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Great Books Foundation
35 Wacker Drive
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Phone:312-332-5870

800-222-5870

Fax: 312-407-0224  

E-mail:jgb@gbf.mhs.compuserve.com

Web site:www.greatbooks.org
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• wide range of 
state, district,
and school
settings

• students of
diverse abilities,
primarily 7th and
8th grade students

• sometimes
used as an
extracurