have
relatively devolved education systems which possess similarities to New Zealand’s.
The International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS) provides the most recent
comprehensive analysis of civic and citizenship education. I have selected countries which have at
some point participated in this study. England, Australia and Estonia were selected because of their
similar societal experiences, ease of access to information, analysis and opinions on the education
systems and as they are seen as overall strong performers internationally. In particular, Australia has
been selected because of its multi-cultural and indigenous context.
I attempted to research civics and citizenship education in indigenous contexts such as Australia,
however this search was largely unfruitful. Due to time constraints I could not explore this issue in
other countries any further. This should be recognised as a limitation of this study.

Search Strategy
This literature review was based on manual searches through published material and online
academic sources such as journals, government reports, and international reports completed by
organisations such as PISA, OECD and ICCS.
Additional search procedures included seeking information from the Parliamentary Library research
team, meeting with leading academic researchers (Dr Bronwyn Wood and Dr Andrea Milligan of
Victoria University of Wellington) and searching the reference lists of primary studies. I also
conducted an interview with Angela Casey, the director of Australia’s Parliamentary Education Office
to obtain her insights from the Australian context.
I have chosen to base this literature review search on contemporary (predominantly) 21st Century
examples. Therefore the time period from which this research covers is from the mid-1990s –
present.
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Data and Discussion
New Zealand | Current state
Government policy around the world reflects the desire to shape citizens through education
initiatives and curricula. Schools are seen to play a crucial role in enhancing young people’s ability to
understand their place in the community and the world and improve their ability to make judgements
and take action (PISA, 2018; Hanvey, 1982). Citizenship education has existed within New Zealand’s
education since system since the Education Act 1877. In addition, it is a key focus of the New Zealand
Curriculum (NZC) which encourages students to look into the future by exploring significant future
focussed issues such as sustainability, enterprise and globalisation. The NZC acknowledges the
principles of the Treaty of Waitangi, the bicultural foundation of Aotearoa New Zealand and the need
to ensure that young people have the knowledge to become responsible and engaged citizens
(Ministry of Education, 2007). Please see Appendix 1 for a basic overview of the NZC.
The Māori medium curriculum, Te Marautanga o Aotearoa supports students to,
“Pursue quality choices, engage in lifelong learning, and actively contribute to New Zealand’s
social and economic development” (Te Tāhuhu o Te Mātauranga, 2007, pp. 4).
Citizenship aims are incorporated and interwoven within the focus of Tikanga ā Iwi, the curriculum
area which helps children understand people in society, address silences in social knowledge, and
supports students to look outward, understand indigenity and develop critical views and Mātauranga
Māori understandings (NZPSA, 2018). Tikanga ā-iwi places emphasis on the realisation of
rangatirtanga (self-determination) through active citizenship (Keible and Tavich, 2017). Please see
Appendix 3 for further information on the Tikanga ā Iwi learning area of TMoA.
There has never been a subject called ‘citizenship education’ as this is seen as a cross-curricula theme
that is integrated into several subject areas including geography, business studies, history, health and
religious studies. Nevertheless, the social sciences curriculum is seen as the key learning area for
civics education and the NZC describes this learning area as being “how societies work and how they
themselves can participate and take action as critical, informed and responsible citizens” (Ministry
of Education, 2007 p. 17). Please see Appendix 2 for further information on the Social Sciences
learning area from Years 7-13.
Social Sciences is a compulsory subject up until Year 10, after which no learning area is compulsory.
In 2013, 11 ‘personal social action’ achievement standards were introduced to the Social Sciences
learning area. The NCEA standards provide a useful model within New Zealand civic and citizenship
education as they provide opportunities for students to practice their citizenship in schools through
enhanced leadership and roles in decision making as well as opportunities to contribute to shape
community and national issues (NZPSA, 2018). Approximately 1,896 (3.3% of students), enrolled in
these standards in 2017. The parallel subject to Social Sciences in kura is Tikanga ā-iwi. However it
should be noted that Māori conceptions of citizenship are inherently different from Pākehā
perspectives (Krieble & Tavich, 2018). There are five ‘personal social action’ achievement standards
in Māori medium for the Tikanga ā-iwi learning area. Please see Annex 1 for the content and learning
outcomes for these areas.
Wood et al., (2017)conducted a study on the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA)
social studies personal social action standards and found that students and teachers who were well
supported in undertaking the NCEA standards found them to be highly valuable forms to assess
learning on society, social issues and skills for civic and community engagement. Taking social action
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involved a different set of skills, which are hands on and practical. For example, encounters with the
public and the community through emailing and writing letter to MPs, interviewing community
members in particular meant students needed to develop a set of ‘real life skills’. Students in this
study advised that these assessments gave them freedom and choice of what they wanted to do which
meant that they found the standard ‘fun’ and ‘interesting’ as the got to choose something that they
were passionate about. The authenticity of ‘real world’ issues enhanced students’ engagement,
research and knowledge (Wood et al., 2017 pp. 6).
However Wood et al (2017) also argue that the NZC NCEA standards’ focus on ‘personal’ social action
overlooks the collective nature of social action as the standards do not stipulate that social actions
must be critical and transformative. To promote critical and transformative social action, students
needed to be encouraged to think more critically about the kind of actions that could promote more
sustainable social change. The study found that students’ actions held greater potential to be critical
and transformative if they; were focused on issues of personal and social significance; were
underpinned by in-depth knowledge and a critique of how and why these issues emerged (evidence
informed by a wide range of perspectives), and; developed a social action strategy that matched the
social issue and reached a range of interest groups, including those who held positions of power, in
order to inform future change.

International analysis of civics and citizenship education
The International Association for the Evaluation of Education Achievement (IEA) is an independent,
international cooperative of national research institutions and governmental research agencies. It
conducts large scale comparative studies of education achievement and other aspects of education
with the aim of gaining in-depth understanding of the effects of policies and practices within and
across systems of education. IEA conducts the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study
(ICCS) which is the largest ongoing international study of civic and citizenship education,
contributing to the knowledge about civic and citizenship education in schools and how diverse
countries prepare their young people for citizenship. The ICCS survey addresses students’ civic
knowledge, understanding, perceptions, attitudes, engagement, and behaviour, while collecting
information on students’ home background.
The latest study, ICCS 2016 was the fourth project conducted by the IEA in civic education (after ICCS
2009, The Civic Education Study 1999, and the Six Subject Survey conducted in 1971). Because the
study was also the second cycle in the frame of the ICCS, it monitored trends in civic knowledge and
engagement over seven years in the countries that participated in ICCS 2009. New Zealand has not
participated in ICCS since 2009. The next study will take place in 2022.
Civic knowledge was measured on a scale reflecting progression from being able to deal with familiar
aspects of civics and citizenship through to understanding the wider policy climate and institutional
processes that determine the shape of civic communities. The scale describes civic knowledge in
terms of four levels of increasing complexity:
•
•
•
•

Students working at Level D demonstrate familiarity with concrete, explicit content and
examples relating to the basic features of democracy.
Students working at Level C engage with the fundamental principles and broad concepts that
underpin civics and citizenship.
Students working at Level B typically demonstrate some specific knowledge and
understanding of the most pervasive civic and citizenship institutions, systems and concepts.
Students working at Level A demonstrate a holistic knowledge and understanding of civic
and citizenship concepts and demonstrate some critical perspective.

7

For discussion only – not Government policy

Student civic engagement refers to students gaining information about issues that arise in civic and
political life, discussing aspects of civic and political life with peers and adults, and being inclined to
actively engage in society. Civic engagement also concerns students’ expectations of participating in
civic activities in the future, and being able to actively engage in society (Schulz et al., 2018).
New Zealand’s participation in the 2009 study provides us with the most recent analysis and
understanding of New Zealand students’ knowledge, political aspirations and experience of civics
and citizenship education. New Zealand students had some of the highest international scores and
some of the lowest international scores. No other country in the study had a wider distribution
(Schulz et al., 2010).
Hipkins and Satherly (2012) and Bolstad (2012) undertook secondary analysis of the ICCS 2009
study which revealed that New Zealand scored close to the ICCS overall average. Students’
perceptions of openness in classroom discussions was one of the highest rates for any country that
participated in ICCS 2009. However, learning within Year 9 classrooms was less likely to be student
driven (Bolstad, 2012). Students reported high levels of trust in democratic institutions, and support
for equal rights and democratic freedoms. Almost two thirds saw the Treaty of Waitangi as personally
important, although this varied across ethnicities (Hipkins & Satherly, 2012). Most students
anticipated that they would vote in national elections, however lower proportions anticipated
involvement in a social movement or activities such as helping a candidate in an election campaign,
joining a union or a political party, or standing as a local body candidate (NZPSA, 2018). Students
reported much higher levels of support for activities that are more social in nature compared to ones
that require explicit political participation (Hipkins & Satherly, 2012).
Bolstad (2012) found that there was an inconsistent view across New Zealand schools about what
civic and citizenship education should involve and what approaches are effective in developing
students’ competencies. Similarly, there is research to suggest that teachers are more confident
teaching topics in social studies related to cultural identities, equality, human rights and the
environment, however they are much less confident about teaching political, legal and constitutional
topics (Bolstad, 2012; Wood & Milligan, 2016). This could be attributed to the references to
citizenship in the curriculum (as opposed to civics), as well as the lack of support offered to teachers
to deliver civics education (Krieble & Tavich, 2018).
New Zealand students had a higher than average civic knowledge than most of the countries
surveyed in ICCS 2009, but there was a significant gap between high and low achievers. This has also
been described as a ‘civic empowerment gap’ with young Māori and Pacific males having the most
limited knowledge of democracy and least likely to report high engagement (NZPSA, 2018). Table 1
shows that the mean civic knowledge scores for students identifying as European or Asian were
considerably higher than those of students identifying as Māori or Pasifika.
Furthermore, ICCS asks students about their home background. Questions about caregivers’
occupations, their educational attainment and home literacy are used as a measure of socio-economic
background. Students’ responses were transformed into a score on a socio-economic index scale
(SEI), then grouped into low, medium or high parental occupational status. 45% of New Zealand ICCS
students were in the medium occupational status group. Across all ICCS countries, SEI was strongly
associated with student civic knowledge. Māori and Pacific students were also overrepresented in
the lower socio-economic groups. These findings appear to mirror other inequalities within New
Zealand society which is reflected in the fact that Māori and Pacific voters have consistently lower
turnout rates than Pākehā (Krieble & Tavich, 2018).
There are questions as to whether civics and citizenship education is presented and taught in a way
that is valuable and relevant to Māori. Mathews (2016) notes that Māori voter apathy and political
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disengagement can be interpreted as a lack of belief in the rights and responsibilities of Māori to
support the ongoing development of New Zealand. Matthews also comments that,
“Citizenship education that empowers Māori as Māori and situates them within broader society
has the potential to be an effective tool in (re)engaging Māori learners.” (Matthews, 2016, p.
12).
Given that low civic knowledge scores in the ICCS study were found to have a strong association with
poorer socio-economic backgrounds, civic and citizenship education becomes one way to equip all
students with the knowledge and skills they need to empower themselves (Schultz et al., 2010).

Figure 1. New Zealand Year 9 Civic knowledge scores
While the ICCS findings for New Zealand are now a decade old, NZPSA (2018) have concluded that
they would still be accurate today. NZPSA (2018) suggests that New Zealand’s education system is
strong in some aspects of civic and citizenship education, however its delivery is uneven. There is
room to increase the provision of equitable opportunities for young people to participate in society
and develop the skills needed for critical, collective and political action.
It is also important to note that Australia, Canada and the United States did not participate in the
2009 or 2016 studies (England participated in 2009 but not 2016). This reduces the scope for
evaluating our own performance against countries with similar education systems to New Zealand
(Ministry of Education, 2019). Furthermore, New Zealand did not participate in the most recent ICCS
study completed in 2016. Figure 1 demonstrates the levels and trends in civic engagement and
knowledge and highlights levels and trends from countries which participated in both the ICCS 2009
and 2016 studies (Schulz et al., 2018).
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In the ICCS 2016 study, nearly all
participating countries intended civic
and citizenship education to be taught
by teachers of subjects related to the
humanities and social sciences. Every
country reported having civic and
citizenship education as part of teacher
training for teachers of subjects related
to civic and citizenship education
(humanities and social sciences),
either at the pre-service level, the inservice level, or both. Internationally,
girls displayed higher levels of civic
knowledge than boys did, and student
socioeconomic background was found
to be a key predictor of civic
knowledge in all participating
countries.
While
there
were
considerable differences in students’
civic knowledge across countries, the
variation in civic knowledge within
countries was even larger. In terms of
civic engagement, expected active
participation in conventional political
activities was higher among students
who said they were interested in civicrelated issues, but lower among
students with higher levels of civic
knowledge. Students’ experience with
civic engagement in the community or
at school tended to be positively
associated with their expected civic
engagement as adults. Students’ civic
knowledge and self-efficacy as well as
students’ personal beliefs were
consistent predictors of expected
electoral
and
active
political
participation (Schulz et al., 2018).

Figure 2: ICCS 2016 infographic, civic knowledge, levels and trends

In light of this, Schulz et al., (2018) highlighted that many countries around the world are expressing
concern about the low levels of voter participation among young people and ICCS 2016 found that
students with higher civic knowledge scores were also less likely to expect to become involved in
conventional active political activities such as joining a political party. The study suggests that this
reflects the negative perceptions of parties and political leaders globally. This is seen as a concern in
regards to the goal of promoting the civic engagement of young people. The links the ICCS 2016 data
suggest between civic knowledge and civic engagement at school with expectations to vote and other
forms of civic engagement in society provide incentive for promoting civic and citizenship education,
as a means of helping young people become more conscious of the importance of their political roles
and of being participating citizens.
To conclude, ICCS 2009 and 2016 found that by integrating different elements of civic and citizenship
education into curricula and improving learning and participatory opportunities, schools have the
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potential to foster students’ civic knowledge and engagement and support development of more
positive attitudes towards equal rights and opportunities. ICCS 2016 found positive associations
between students’ civic knowledge, their interest in civic issues and their expected civic
participation. As stated previously, students with higher civic knowledge scores were less likely to
become involved in conventional active political activities. However, students with higher levels of
civic knowledge were more likely to expect to participate in future elections and less likely to support
engagement in illegal political protests than their less knowledgeable counterparts were. 86% of the
students surveyed indicated that they would probably or certainly vote in local and national elections
once they reached the voting age (Schulz et al., 2018).

International literature reviewing implementation of civics and citizenship
education programmes
This section will examine some studies carried out in England, Australia and Estonia on the
implementation and outcomes of civics and citizenship education programmes.

England
Country background
England is one of four countries in the United Kingdom (UK) with a population of 55.62 million. The
UK has a constitutional monarchy, with the sovereign as the head of state. Parliament conducts the
majority of government work including passing laws, monitoring government policy and
administration, controlling finance and debating current major issues. Education in England is
overseen by the UK’s Department for Education. Local government authorities are responsible for
implementing policy for public education in state-funded schools at a local level. All publically funded
schools must follow a national curriculum for students aged 5-16. There are also community schools
(controlled by the local council), foundation schools, grammar schools, special education needs
schools, academies and private schools. The latter two don’t have to follow the national curriculum.
The national curriculum covers what subjects are taught and the standards that children should
reach in each subject. The national curriculum is organised into blocks of years called key stages. At
the end of each key stage, the teacher will formally assess students’ performance. Although a great
deal of education policy is centrally determined, the management of finance and human resources is
delegated to schools. Each school has its own governing body (United Kingdom Government, n.d.)
General approach to civic education and the curriculum
Compulsory citizenship education began in 2002 following concerns about declining democratic
involvement and social apathy. It was implemented at key stages 3 & 4 (NZ Years 7-10, 10-12), but
only local authority maintained schools are required to follow the national curriculum. Academies,
attended by approximately 70% of secondary school students, are not obliged to do so (Select
Committee on Citizenship and Civic Engagement, 2018). There is also an optional General Certificate
of Secondary Education (GCSE) available in the subject (Department for Education, 2013). There is
no prescribed model for teaching citizenship education in schools. Instead the curriculum is
described as ‘light touch’ meaning that the subject content is not overly prescriptive. Schools have
flexibility to deliver the curriculum in ways that matches their teaching strengths, their individual
school priorities and local conditions (Nelson & Kerr, 2013, pp. 129 -138)
Citizenship education aims to provide students with knowledge, skills and understanding to prepare
them to play a full and active part in society. The curriculum highlights that teaching should foster
students’ understanding of democracy, government and how laws are made and upheld. Teachers
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should equip students with skills and knowledge to think critically, debate and make reasoned
arguments about political and social issues. It should also prepare students to take their place in
society as responsible citizens and make sound financial decisions (Department of Education, 2013).
There is no specification of instruction time for any curriculum area including citizenship (European
Commission, 2017). In one third of schools, citizenship education is either delivered as a discrete
subject, integrated into other subjects such as history or religious education, as a cross-curricula
subject through the pastoral or tutorial system, through extracurricular activities, or through special
events, dedicated curriculum days and school assemblies (Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic
Engagement, 2018). The remaining two thirds of schools teach citizenship as part of the personal,
social and health education (PSHE) (Burton, May, Liverpool, 2015.) Please refer to Appendix 4 & 5
for the subject content, aims and learning objectives for key stages 3 & 4, and GCSE.
Citizenship is also an optional subject in primary education which has a curriculum framework for
key stages 1&2 (NZ Years 1-3). This framework focuses on broader concepts such as right and wrong
and how to articulate opinions (Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic Engagement, 2018).
In 2013, the national curriculum for NZ Years 7-10, 11-12, was revised to create a new slimmed down
curriculum. The aims of the current National Curriculum on citizenship are to ensure that all
students:
•
•
•
•

acquire knowledge and understanding of how the UK is governed, its political system and
how citizens participate actively in its democratic systems of government;
develop knowledge and understanding of the role of law and the justice system and how laws
are shaped and enforced;
develop an interest in, and commitment to, participation in volunteering as well as other
forms of responsible activity, that they will take with them into adulthood;
are equipped with the skills to think critically and debate political questions, to enable them
to manage their money on a day-to-day basis, and plan for future financial needs.

Current reforms and debates in civic education
The House of Lords Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic Engagement in 2018 described the
current state of citizenship education in the United Kingdom as poor. Despite the curriculum review
in 2013 there are still criticisms of how citizenship education was initially implemented in England
in 2002 and the prolonged effects. There are concerns that the direction of citizenship education has
moved from a collective political conception of citizenship towards a more individualised notion that
focuses on character and promoting volunteering (Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic
Engagement, 2018).
Very few schools take citizenship education seriously and most secondary schools are said to be
failing their statutory duty to teach it as it’s often hidden within in PSHE and students are unaware
of the difference between the two subjects (Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic Engagement,
2018). Studies have found that combining citizenship teaching through PSHE has a negative effect
on citizenship outcomes (Keating, Kerr, Benton, Mundy, Lopes, 2010). The Select Committee on
Citizenship and Civic Engagement (2018) also found evidence to suggest that citizenship was never
fully embedded in the education system. This is attributed to the 2013 review of the curriculum when
local authority run schools were evolved into academies. Academies are publically funded
independent schools which don’t have to follow the national curriculum. This has led to a decline in
the use of the national curriculum which has particularly affected citizenship because of its hidden
status within PSHE. As a result some schools assumed that citizenship education was removed as a
subject and is no longer part of the National Curriculum or as a GCSE. This meant that some schools
stopped teaching the subject (Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic Engagement, 2018).
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Civic education activities in schools
The programme of study for citizenship at Years 7-10 recommends that students be actively involved
in their citizenship lessons through discussion, debate and critical enquiry and within their schools
through the involvement in community projects, school councils (democratic student bodies) and
other extracurricular opportunities. Schools and students can implement these guidelines in various
ways. The government does not prescribe the means for schools to achieve participation in civic
activities and so each school is free to design participation mechanisms that meet their needs (Nelson
& Kerr, 2013, pp. 129 -138).
Research evaluating the outcomes of citizenship education found that there was a marked increase
in the proportion of students reporting that they had participated in political activities after taking
the subject. This included signing petitions, electing student/school council members and writing to
an MP or local council. Participation in political activities in schools also increased over the course of
the study, primarily when the participants’ progressed beyond NZ Years 10-12 and continued their
studies to Year 13 (Keating et al., 2010).
Keating also presented evidence to The House of Lords Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic
Engagement (2018) indicating that hands-on activities were important when teaching citizenship
education in order to achieve successful outcomes. She noted that experiential learning activities
such as school councils, mock elections and debating clubs assist students in acquiring politically
relevant skills;
“We also estimated … the size of the effects, which are not insubstantial. When students
participated in these types of activities, the predicted probability of voting rose by 14.9%, while
the probability of participating in other types of political activities increased by 13.1%”
(Keating, 2017, pp. 5.1).
This has a lasting and positive effect on a range of political activities including voting in local and
national elections, contacting MPs, campaigning and protesting (Keating et al., 2010).
In 2011 England introduced the National Citizen Service programme to support active citizenship
and skills development. This programme brings together people aged 15-17 from different
backgrounds to help them develop greater confidence, self-awareness and responsibility. This is with
the view to foster a more cohesive, responsible and engaged society. The programme takes place
outside term time for approximately three weeks and has three phases; an outdoors adventures
activities course; a residential self-discovery programme using team activity to build leadership and
communication skills and; group work to plan and deliver a social action project. There is a small
charge to the young person, with the government supporting the additional cost of the programme
(European Commission, 2017).
Teacher education for civic education
All teachers are gradates with qualified teacher status, graduating with either a Bachelor of Education
or a Bachelor of Arts. In some schools, those teaching citizenship are subject specialists who may
have completed a citizenship qualification through a post graduate certificate in education (PGCE).
Citizenship education can be a feature of pre-service and continuing in-service teacher training.
However, in-service citizenship training is not compulsory, which means schools decide whether or
not to include in their teachers’ professional development plans (Nelson & Kerr 2013, pp. 129 -138).
Burton et al. (2015) noted that there are few specialist teachers of citizenship education and
therefore schools have little choice but to develop citizenship programmes that are cross curricula
so they can be taught by non-specialists. This study also suggested that the development of specialist
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teachers, national schemes of work and comprehensive training for any teacher involved in
citizenship education could have benefits for students.
Oulton et al., (2004) found the lack of training for teaching controversial subjects within citizenship
education has impacted negatively on the quality of delivery. The quality of teaching varied widely
after the initial introduction of citizenship education. Some teachers felt that more specific training
of teachers would be beneficial to citizenship education as the lack of appropriate training and
teacher knowledge had an impact on their confidence levels;
“This ‘light touch’ approach to implementation had for some teachers allowed for the
formalisation of the subject and created additional time to discuss difficult issues in depth. While
others agreed on the importance of citizenship teaching in general, they felt ‘overwhelmed’ by
the introduction of another subject into the curriculum but, as one citizenship co-ordinator said,
“Because [citizenship] was done by form teachers it was very, very low in the hierarchy because
they didn’t want to do it, they didn’t know how, they weren’t interested…once it started to work
…as a discrete subject and being taught as citizenship …it has a much higher profile” (Burton et
al., 2015, pp. 81-82).
The Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic Engagement (2018) and Burton et al., (2015), noted
that citizenship education generally had a low status within the curriculum hierarchy and thus had a
low priority within the organisational structure in some schools. Over time, due to the decline of the
status of citizenship education, there was also a decline in the number of citizenship teachers. These
studies highlighted the need for a change in direction in order for schools to have the specialist
citizenship teaching needed. Consequently, the UK government has created a National College for
Teaching and Leadership which has a programme to train new specialist leaders of education
including citizenship. This allows for specialist citizenship teachers to apply to become specialist
leaders of education. These teachers are seen to develop the capacity and capabilities of other leaders
in their own schools. By expanding the programme to citizenship specialist teachers it ensures that
these teachers will obtain the skills to improve practice and citizenship provision in their schools
(Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2018).
The Association for Citizenship Teachers (ACT) is a charity that represents teaches involved in the
subject. ACT provides membership services and education programmes that develop and promote
citizenship education; PLD, training and network opportunities and; high quality teaching materials
including their journal ‘Teaching Citizenship’. Teachers must be a member in order to access the
various teaching resources (ACT, 2018).
Assessment of civic education
There are eight attainment targets for citizenship learning at Years 7-10. Assessment is not limited
to written outcomes but is also based on a range of evidence, as determined by teachers. Students
are assessed on their knowledge and skills, but not attitudes. This could include observation,
discussion or focused questioning, involving students through peer or self-assessment, or sampling
a range of work over a period of time. Tests in citizenship education also include some form of project
based assessment which is seen as a beneficial way to enable students to demonstrate a range of
skills and practical experiences relevant to citizenship education (European Commission, 2017).
Entry level General Certificate of Secondary Education (GSCE) citizenship studies are usually taken
at approximately age 16, and AS and A-level citizenship studies usually taken at ages 17 and 18
(Nelson & Kerr 2013, pp. 129 -138). Students are asked questions about the citizenship action they
were required to undertake for the course (defined as a planned course of informed action or
question aimed at delivering a benefit for a particular community or wider society). Students taking
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Citizenship GCSE must compile an Active Citizenship Profile, recording their participation in
citizenship activities in the classroom, school, or within the wider community. Students should use
this information to analyse and evaluate their own evidence and reflect on issues raised in response
to the questions set (European Commission, 2017).
There are very few students that take Citizenship GCSE. In the school year 2015/16 approximately
3% (17,710) of the entire key stage 4 state schools cohort took Citizenship GCSE. These numbers are
down on the 2009 peak where just over 96,000 took Citizenship GCSE (Select Committee on
Citizenship and Civic Engagement, 2018). The decline has been attributed to schools not prioritising
citizenship education, and some schools no longer teaching the subject (Burton et al., 2015). These
statistics are similar to the proportion of New Zealand students taking the social studies personal
action NCEA standards (3.3% or 1,896 students).
Quality monitoring of civic education
The evidence of effective citizenship education is dominated by qualitative research (OECD, 2010).
The Citizenship Education Longitudinal Study was a nine year evaluation undertaken by the National
Foundation for Education Research (NFER) to investigate the impact of citizenship education on the
learning experiences and outcomes of students (Keating et al., 2010). Its findings provided insights
into the impact that citizenship education had on schools, teachers and young people since its
introduction as a national curriculum subject in 2002. This study provided the most detailed
evidence on citizenship education and there has been no follow up to the Longitudinal Study since
then (Nelson & Kerr, 2013).
The Office for Standards in Education, Children Services and Skills (OFSTED) undertakes national
inspections of English schools. The OFSTED (2010) report complied observations from 91 secondary
schools between 2006 and 2009. They observed students’ ability to discuss topical and relevant
issues, whether student actions brought about real change, and the quality of teaching of civic
courses. They established that just over half of the schools were considered good or outstanding and
in ten out of the 91 student achievement was inadequate. These findings demonstrate the diverse
quality of citizenship education. The report highlighted citizenship teachers who were well trained,
motivated specialists and sufficient time in the curriculum for the subject as key features of success
A further OFSTED report analysed the approaches and efficacy of several civic education
programmes. A key finding was that the method used to deliver citizenship education is important
to its effectiveness and that participatory interactive teaching methods were the best way to deliver
positive long term results. Citizenship education improved people’s knowledge and understanding
of political processes but did not necessarily increase support for democracy or belief in the political
system. It also noted that citizenship education’s effectiveness in developing democracies was
constrained by the lack of resources meaning that ineffective methods of teaching may be used
because no alternatives are available (Browne, 2013). In contrast, the Select Committee on
Citizenship and Civic Engagement (2018) heard that there was a lack of data on whether or not
citizenship is taught at all in many schools, and what good citizenship teaching looks like.
Furthermore, England did not participate in the latest IEA study which would have allowed for
international measurement and comparisons of citizenship education outcomes.
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Australia
Country background
The Commonwealth of Australia was established as a constitutional monarchy and has a
parliamentary Westminster-style government. Australia with a population of 25 million is a
federation of six States which together with two self-governing Territories have their own
constitutions, parliaments, governments and laws all based on the same principle of parliamentary
government. The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), an
independent statutory authority develops and administers the national curriculum and assessments,
and collects and publishes school performance data. There are government (state schools) and nongovernment schools and approximately 35% of students are enrolled in the latter. Regardless, all
schools, are required to adhere to the curriculum frameworks of their state or territory. The six state
and two territory governments have constitutional responsibility for funding the majority of
government schools and for making decisions regarding the implementation of the Australian
Curriculum (ACARA, 2019).
General approach to civic education and the curriculum
The release of the Federal Government’s civics policy statement Discovering Democracy in May 1997
confirmed civics education to be an important component of the government’s agenda for Australian
schools. This presently reflects the overarching vision and goals for Australian education and the link
between schooling, citizenship and democracy is enshrined in the Melbourne Declaration on
Educational Goals for Young Australia, which states that all young Australians should become active
and informed citizens (MCEEDYA, 2008).
Discovering Democracy was rolled out as a civics and citizenship program, becoming a separate
compulsory subject in the Australian Curriculum, outlining what students need to learn and be able
to do in order to become active and informed citizens. In 2008, the Melbourne Declaration provided
explicit detail of the civics and citizenship educational goals for young Australians. Civics and
citizenship is no longer a separate subject, rather it is offered as a discrete learning area one of the
four integrated sub-strands in the Humanities and Social Sciences (HASS) subject area from (NZ
equivalent) Years 8-11. Education authorities within each of the Australian states and territories hold
responsibility for the implementation in schools and education systems of the Australian curriculum
(ACARA, n.d.).
The Australian Curriculum: Civics and Citizenship (AC:CC) covering (NZ equivalent) Years 8-11 is
organised into two interconnected strands: civics and citizenship knowledge and citizenship inquiry
and skills. There are three areas in which students acquire knowledge and understanding within the
civics curriculum including0-; government and democracy; laws and citizens; and citizenship,
diversity and identity. There is an emphasis on Australia’s federal system of government, liberal
democratic values such as freedom, equality and the rule of law. The curriculum also explores how
laws and the legal system protect people’s rights and how individuals and groups can influence civic
life (ACARA, n.d.). Please refer to Appendix 6 for a description of the subject content for each year.
The AC:CC recognises that Australia is a secular, multicultural society with a Christian heritage,
promoting the development of inclusivity by developing students’ understanding of broader values
such as respect, civility, justice and responsibility. It also acknowledges the experiences and
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contributions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples and their identities within Australia.
While the curriculum strongly focuses on the Australian context, students also reflect on Australia’s
global position, international obligations and the role of citizens, both within Australian and in an
interconnected world (ACARA, n.d.).
All states and territories, except New South Wales, Victoria and Western Australia, follow AC:CC as it
is set out. Schools and individual teachers may vary in their application of state and territory
guidelines outlined below:
New South Wales: Civics and citizenship is not a discrete subject, but is included as learning across
the curriculum and is represented in the content of history and geography syllabuses as relevant.
These two subjects are compulsory, but NSW is also planning to include AC:CC content for equivalent
to NZ Years 8-11 in commerce, which is an elective subject.
Queensland: In equivalent to NZ Years 10-11 schools implement civics and citizenship as an elective
in at least one semester each year. The Queensland Department of Education and the Queensland
Curriculum and Assessment Authority provide teachers with additional support to teach civics and
citizenship.
South Australia: The Department for Education provides teachers with additional support to teach
civics and citizenship and history through grant funded arrangements with the Parliament of South
Australia and the History Trust of South Australia for the purpose of delivering education
programmes incorporating professional learning events and workshops.
Tasmania: Civics and citizenship is taught in equivalent to NZ Years 8-9 as an integrated humanities
and social sciences subject, but it becomes an optional subject in NZ Years 11-10.
Victoria: Victoria has modified the AC:CC, but retains the three key content areas.
Western Australia: The AC:CC has been modified slightly to contextualise it for Western Australia.
The third key content area, citizenship, diversity and identity, is omitted from the NZ Years 8-11
curriculum (ACARA, 2018).
Current reforms and debates in civic education
There has been some evidence to suggest the implementation of Discovering Democracy, whilst
successful in parts, failed to meet its objectives, in particular the stated goal of developing active
citizens. The curriculum materials focused on civic obligations which limited teachers’ capacity to
present dynamic concepts such as empowerment and belonging. The static ‘obligation based’
approach of the curriculum assumed that young people are not already active participating in
community life, rather they are ‘citizens in waiting’. The focus on how government works instead of
deep discussions about how democratic systems can be made more democratic by enhanced
participation is disengaging and turns students off the subject (Heggart et al., 2018).
The most recent version of the AC:CC outlines a three dimensional notion of citizenship which
includes the concepts of civil (rights and responsibilities); political (participation and
representation); and social (social virtues and community involvement) with opportunities to
investigate political and legal systems, and explore the nature of citizenship, diversity, identity in
contemporary society (ACARA n.d.). Studies have highlighted that the current version of the civics
and citizenship curriculum still reiterates the errors of Discovering Democracy because it overlooks
the notion of fostering active citizenship. Young people are still classed as ‘citizens of the future’ and
not as ‘citizens of the present’ (Heggert et al., 2018). There is no discussion on the sense of
empowerment and agency. Heggert et al (2018) suggests that the best way to develop active
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citizenship is through hands on activities. Being immersed in democratic values and democratic
doing and learning to challenge the status quo. Delivering rote learning of civics and citizenship leads
to student disengagement. This study recommended a project based curriculum where students are
allowed the opportunity within the classroom to discuss more radical elements of democracy. This
could include whether Australia should retain the Crown as their head of state, action on climate
change or learning about the perpetual criminalisation and impoverishment of Aboriginal people.
Arif, (2017) points out that it is important for teachers to respect and encourage students to express
their opinions, and try to get students to speak freely and openly in civics and citizenship education.
This will allow for students to engage actively with issues that matter to them. Teachers have a
significant role in managing and mastering the classroom to progress students’ critical and
multicultural civic skills and competence for more active citizenship. Therefore, teachers’ evaluations
have a strong influence on student’s belief about their own competence. There are many issues that
concern young people and unless schools are able to create spaces for students to contribute in
debates they feel are meaningful, then civic and citizenship education will fail (Heggert et al., 2018).
On 29 November 2018 Hon Dan Tehan, Minister of Education announced that he would take a
proposal to update the 2008 Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals to improve equity and
excellence for every Australian student (Ministers’ Media Centre, Australian Government, 2018).
Carter (2018) argues that the scope for improvement in the Melbourne Declaration lies on the focus
on the development of soft skills; curriculum and educational policy should be geared towards
developing students’ critical thinking skills, communication and, a rethinking of the way teachers
assess student learning in the classroom. For example, he suggests that a students’ performance
should be measured against their last attempt at a similar task rather than against their peers’.
Civic education activities in schools
The AC:CC states that student experience of civics should be based on the formal curriculum in civics
and citizenship and a combination of class-based activities, whole school activities and community
activities (ACARA, n.d.).
As part of the Discovering Democracy program a number of national activities took place between
1998 and 2004 to complement and support the goals of civics and citizenship education. Some
schools participated in Celebrating Democracy week through a range of activities supported by the
Australian government. There were also a number of National Education Forums on civics and
citizenship (Education Services Australia, 2011).
The establishment of the Parliamentary Education Office (PEO) in Canberra in the late 1980s has
played a central role in inspiring interest in parliament and politics within Australian schools,
teachers and students (Arif, 2017). The PEO has been heavily involved educating students about
parliament and political processes through such activities as:
•
•
•
•

Immersive learning programs: giving primary and secondary students hands on experience
on how Parliament works to make Australia a better place to live.
Print and digital resources: enabling teachers and students to better understand the system
of government.
Teaching resources linked to the Australian civics and citizenship curriculum: including units
of work, lesson plans and other learning materials.
Services and support for senators and members: assisting them to build community
understanding their roles as members of Parliament.
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The PEO are highly experienced professional educators with extensive knowledge of parliamentary
process, pedagogy and the Australian Curriculum (PEO, 2019).
Education Services Australia (ESA) which is part of the Australian Government Department of
Education provides technology-based services for education including assessment systems and
digital learning resources. ESA has a website for teaching and learning activities for civics. However,
these resources are now largely outdated. In addition, Scootle is ESA’s digital portal for teachers
providing civic and citizenship resources that are currently aligned with the Australian Curriculum.
This portal has a link to ABC Education which is Australia’s national broadcaster. ABC has a wide
range of civics curriculum aligned resources.
Teacher education for civic education
In Australia, each state and territory has authority over how its teachers are recruited and trained,
with many pathways into teacher certification, nevertheless all teachers require a bachelor’s degree
and/or a postgraduate degree in teacher education. There are no specialist standalone civics
teachers in Australia.
Teachers initially did not seem well prepared to teach civics when it was first implemented in
Australia. The IEA Civic Education Study completed in 2003 found that only 1% of Australian
teachers surveyed (predominantly from the areas of English and Social Sciences) had studied civics
in their undergraduate degree, and only 3% had a postgraduate diploma with a civic component. Of
the twenty topics they deemed central to civics education, up to one-third of the Australian teachers
surveyed reported they felt not at all confident to teach them. This raises question on how the cross
disciplinary nature of civics can be best addressed in terms of teacher preparation (Mellor et al.,
2002; Mellor, 2003).
The Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) has since developed a set of
national professional standards for teachers which they must meet throughout their career. Their
focus is on Initial Teacher Education (ITE), PLD opportunities and school leadership training. (AITSL,
2017). Teachers are required to remain accredited through PLD. However this is only mandatory
within two jurisdictions as in other places it is self-identified. The Teacher Quality Institute which
accredits teachers within the Australian Capital Territory has one PLD programme that teachers can
take for understanding the AC:CC (ACT, 2018).
The Australian Electoral Commission has a number of basic professional learning resources for
teachers to develop their practical skills in teaching electoral education as part of the civic and
citizenship curriculum. Teachers can work through self-paced e-learning modules or attend face to
face workshops. One resource that they offer is an online professional learning tool which aims to
equip teachers with skills and knowledge to run an election within their classroom. This is seen as a
good way to help students understand the decision making process of an election (Australian
Electoral Commission, 2017).
Reviewing civics teaching training in an Australian ITE institute, Sigauke (2013) argued that teachers
need to have a thorough understanding of civic issues and how to teach these in their class if they are
to successfully implement civic education at a school level. They observed that the majority of preservices teachers on the program study civics and citizenship education online. They noted that in
contrast, a school wide approach to the implementation of civics education could be adopted at the
teacher education level (referring to a case study in Scotland). This recognises the aspects of civics
and citizenship in school life and provides the experiences to all learners within the classroom and
beyond the school environment. Presently, pre-service teachers have little opportunity to put these
ideas into practice due to the limited coverage of civics education subject in the social science
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education program at the teacher education level (only integrated into 3 out of 10 social science
subjects), and the constant policy reminders to follow directives stated in official documents, include
school syllabuses. As a result of these findings, this paper recommended that a separate civics and
citizenship education subject for all pre-service teachers incorporating participatory activities at the
local, regional and global community levels.
Furthermore, the Social and Citizenship Education Association Australia (SCEAA) is a professional
association which aims to support, promote and improve the quality of citizenship education,
represent teaching and research, advocate for citizenship education policy, curriculum and pedagogy
and sponsor and support activities that may assist the teaching of citizenship education. They have
recently highlighted that there is evidence to suggest that civics and citizenship is struggling to secure
curriculum space in many schools, despite its status within the Australian curriculum. One of the
reasons for this is an absence of current PLD and examples of good practice in planning for active
citizenship in and beyond classrooms. SCEAA wants to address this through providing support for
classroom and beginning teachers (SCEAA, 2019; Sigauke 2013).
Assessment of civic education
The Australian Curriculum is presented as a developmental sequence of learning that describes a
progression of learning from Kindergarten to (NZ equivalent) Year 11. It clearly outlines to teachers,
parents and students what is to be taught, and the quality of learning expected of students as they
progress through school. Within this, schools across Australia make their own decisions about
matters such as pedagogy, teaching time, approaches to developing general capabilities and
addressing student diversity and cross-curriculum priorities. (ACARA, 2019).
Each content area within the Australian Curriculum is accompanied by an Achievement Standard
equivalent to NZ learning outcomes, referring to the quality of learning (depth of understanding,
extent of knowledge and sophistication of skill) demonstrated by students within subjects. Teachers
use Achievement Standards at the beginning of each learning period to discover what skills and
knowledge individual students bring to a new topic and then select the most appropriate content to
teach. Teachers also use Achievement Standards at the end of each reporting period to determine
what each student has learnt in relation to the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, n.d.). There are various
Achievement Standards outlined for civics education for (NZ equivalent)) Years 8-11. ACARA also
provides student work samples for civics and citizenship to assist teachers to make judgements about
student progress towards the Achievement Standards. This also ensures that work is assessed
consistently across Australia’s jurisdictions. All jurisdictions within Australia must report student
achievement using a 5-point rating (ACARA, n.d.). Please refer to Appendix 6 for learning outcomes
and achievement standards for civic and citizenship education.
Quality monitoring of civic education
Since 2004 there has been an ongoing program of national assessments run at the direction of the
Education Council which provides student performance data to help the government assess how
students are performing compared to their international peers and identifying where improvements
are required.
The National Assessment Program (NAP) includes three-yearly sample assessments in civics and
citizenship for (NZ equivalent) Years 7 & 11. NAP – civics and citizenship (CC) assessment measures
students’ skills, knowledge and understanding of Australia’s system of government and civic life, and
also student attitudes, values and participation in civic related activities at school and in the
community. The most recent 2016 NAP report finding that 55% of (NZ equivalent) Year 7 students
were achieving at or above the proficient standard in civics and citizenship was statistically similar
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to the last sample conducted in 2013. However there was a slight decrease in the proportion of (NZ
equivalent) Year 11 students achieving at or above the proficient standard from 44% in 2013 to 38%
in 2016 (ACARA, 2018).
In order to combat the decline in student achievement and improve student’s civic knowledge, the
current government has focused on creating resources that are compelling for upper middle
secondary students. Hon Dan Tehan the Minister of Education issued a press release on 24 March
2019 announcing that the Government will provide $1 million to create new teaching resources to
improve how civics and citizenship is taught. The resources will be rolled out to teachers later on
this year. The resources will aim to help students learn about democracy, Australia’s system of
government and their values to ensure that the next generation are engaged citizens (Ministers’
Media Centre, Australian Government, 2019).

Key findings from Australia

23

For discussion only – not Government policy

24

For discussion only – not Government policy

Estonia
Country background
The Republic of Estonia is situated in the Baltic region of Northern Europe with 1.3 million
inhabitants. It is a sovereign state with a democratic unitary parliamentary republic divided into 15
counties (Enterprise Estonia, n.d.). The education system is decentralised and the government and
Ministry of Education and Research define its strategic development. Counties, local governments
and educational institutions each have specific roles in administering the system. Most students
attend public sector schools, which are funded by the state. There are also small proportions of state
and private schools. The education system is a single track structure, meaning that all students follow
the same curriculum until the end of basic education, which ends when students reach 16. There are
three levels: Pre-primary education (ages 0-7); Basic school, including primary and lower-secondary
education, comprises (NZ equivalent) Years 1-11 (ages 7-16/17); and upper secondary education,
including either general or vocational school for (NZ equivalent) Years 12-13 (ages 16-18) (OECD,
2016).
General approach to civic education
Compulsory subjects, and the basic allocation of teaching time to them accounts for 70% of curricula
content. Each school is required to develop a school-level curriculum within the framework of the
national curriculum. Teachers are free to use the teaching methods and textbooks of their choice.
The school-level curriculum is approved by the school director but development involves the school
staff and requires the advice of the board of trustees, student council and the teacher council (OECD,
2016). A revamp of teacher education in Estonia (commenced in 1998) strengthened teachers’
capacity to focus on critical thinking skills for the new IT economy (NCEE, 2019).
Civic and citizenship education has been represented as a cross-curricular theme and as a separate
subject at various grades since 1997. At a primary level, civics education is integrated into all subjects
and is closely linked to human studies (a subject designed to help students understand cultural and
social differences and how to interact with others). At the lower and upper secondary levels, civics
education is taught as a separate subject and is also integrated throughout other subject such as
history and geography. Civics and citizenship is defined as a subject that has political, economic,
social, cultural and value dimensions. It plays an important role in developing social competencies
and it contributes to the development of democratic values, entrepreneurship, self-efficacy and social
sensibility in students. Civic education also creates opportunities for developing social cohesion, civic
identity and participatory democracy (Government of Estonia, 2011a & Government of Estonia
2011b). Please refer to Appendices 7&8 for a description of the National curricula for basic and
upper secondary schools.
The compulsory course at lower and upper secondary is taught to students in (NZ equivalent) Years
10-11 (ages 15-16) for 70 hours and then at (NZ equivalent) Years 12-13 (ages 17-18) for 70 hours
a year. The curriculum outlines aims, learning processes, time allocation, content and expected
outcomes for the subject. Every school must follow the content determined by the national
curriculum and additional topics may be included if the teacher decides. The curriculum
recommends approaches to teaching and assessment, although teachers are free to design their own
teaching and learning activities. Civic and citizenship education in the lower-secondary school
provides basic knowledge on the functioning of society and explains citizens’ relations with politics,
the economy and social groups. At the upper secondary school level students are educated in regards
to social processes in contemporary society, knowledge on the political processes, law and the
economy. European and global dimensions are at the core of each topic. This approach is designed to
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create foundations for a competent, responsible and active citizens who can cope in an ever-changing
multicultural society. Civic and citizenship education also contributes to the development of positive
attitudes toward cultural and ideological differences (Toots, 2013 pp. 139-149). Intercultural
education is part of the civic education course in Estonian schools, aimed at promoting the
understanding of cultural differences. The course is obligatory from the (NZ equivalent) Year 5
upwards. The actual content of the course is dependent on the teaching materials, upon which each
school makes its own decision, and on the teacher.
Current reforms and debates in civic education
Since 1991, Estonia has transitioned from communist rule (occupied by Soviet Russia) to democracy
and has therefore experienced several fundamental reforms to its education system. Soviet social
education was not formally abolished, rather it was transformed slowly into a democratic civic and
citizenship education through various curriculum revisions and the production of new textbooks
which have fundamental importance for social sciences. Compared to the previous ICCS cycle in 2009,
the level of civic knowledge of Estonian students has increased at a significantly higher rate than the
international average. There are very few (3.4%) low-performing students in Estonia; 42% of
students achieved the highest level of civic knowledge in the study, and Estonia had one of the highest
national average scale scores for students’ learning of civic issues at school (Shultz et al., 2018).
Estonian performance is remarkably equitable with respect to social class. Estonia has among the
highest percentages of resilient students in the OECD, and Estonian students in the lowest decile of
PISA performance perform higher than the average student in the industrialized world (NCEE, 2019).
Major current debates on civic and citizenship education focus on the point that the subject is too
theoretical, failing to address real-life situations and does not provide necessary or practical social
skills. Toots (2013 pp. 139-149) argues that the subject is too limited to the formal classroom and
does not contribute to the enhancement of democracy in schools. There are also claims that the
curriculum is overloaded and does not leave enough room for projects, study visits and discussions
and that it does not provide students with a relevant system of concepts for addressing complex
problems. For example, Haav (2018) notes that ideas and exercises about participant democracy
should be central to the civics education and students’ workbooks. Since 2014, new workbooks have
introduced some critical ideas and facts that are useful for political literacy and motivation, such as
discussing draft laws and policies and making their own proposals to facilitate students’ independent
and critical thinking, social and political skills. However the Estonian curriculum does not explore
the theoretical foundations or social concepts. This means that the workbooks do not provide
students with a relevant system of concepts for addressing complex problems. There are also calls to
add reference to understanding the social problems in hierarchal institutions like parliament and
government. This is necessary for understanding peoples’ positions and opportunities on local and
national levels. The government has created a web-based system for participation of active citizens,
interests groups and NGOs which link people to the state. Haav (2018) argues that the curriculum
and workbooks should acknowledge students with these channels and opportunities for information,
discussion and proposals.
Nevertheless, the democratic attitudes of Estonian youth have been constantly improving over the
years and 77% of 14 year olds intend to vote in national elections and 80% in local elections (Ministry
of Education and Science, 2017). However the ICCS study noted that less than one fifth of young
people participate in civil society organisations and groups. In addition, civic and citizenship
education in Russian-speaking schools is not effective, which is evidenced by the lower achievement
and weaker civic identity of the students in these schools. 94% of pupils in Estonian-language schools
are proud to live in Europe; among Russian-school students, this figure is 80% (Schulz et al., 2018).
In sum, although civic knowledge is high amongst the student population, Estonia has highlighted
that there is difficulty in linking knowledge with active participation in society. One reason attributed
to this may be that there is no opportunity within the classroom for students to suggest topics for
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discussion and engage with projects which they are interested. The Ministry of Education and Science
report (2017) recommended that teaching social science subjects like civics should be carried more
out of the classrooms and into real world experiences.
The 2017 European Commission report on citizenship education in schools in Europe makes
reference to the previously mentioned study, Citizenship Education Longitudinal Study carried out
by the United Kingdom from 2001-2010 (Keating et al., 2010). This report evidenced that effective
citizenship education requires a whole-school ethos, where school leaders support and promote the
subject, with a clear and coherent understanding of what this means for the classroom and for the
school. The whole-school approach is an opportunity for students to see and experience democratic
voice and active citizenship in action, but it can only have an impact if it has committed support at
school level. The European Commission (2017) notes that it is important to recognise the value of
such an approach which is currently occurring in Estonia as they are actively seeking ways to show
the value of schools that strive for more than just academic achievement, linking strongly to the
whole-school approach to citizenship education. For example, The Good School Model which was
established in Estonia in 2012 aims to reflect the wider outcomes of school education beyond
measures based on academic achievement. This includes developing whole-school evaluation
approaches by allowing schools to demonstrate their efforts to place important values and skills and
to bring together different actors involved in supporting students’ personal and social development.
The design process for this model including educational researchers, school principals, teachers,
union representatives as well as local councils and the Ministry for Education and Research
(European Commission, 2017).
Civic education activities in schools
The National Curricula states that extracurricular and out of school activities support the
development of subject field competence and the achievement of learning and educational outcomes
at secondary school. This includes social sciences and civics education as a compulsory subject. In
addition, there is an emphasis on organising extracurricular learning activities which involves
regional institutions and enterprises, other education and cultural institutions, civic associations, and
NGOs. This is cross-agency/community involvement is seen as significant for the study of crosscurricula subjects like civics (Government of Estonia, 2011b). Civics and citizenship education is
enhanced by activities that include study trips, field research, voluntary work in the community and
meetings with a range of people. In addition to course literature, various materials and informative
documents, electronic databases, study films and so on are used. This emphasises the need to
facilitate students’ interest in real life social problems and students’ willingness to take an active part
in handling them (Toots, 2013 pp. 139-149).
Estonian students are said to give a lot to school life and student government. More than 90% of
research participants in the Schulz et al (2018) study believe that it is possible to improve the work
of school management by participating in its work. One third of the students surveyed participate in
making decisions regarding school management. The study also found that over the past years,
interest in music and theatre has declined, but the share of participation in debates has noticeably
increased. Student participation is seen as an essential component in ensuring the ‘student voice’ is
heard within decision making at school level as well as providing students with practical experience
in the democratic process. Estonia has a youth policy strategy which seen to drive the development
of student participation. The Youth Field Development Plan supports a network of school boards and
youth councils, providing training and resource and a guidance handbook for teachers. This is
currently in the piloting stages (European Commission, 2017).
In addition, Estonia has established the youth programme Tugila, which provides activities that are
targeted at empowering young people who are not currently in education, employment or training
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(NEETs). This aims to drive forward citizenship education through the development of skills and
attitudes associated with the social and civic competences that are central to citizenship education.
Tugila is part of the wider Estonian Youth Guarantee National Action Plan supporting young people
in need. The programme assists them in realising their potential and becoming a productive member
of society, raising their confidence and self-esteem (European Commission, 2017).
Estonia is also participating in a European Commission project called Empowerment of mobile youth
in the European Union (EMY). This aims to support the inclusion and democratic participation of
young EU citizens (aged 16-29) coming to Estonia to study. The project focuses on activities
including:
•
•
•
•

raising awareness EU citizenship
mapping of political engagement of students at a local level
organising online and focus-group discussions
developing policy recommendations.

The aim of this protect is to get young people across the EU to engage with national and European
governing bodies (EGA, 2018).
Teacher Education for civic education
Teachers are expected to hold a Master’s degree with qualifications in one or several subjects. From
(NZ equivalent) Year 7 onwards teachers are subject specific. However civic and citizenship
education comprises less than 1% of the fulltime workload. Only one institution, Tallin University
provides initial training for civic and citizenship education teachers (Toots, 2013 pp. 139-149).
Regulations require teachers to undertake 160 hours of Professional Learning and Development
(PLD) during a five year period. Teachers cannot move up the career ladder unless they complete the
ongoing professional development required by law. School heads have responsibility for allocating
PLD funds (from central government) to individual teachers. However, according to estimates, only
25% of civics teachers regular attend civics PLD courses (Toots, 2013 pp. 139-149).
The Estonian History and Civics Teachers’ Association is a professional group collaborating on civic
and history related issues. Their main objective is to provide a forum for teachers to connect, discuss
and share resources in order to maintain continuity in history and culture research and preservation.
In addition, the Association takes part in solving problems in the Estonian education field and
popularising history and civics studies. The Association organises conferences, courses, seminars
and competitions to give the members a chance to expand their knowledge in Estonia and other
countries (Estonian Historical Society, n.d.)
Assessment for civic education
Estonia has official guidelines on recommended assessment methods according to the type of
learning outcome that is being assessed. The national curriculum for civic and citizenship education
at primary and lower secondary levels establishes that ‘knowledge and skills are assessed on the
basis of oral response, including presentations, and written projects. Assessment of values and
attitudes (e.g., showing interest, understanding importance, valuing, following rules) is facilitated by
role plays, case studies and group work'. (Ministry of Education and Research, 2014). There are eight
fields of general competencies for students and the two that are relevant to civics and citizenship
includes cultural awareness and values; and social awareness and citizenship.
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Assessment at the basic schools for civics education is compared with the expected learning
outcomes listed in the curricula. The subject-related knowledge and skills may be evaluated in the
course of the studies as well as at the end of the study topic. They are graded using a five-point scale.
They can also choose to sit the national examination in civic and citizenship education as one of 10
optional subjects in order to graduate from basic school (Government of Estonia, 2011 a).
At the end of upper secondary school, students are evaluated and assessed on their ability to
understand and analyse problems, obtain and interpret legal information, participating in common
activities (simulations, role play and projects), preparing and making presentations, summaries and
research. To graduate from upper secondary school, students must complete public examination and
civics being one of the examination options. The content of these examinations follows the national
curriculum (Government of Estonia, 2011 b). The introduction of final examinations in civic
education at the end of lower and upper secondary schooling has had a positive effect on attitudes
towards the subject. Schools and teachers now allocate more time and effort to the topic and there is
an increasing proportion of students who are choosing to take the civic examination course (Ministry
of Education and Research, 2018).
The format of final examinations is continuously improving as a result of feedback. However ongoing
changes to the national assessment system means that assessment rules are also frequently changing.
This complicates the comparison of achievement levels across tiers and challenges the reliability of
achievement findings (Toots, 2013 pp. 139-149). For example, the Ministry of Education and
Research is developing teaching and assessment materials to support the eight fields of general
competencies for students including the civic and citizenship competencies. The Ministry interprets
the main reason for teachers’ difficulties when assessing students is the lack of guidance in national
curricula on suitable learning and assessment methods. This policy initiative is currently underway
as part of the National Strategy for Lifelong Learning 2014-2020 (European Commission, 2017).
International tests have shown that the Estonian education system is considered as high quality,
providing students with skills above the international average. However these tests have also shown
that there is a lack of resolve and creativity in using different skills in new contexts. The drafting of
the Lifelong Learning Strategy was in response to this and aimed to provide all Estonians with
learning opportunities to meet their needs and capabilities throughout their lifetime (Ministry of
Education and Research, 2014).
Quality monitoring in civic education
Estonia is globally well known today as a leader in promoting innovative public sector reforms and
digital solutions in government technology. It has established a well-functioning mechanism of
government transparency and freedom of information through open data and e-government
systems. More importantly their wide use of various digital solutions in many public platforms such
as e-government and e-voting means that it is easy to track civic engagement platforms (Kassen,
2017). Estonia is a member of the Open Government Partnership (OGP). One focus of their
participation in the OGP is the tracking of the quality of civic education and subsequent engagement.
Estonia stands out among 65 other OGP member states as a good example on how to engage the civil
society in decision making processes, according to the OGP Policy Brief (Francoli et al., 2015).
Estonia has focused on quality assurance teachers rather than student achievement over the last 10
years. Estonia adopted a national qualification framework in 2005 which includes qualification
standards for teachers. Teachers progress from starting teachers, to senior teachers and finally
master teachers. Teachers move up based on years of experience, completed PLD and successful
demonstration that they possess the required knowledge and skills at each level (Ministry of
Education and Research, 2017). The profession qualification standards are also the basis for the
development of in-service teacher education curricula (Toots, 2013 pp. 139-149). Estonia
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administers standardised tests in citizenship education with the purpose of evaluating and
monitoring the education system as a whole and/or individual schools. The assessment test takes
place every 3-5 years in the last year of primary education (European Commission, 2017). In
addition, student achievement in national examinations in civics as well as participation in the IEA’s
Civic Education study, ICCS and PISA international surveys helps Estonia to identify trends in
educational outcomes as well as in background systems. This allows the government to propose
necessary change actions (Estonian Ministry of Education and Research, 2018).

Key findings from Estonia
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Key themes analysis and discussion
How civic and citizenship education is defined internationally within national curricula
There are similarities in the subject content, aims and learning outcomes outlined in the national
curricula each of the jurisdictions studied. Figure 3 outlines the key learning areas and outcomes in
national curricula. The core focus is on providing students with knowledge, skills and understanding
to prepare them to play an influential, informed and active part in society. Developing democratic
values, self-efficacy and becoming active and responsible citizens is mentioned throughout the
curricula documents of each country studied.

Figure 1: Similarities in subject content, aims and learning outcomes for civics and citizenship education

Key learning outcomes: similarities between the education systems studied
There is a content knowledge based aim included in the key learning outcomes listed in the curricula
of the counties studied. This includes developing students’ understanding of political, democratic and
justice systems, how laws are shaped and enforced, how the legal system protects peoples’ rights and
how individuals can influence civic life. Students acquire knowledge of diversity and identity, and an
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understanding of cultural and social differences, and how to interact with others. Students are
expected to be equipped with the skills to think critically and have the ability to debate social and
political issues.
To foster active citizenship there is also an emphasis placed on preparing students to take their place
in society. The English curriculum refers to developing an interest in commitment to, volunteering.
The Australian curriculum promotes the development of active inclusivity as a secular, multicultural
nation by developing students’ understanding of broad values such as respect, civility, justice and
responsibility. The Estonian curriculum refers to the development of social competencies such as
democratic values, entrepreneurship, self-efficacy and social sensibility. These elements all feed into
the aim of developing social cohesion, civic identity and participatory democracy.
Approaches to implementation: Integrated versus separate subject
There are various approaches to how civics and citizenship education is implemented into a nation’s
curriculum. All three countries previously or currently offer civics and citizenship education as a
separate and integrated subject within their national curricula. It is a compulsory learning area
within each country. Table 2 outlines the approaches to delivering civics education at different levels
within the school system:

Primary

Lower
Secondary

Estonia
Represented as a
cross-curricula theme
through all subjects
Separate and
compulsory subject
A cross curricula
theme integrated
throughout other
subjects

Upper
Secondary

Separate and
compulsory subject
A cross curricula
theme integrated
throughout other
subjects

Australia
Offered as an
integrated sub-strand
within humanities and
social sciences from
Year 4
Compulsory discrete
Learning area – in
Humanities and Social
Sciences

England
Optional subject for Years 1-3

Schools can choose either:
Separate and compulsory
subject
Discrete subject – integrated,
cross-curricula or through extra
curricula activities

Compulsory discrete
Learning area – in
Humanities and Social
Sciences (until NZ Year
11)

Within the personal, social and
health education subject (PSHE)
Schools can choose either:
Separate and compulsory
subject
Discrete subject – integrated,
cross-curricula or through extra
curricula activities
Within the personal, social and
health education subject (PSHE)

Table 2: Approaches to delivering civic education

It can be ascertained that civic and citizenship education has significant emphasis within Estonia’s
curriculum throughout each year group as it is seen as developing social competencies contributing
to the development of social cohesion, civic identity and participatory democracy. This emphasis is
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subsequently reflected in Estonia’s higher than average performance in ICCS 2016 in their civic
knowledge, democratic attitudes, participation and engagement.
Research from England and Australia has evidenced that although the subject has a predominant
place within their national curricula, the subject is often side-lined, struggling to secure curriculum
space within many schools. This has been attributed to the nature of delivering it as a discrete subject,
high teacher workloads, and absence of ITE and PLD for civics contributing to lack of teacher
confidence. Research on Estonia’s education system has evidenced that the curriculum is overloaded
and does not leave room for projects, study visits and discussions which are seen as vital elements to
delivering a successful education programme for civics and citizenship.
These are significant findings in respect of the New Zealand system. Studies on New Zealand have
shown that the subject social studies/ Tikanga ā Iwi within NZC and Te Marautanga o Aotearoa
(TMoA) are most compatible with the notions of civic and citizenship education because there is
already existing citizenship focussed learning involving social inquiry (developing participatory
capability through understanding differences in values, community decision making) or conceptual
approaches (cumulative development of civic knowledge) (NZPSA, 2018).
The New Zealand curriculum is similar to Australia and England in that teachers have significant
discretion over how they teach based on learning areas, principles and values (Ministry of Education,
2007), and in comparison to Estonia very little knowledge is prescribed. While the flexibility of the
New Zealand curriculum appears to be advantageous, it could become a challenge for implementing
and delivering civic and citizenship education. This high amount of autonomy could lead to the same
issues that these countries have experienced such as curriculum coherence and curriculum
crowding. An important consideration is how teachers can be supported to enrich the exiting focus
of citizenship within the NZC to enhance civic literacy, rather than being expected to add what might
be perceived as another dimension to the school curriculum NZPSA (2018).

Approaches to implementation: Project-based versus Knowledge-based curriculum
It is evident that the three countries examined have placed an emphasis on students obtaining key
competencies for civic and citizenship education within their respective curricula. Key learning areas
ensure that all students acquire knowledge and understand the concept of democratic systems of
government, justice system, social issues and how individuals can shape the political process. They
also encourage students to explore social concepts and address complex issues, enabling them to
think critically.
For example:
•

England’s assessments are not limited to written outcomes but also based on a range of
evidence determined by teachers including observation, discussion, focused questions or
sampling a range of work over time.

•

Estonia has placed a strong focus on content and what has to be covered and learnt within
their comprehensive curriculum documents. Furthermore, the introduction of final
examinations in civic education at the end of lower and upper secondary has had a positive
impact on attitudes towards the subject as schools and teachers allocate more time to the
topic and there is an increasing proportion of students choosing to take the civic examination
(Ministry of Education and Research, 2018).
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•

Australia uses learning outcomes (called Achievement Standards) and a 5-point rating
method to determine each students’ progression and ensures that work is assessed
consistently across Australia’s jurisdictions.

However, it is important to note that a curriculum focused on content and rote learning does not
drive student civic engagement or participation (Heggert et al., 2018; Keating et al., 2010). For
example, evidence from the Australian experience has shown that civic knowledge was only above
the proficient standard in 38% of Year 11 students in a 2016 study (ACARA, 2018).
In contrast, international and New Zealand literature has provided some insights on what works well
for effective civic and citizenship education. Students’ experience with civic engagement in
community or at school tends to be positively associated with their expected civic engagement as
adults. Moreover, students’ civic knowledge and self-efficacy along with students’ personal beliefs
were consistent predictors of expected electoral and active political participation (Schulz et al.,
2018). The studies throughout this literature highlight some examples of the use of a project-based
curriculum and the successful outcomes of using these methods:
•

Classrooms which have an open environment where teachers foster and encourage critical
debate regarding social issues contributes the most to developing engaged future citizens.
For example, England’s curriculum references active discussion, debate and critical inquiry
within schools and advises that students can be assessed on their knowledge through
discussion or focused questioning.

•

New Zealand based research has found that teachers who created a classroom climate of
critical debate, engaged deeply with social issues and offered opportunities for students to
respond to citizenship action were able to foster civic and citizenship learning and
engagement in their students (Wood et al., 2017).

The ICCS 2016 study found that in terms of civic engagement, expected active participation in
conventional political activities was higher among students who said they were interested in civicrelated issues, but lower among students with higher levels of civic knowledge (Schulz et al., 2018).
We can ascertain that there is no clear established link between civic knowledge and increased civic
participation. Hence, effective civic and citizenship education requires not only civic knowledge, but
also opportunities to actively respond to issues which have personal significance to them and their
community.
•

Studies from England, Australia, Estonia and New Zealand have all found that when young
people participate in active forms of learning during school (such as voluntary community
work, writing to MPs, electing youth councils), results in stronger patterns of future civic
participation (NZPSA, 2018; Browne, 2013; Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic
Engagement, 2018; Keating et al., 2010; European Commission, 2017; Heggert et al., 2018;
Haav, 2018). Therefore, interest can drive engagement in students.

•

A New Zealand study completed by Wood et al., (2017) found that students felt that their ongoing ‘practice’ in taking social action built their political efficacy and civic knowledge and
how skilled teachers in civic education helped to ensure that experiences were meaningful
and led to deep learning (NZPSA, 2018).

•

Promoting opportunities for students to ‘practise’ their citizenship in schools (to be citizens
now) through enhanced leadership and roles in decision-making in schools as well as
opportunities to contribute to shape community and national issues are important for a
successful education programme. The current NCEA ‘social action’ standards are already well
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placed to do this and provide a useful model within New Zealand citizenship education
(Wood et al., 2017; NZPSA, 2018).
PISA (2018) indicates that schools play a crucial role in helping young people develop global
competence. Globally competent individuals can examine local, global and intercultural issues,
understand and appreciate different perspectives and world views, interact successfully and
respectfully with others and take responsible action toward sustainability and collective well-being.
Therefore, civic and citizenship education which encourages inclusiveness and understanding of
diversity within society is important in terms of fostering global competence, civic engagement and
participation.
For example:
•

Both Estonia’s and England’s national curricula include references aimed at promoting the
understanding of cultural differences within their civics and citizenship programmes.

•

A learning area within the Australian Curriculum includes diversity and identity,
understanding the experiences of different groups within society and acquiring values and
respect. However, Heggert et al., (2018) argues that the curriculum does not reach far enough,
failing to provide opportunity within the classroom for discussion of these elements of
democracy such as the criminalisation and impoverishment of Aboriginal people.

These are important findings for New Zealand because civic education which encourages inclusivity
and flexible notions of citizenship are required in order to include the range of diverse experiences
of participation and citizenship experiences held by students here (NZPSA, 2018). Civic education in
New Zealand could strive to develop students’ critical understanding of the history and ongoing
impacts of colonisation which has frequently excluded and reduced the citizenship rights of Māori
and more recently other ethnic minorities (Liu et al., 2005). Furthermore, the gaps in young New
Zealander’s knowledge of New Zealand history and the legal, political and constitutional matters
(known as the ‘civic empowerment gap’), is a challenge that will need be addressed if civics education
is implemented in NZ schools (NZPSA, 2018; Schulz et al., 2018).
Teacher education and Professional Learning and Development approaches
New Zealand’s curriculum autonomy contributes to the patchiness of students’ current experiences
of citizenship education and there has been a shift away from subject specific PLD. Consequently,
there is little resourcing or expertise to support the teaching of civics and citizenship education in
either primary or secondary schools. There is also a need for increased teacher supply in the Tikanga
ā Iwi learning area (NZPSA, 2018).
The level of resourcing and expertise to support the teaching of civic and citizenship education is a
significant factor for the success of education programmes internationally. The study of England,
Australia and Estonia has shown that there are few specialist teachers for civic and citizenship
education and the majority of teachers tend to also teach social science and other related subjects.
•

Studies have shown that the initial implementation in England and Australia of civic and
citizenship education was significantly burdened by the lack of specific teacher training,
preparation and knowledge which was a hindrance to teachers’ confidence levels.
Subsequently, there was low student achievement, poor civic knowledge which did not fulfil
these countries’ main aim to foster active future citizens (Select Committee on Citizenship
and Civic Engagement, 2018; Burton et al., 2015; Mellor, 2003; Sigauke, 2013).
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•

The issues that England and Australia experienced after the implementation of their
programmes have a risk of being repeated here due to nature of the New Zealand curriculum.
The ICCS 2009 study concluded that it was unclear whether there is a consistent view across
New Zealand schools about what civics and citizenship education ought to look like and what
means are effective in developing students’ citizenship competencies (Bolstad, 2012; Krieble
& Tavich, 2017). This is a significant finding because it raises questions about how the crossdisciplinary nature of civics can be best addressed in terms of teacher education and
preparation in New Zealand.

•

A key enabler of successful civics and citizenship programmes at schools was the availability
of citizenship teachers who were well trained, motivated specialists and sufficient time in
the curriculum for the subject (OFSTED, 2010; Sigauke, 2013; European Commission, 2017;
Shultz et al., 2018).

These findings demonstrate that support for effective civic and citizenship education requires preservice training and ongoing PLD for civics, and quality resources to support the understanding of
legal, political and constitutional topics to help teachers develop effective strategies for civic and
citizenship engagement and understanding at every level of compulsory schooling. The key question
for New Zealand is what level of support should be offered to schools and teachers and where this
support should come from.
International case studies offer some examples of how this could be achieved:
•

England has created a programme to train specialist leaders in education in citizenship to
develop the capability and skills in schools (Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local
Government, 2018).

•

Estonia offers civic and citizenship education training at a pre-service level.

•

Australia’s Electoral Commission offers basic professional e-learning resources and lesson
plans for teachers to develop their skills in electoral education.

•

Each country studied as an association that focuses on civic and citizenship education in some
form. For example, the Association for Citizenship Teachers England overseen by the Board
of Trustees provides programmes, PLD and resources for teaching citizenship. The Social and
Citizenship Education Association Australia provides PLD and examples of good practice and
planning for active citizenship beyond classroom. Estonia has a History and Civics Teachers’
Association which host regular conferences, courses, seminars and competitions to give
members a chance to expand their knowledge.

•

The nature of Estonia’s teacher education aims at strengthening teachers’ capacity to focus
on critical thinking skills to serve a diverse set of students has been successful aspect in the
implementation of civics education (NCEE, 2019). Estonia has focused on the quality of
teachers by developing qualification standards for teachers which they must follow
throughout their careers. Furthermore, the curriculum itself recommends approaches to
teaching and assessments, although teachers are free to design their own activities.

How civics and citizenship education outcomes are assessed and evaluated
There are various methods used internationally in order to track and monitor the outcomes of civic
and citizenship education:
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•

England, Australia and Estonia use learning outcomes to assess students’ outcomes and
progression in the subject. There are various methods of assessment. This includes
observations, standardised tests, and focused questioning which all occur throughout
primary and secondary levels.

•

England and Estonia offer optional secondary school examinations. In particular England’s
GCSE in the subject are similar to New Zealand’s NCEA personal social action Achievement
Standards, requiring active involvement from students, not only assessing social action but
the ability for students to reflect, evaluate and critique their participation.

•

Countries also complete regular internal national assessments monitoring the
implementation and impacts of their civic and citizenship education programmes (Keating et
al., 2010; OFSTED, 2010; ACARA, 2018). In England the House of Lords Select Committee on
Citizenship and Civic Engagement led an inquiry considering the state of citizenship and civic
engagement which has provided significant findings and recommendations for the education
sector.

•

Estonia uses various digital solutions for public engagement such as e-government and evoting, meaning that it is easy to track civic engagement across these platforms over time.

•

International studies, including OECD studies and the IEA ICCS Survey, are effective at
evaluating and monitoring the quality of students’ civic knowledge, dispositions and
behaviours over time internationally.

There are very few large-scale studies of New Zealand school-aged young people’s civic knowledge,
values, beliefs and engagement. If New Zealand were to implement civic education, it could be
advantageous to also adopt qualitative monitoring such as undertaken by England and Australia, as
well as participating in international studies. These provide us with data and insights into how young
New Zealanders are progressing. This will allow for the identification of critical success factors and
limitations of the programme and suggest necessary change actions.

Conclusion
The examination of international education programmes for civics and citizenship education in this
literature review has provided insights on the potential opportunities and challenges for
implementing a similar programme in New Zealand. Research suggests that preparing students to
become active citizens involves helping them develop relevant knowledge and understanding,
forming positive attitudes towards being a citizen and participating in activities related to civic
education. The literature throughout this paper offers a framework for effective civic education. A
key finding is that critically active approaches towards the subject are paramount if we are to meet
the needs of New Zealand’s diverse society and for a programme’s overall success. This entails
flexibility and inclusive understandings of citizenship and deep knowledge of the complexity of
society and civic issues. Research indicates that civics education in schools can help compensate for
the ‘civic empowerment gap’ between young people from higher socioeconomic backgrounds and
those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.
Approaches that are linked to real world issues build upon current understandings that young people
hold, enable active responses are far more likely to have a long-term impact on fostering active
citizenship when compared to rote learning facts about politics and government. This does not
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suggest that there is one standardised approach towards civic education. Instead, educators require
creativity towards engagement, an acknowledgment of our diverse communities’ societal
experiences (Wood & Milligan, 2016). We can conclude that civic engagement is a central
characteristic of a democratic society, and if this is the case, then it is important to measure the extent
of students’ engagement with aspects of civic education. Teacher education is also identified as a
considerable challenge for implementation because of the many ways that schools approach civic
education, teacher training, student assessment and school evaluation.
There are many ways to approach an active form of education. Key enablers of success include
students having the ability to practice their citizenship through hands on experiences, enhanced
leadership, roles in decision making, and having opportunities to shape community and national
issues. Students should be encouraged to think critically about what actions they can personally and
collectively take to drive transformative social and democratic action, as this fosters long term civic
engagement and participation. Social studies and Tikanga ā Iwi currently hold the most significant
potential for implementing civic education in New Zealand. The development of active, critically
informed citizens begins with valuing young citizens and providing the opportunities for them to be
involved in democratic processes throughout their school years. This requires a range of learning
contexts both informal and formal.
Recommendations
The literature has identified several approaches, challenges and opportunities for civic education.
Based on the themes outlined, I have made recommendations that could be utilised to advance civic
education in New Zealand as a component of the Toolkit. There is a need to develop depth and
consistency of civic education during implementation so that all New Zealand students experience
engaging, critical, active civic opportunities throughout their compulsory schooling.
•

Teacher education for civic education: Implementing effective civic education had several
challenges for teachers in the countries studied. It required both deep knowledge about
societal issues and the flexibility to give students some degree of choice over the social issues
and actions they engaged with. Supporting professional teacher development, both through
initial teacher education and in-service level, teaching resources that support understandings
of civic and political topics, and helping teachers develop effective strategies for civic
engagement and understandings at every level of schooling is key. Unless there are dedicated,
knowledgeable, well prepared teachers using an array of appropriate pedagogies, civics
education will not be successfully implemented into New Zealand curricula.

•

Further clarity about the significance and role of social studies in developing active
citizens: The international curricula all share common similarities in that they are striving
to develop active citizens. Active citizenship is about being immersed in democratic values
and democratic doing, and learning to challenge the status quo. Research suggests that the
best way to develop present and future engagement is to combine content knowledge based
learning with hands-on activities, while also being able to create spaces for young people to
contribute to debates that they identify as important and meaningful. While there is not one
recommended approach with teaching civics, a project-based curriculum that provides
students having the opportunity to discuss and debate the more radical elements of
democracy is important for success. The current NCEA social actions standards are well
placed to promote opportunities for students to actively participate in civic education. The
learning objectives of these standards could be used as a basis for curriculum development
of civic education for younger year groups.
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•

Approaches towards assessment and quality assurance: Civic engagement is a central
characteristic of a democratic society and measures of civic engagement and competency
among students can be a predictor of future civic participation. Significant issues of
accountability and evaluation in civics education will arise if it is implemented in New
Zealand. There will need to be some way to measure the outcomes of such a programme. In
order to evaluate the outcomes, there should be frequent national studies measuring
students’ knowledge, achievement and civic participation and engagement overtime.
Furthermore, New Zealand could consider participating in the next IEA ICCS survey to
evaluate changes since 2009 and monitor the current status of New Zealand student’s civic
knowledge, dispositions and behaviours (NZPSA, 2018).

Appendices
Appendix 1: Basic overview of New Zealand the National Curriculum
The National Curriculum
The National Curriculum is made up of two documents: the New Zealand Curriculum (2007), for
students in English medium from Years 0 to 13 (generally age 5 – 18), and Te Marautanga o
Aotearoa (2008), for students in kura and Māori medium settings from Years 0 to 13.
Local Curriculum
Both documents provide a framework from which schools and kura develop their local curriculum.
Local curricula are made up of teaching and learning programmes that reflect the needs and
aspirations of a school’s students and local community.
Schools and kura have a moral purpose to provide every student with experiences that enable each
one to achieve to the best of their ability, and to have their cultural values and background
acknowledged so that their identities are affirmed.
Appendix 2: Learning areas and achievement objectives for Years 7-10 NZC
Social Sciences
The social sciences learning area is about how societies work and how people can participate as
critical, active, informed, and responsible citizens. Contexts are drawn from the past, present, and
future and from places within and beyond New Zealand.
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Level 7:
Social studies:

Learning area structure
Achievement objectives for social studies at levels 1–5 integrate concepts from one or more of four
conceptual strands:
Identity, Culture, and Organisation – Students learn about society and communities and how
they function. They also learn about the diverse cultures and identities of people within those
communities and about the effects of these on the participation of groups and individuals.
Place and Environment – Students learn about how people perceive, represent, interpret, and
interact with places and environments. They come to understand the relationships that exist
between people and the environment.
Continuity and Change – Students learn about past events, experiences, and actions and the
changing ways in which these have been interpreted over time. This helps them to understand the
past and the present and to imagine possible futures.
The Economic World – Students learn about the ways in which people participate in economic
activities and about the consumption, production, and distribution of goods and services. They
develop an understanding of their role in the economy and of how economic decisions affect
individuals and communities.
Understandings in relation to the achievement objectives can be developed through a range of
approaches. Using a social inquiry approach, students:
•

ask questions, gather information and background ideas, and examine relevant current issues

•

explore and analyse people’s values and perspectives

•

consider the ways in which people make decisions and participate in social action

•

reflect on and evaluate the understandings they have developed and the responses that may be
required.
Inquiry in the social sciences is also informed by approaches originating from such contributing
disciplines as history, geography, and economics.
Learning based on the level 1–5 social studies achievement objectives establishes a foundation for
the separate social science disciplines offered in the senior secondary school. At levels 6–8,
students are able to specialise in one or more of these, depending on the choices offered by their
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schools. Achievement objectives are provided for social studies, economics, geography, and history,
but the range of possible social science disciplines that schools can offer is much broader, including,
for example, classical studies, media studies, sociology, psychology, and legal studies.

Level 3
Students will gain knowledge, skills, and experience to:
Understand how groups make and implement rules and laws.
Understand how cultural practices vary but reflect similar purposes.
Understand how people view and use places differently.
Understand how people make decisions about access to and use of resources.
Understand how people remember and record the past in different ways.
Understand how early Polynesian and British migrations to New Zealand have continuing
significance for tangata whenua and communities.
Understand how the movement of people affects cultural diversity and interaction in New Zealand.
Level 4
Students will gain knowledge, skills, and experience to:
Understand how the ways in which leadership of groups is acquired and exercised have
consequences for communities and societies.
Understand how people pass on and sustain culture and heritage for different reasons and that this
has consequences for people.
Understand how exploration and innovation create opportunities and challenges for people, places,
and environments.
Understand that events have causes and effects.
Understand how producers and consumers exercise their rights and meet their responsibilities.
Understand how formal and informal groups make decisions that impact on communities.
Understand how people participate individually and collectively in response to community
challenges.
Level 5
Students will gain knowledge, skills, and experience to:
Understand how systems of government in New Zealand operate and affect people’s lives, and how
they compare with another system.
Understand how the Treaty of Waitangi is responded to differently by people in different times and
places.
Understand how cultural interaction impacts on cultures and societies.
Understand that people move between places and how this has consequences for the people and
the places.
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Understand how economic decisions impact on people, communities, and nations.
Understand how people’s management of resources impacts on environmental and social
sustainability.
Understand how the ideas and actions of people in the past have had a significant impact on
people’s lives.
Understand how people seek and have sought economic growth through business, enterprise, and
innovation.
Understand how people define and seek human rights.
Level 6
Students will gain knowledge, skills, and experience to:
Social studies
Understand how individuals, groups, and institutions work to promote social justice and human
rights.
Understand how cultures adapt and change and that this has consequences for society.
History
Understand how the causes and consequences of past events that are of significance to New
Zealanders shape the lives of people and society.
Understand how people’s perspectives on past events that are of significance to New Zealanders
differ.
Geography
Understand that natural and cultural environments have particular characteristics and how
environments are shaped by processes that create spatial patterns.
Understand how people interact with natural and cultural environments and that this interaction
has consequences.
Economics
Understand how, as a result of scarcity, consumers, producers, and government make choices that
affect New Zealand society.
Understand how the different sectors of the New Zealand economy are interdependent.
Level 7
Understand how communities and nations meet their responsibilities and exercise their rights in
local, national, and global contexts.
Understand how conflicts can arise from different cultural beliefs and ideas and be addressed in
different ways with differing outcomes.
History
Understand how historical forces and movements have influenced the causes and consequences of
events of significance to New Zealanders.
Understand how people’s interpretations of events that are of significance to New Zealanders differ.
Geography
Understand how the processes that shape natural and cultural environments change over time,
vary in scale and from place to place, and create spatial patterns.
Understand how people’s perceptions of and interactions with natural and cultural environments
differ and have changed over time.
Economics
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Understand how economic concepts and models provide a means of analysing contemporary New
Zealand issues.
Understand how government policies and contemporary issues interact.
Level 8
Students will gain knowledge, skills, and experience to:
Social studies
Understand how policy changes are influenced by and impact on the rights, roles, and
responsibilities of individuals and communities.
Understand how ideologies shape society and that individuals and groups respond differently to
these beliefs.
History
Understand that the causes, consequences, and explanations of historical events that are of
significance to New Zealanders are complex and how and why they are contested.
Understand how trends over time reflect social, economic, and political forces.
Geography
Understand how interacting processes shape natural and cultural environments, occur at different
rates and on different scales, and create spatial variations.
Understand how people’s diverse values and perceptions influence the environmental, social, and
economic decisions and responses that they make.
Economics
Understand that well-functioning markets are efficient but that governments may need to intervene
where markets fail to deliver efficient or equitable outcomes.
Understand how the nature and size of the New Zealand economy is influenced by interacting
internal and external factors.
Senior Social studies
Senior social studies is about how societies work and how people can participate in their
communities as informed, critical, active, and responsible citizens.
Students examine the causes and effects of social issues that relate to identity, culture, and
organisation, and learn to take actions that may bring about social improvement.
They investigate how individuals, communities, and societies respond to change and how ideas
about society develop over time.
Achievement Objectives – senior social studies
Strands
The New Zealand Curriculum (page 30) specifies four conceptual strands for the social sciences.
These are:
•

Identity, culture, and organisation

•

Place and environment
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•

Continuity and change

•

The economic world
Progression
The following achievement objectives indicate the progression in learning that teachers might
expect to see across curriculum levels 6–8 of The New Zealand Curriculum (NCEA levels 1, 2, and
3).
Courses at each successive level reflect the growing sophistication of students’ social studies skills
and experiences. At level 6, student learning is supported by direction, while at level 7, guidance
would be more common. At level 8, students will be more actively involved in shaping their own
learning experiences, with the teacher often acting in a collaborative and supporting role.
The achievement objectives themselves demand increasing depth of conceptual understanding.

•

Level 6 requires a broad understanding of a culture and how it may change.

•

Level 7 requires a deeper understanding, with students explaining ways of addressing conflicts
arising from different cultural beliefs.

•

At level 8, students must gain a comprehensive understanding by exploring and evaluating how
ideologies shape society.
Students at all levels will be using the social inquiry process in the context of relevant social issues.
Achievement objectives
Students will gain knowledge, skills, and experience to:

Appendix 3: Te Marautanga o Aotearoa - Tikanga ā Iwi / Social Studies
The Purpose of Learning Tikanga ā Iwi
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The spirit of Tikanga ā Iwi is encapsulated through a critical examination of human social
behaviour, students gain an understanding of their world. Tikanga ā Iwi also examines the ways
people meet their physical, social, emotional and spiritual needs.
Social Studies is studied from Level 1 in primary through to Level 5 in secondary. Beyond Level 5,
students will specialise to study Social Studies, History, Geography and/or Economics, as optional
subjects at Level 6 - 8 in the senior secondary years.
What are the benefits of learning Tikanga ā Iwi?
In Tikanga ā Iwi students develop knowledge of the diverse and dynamic nature of society and
understanding of the complexity of human behaviour. Through this, students will be informed, be
constructively critical, and be able to participate responsibly in shaping society. The Treaty of
Waitangi and its historical and contemporary relevance is a major underlying principle in this
learning area.
Students develop an understanding of their own identity through a focus on the people, the events
and the influences that have contributed towards shaping New Zealand society. As well as this
students will study peoples and communities beyond New Zealand, and their worldviews.
Through Tikanga ā Iwi students will have an opportunity to investigate current events to develop
knowledge and understanding of significant events and people in their local community, in the
national community and in the global community.
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Social studies curriculum
Teacher training
International studies on NZ outline…
Civic knowledge in NZ
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Appendix 4: Subject content for Citizenship and Civic education in England
Subject content for key stage 3 (ages 11 to 14):
•
•
•
•
•

•

The development of the political system of democratic government in the United Kingdom,
including the roles of citizens, Parliament and the monarch.
The operation of Parliament, including voting and elections, and the role of political parties;
The precious liberties enjoyed by the citizens of the United Kingdom.
The nature of rules and laws and the justice system, including the role of the police and the
operation of courts and tribunals.
The roles played by public institutions and voluntary groups in society, and the ways in
which citizens work together to improve their communities, including opportunities to
participate in school-based activities.
The functions and uses of money, the importance and practice of budgeting, and managing
risk.

Subject content for key stage 4 (ages 14 to 16):
•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Parliamentary democracy and the key elements of the constitution of the United Kingdom,
including the power of government, the role of citizens and Parliament in holding those in
power to account, and the different roles of the executive, legislature and judiciary and a
free press.
The different electoral systems used in and beyond the United Kingdom and actions citizens
can take in democratic and electoral processes to influence decisions locally, nationally and
beyond.
Other systems and forms of government, both democratic and non-democratic, beyond the
United Kingdom.
Local, regional and international governance and the United Kingdom’s relations with the
rest of Europe, the Commonwealth, the United Nations and the wider world.
Human rights and international law.
The legal system in the UK, different sources of law and how the law helps society deal with
complex problems.
Diverse national, regional, religious and ethnic identities in the United Kingdom and the
need for mutual respect and understanding.
The different ways in which a citizen can contribute to the improvement of their
community, to include the opportunity to participate actively in community volunteering, as
well as other forms of responsible activity.
Income and expenditure, credit and debt, insurance, savings and pensions, financial
products and services, and how public money is raised and spent.
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Appendix 5: Citizenship Studies: GCSE subject content
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Source: Department for Education. (2015). GCSE citizenship studies. Retrieved 10 May 2019 from
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/gcse-citizenship-studies

55

For discussion only – not Government policy

Appendix 6: Australian Curriculum: Civics and Citizenship: Subject content, sequence of
content and sequence of achievement
The Australian Curriculum: Civics and Citizenship has three key focus areas: government and
democracy, laws and citizens, and citizenship, diversity and identity. Below is an outline of the
content for each year:
Year 3
• The importance of making decisions democratically.
• Who makes rules, why rules are important and the consequences of rules not being
followed.
• Why people participate within communities and how students can actively participate and
contribute.
Year 4
• The role of local government and the decisions it makes on behalf of the community.
• The differences between ‘rules’ and ‘laws’, why laws are important and how they affect the
lives of people, including experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples.
• The different cultural, religious and/or social groups to which they and others in the
community belong.
Year 5
• The key features of the electoral process in Australia.
• Why regulations and laws are enforced and the personnel involved.
• How people with shared beliefs and values work together to achieve a civic goal.
Year 6
• The key institutions of Australia’s democratic system of government and how it is based on
the Westminster system.
• The roles and responsibilities of Australia’s three levels of government.
• The responsibilities of electors and representatives in Australia’s democracy.
• Where ideas for new laws can come from and how they become law.
Year 7
• The key features of government under the Australian Constitution with a focus on: the
separation of powers, the role of the Executive, the houses of parliament and the division of
powers.
• The process for constitutional change through a referendum.
• How Australia’s legal system aims to provide justice, including through the rule of law,
presumption of innocence, burden of proof, right to a fair trial and right to legal
representation.
Year 8
• The freedoms that enable active participation in Australia’s democracy within the bounds of
law, including freedom of speech, association, assembly, religion and movement.
• How citizens can participate in Australia’s democracy, including use of the electoral system,
contact with their elected representatives, use of lobby groups, and direct action.
• How laws are made in Australia through parliaments (statutory law) and through the courts
(common law).
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•

The types of law in Australia, including criminal law and civil law, and the place of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander customary law.

Year 9
• The role of political parties and independent representatives in Australia’s system of
government, including the formation of governments.
• How citizens’ political choices are shaped at election time, including the influence of the
media.
• The process through which government policy is shaped and developed, including the role
of Prime Minister.
• The key features of Australia’s court system and how courts apply and interpret the law,
resolve disputes and make law through judgments.
• The key principles of Australia’s justice system, including equality before the law,
independent judiciary, and right of appeal.
Year 10
• The key features and values of Australia’s system of government compared with at least one
other system of government in the Asia region.
• The Australian Government’s role and responsibilities at a global level, for example
provision of foreign aid, peacekeeping, participation in international organisations and the
United Nations.
• The role of the High Court, including in interpreting the Constitution.
• How Australia’s international legal obligations shape Australian law and government
policies, including in relation to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples.
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Appendix 7: National Curricula Estonia for Basic schools (Grades 1-9) NZ Years 1-10
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Appendix 8: National Curriculum Estonia for Upper Secondary Schools (NZ Years 11-13)
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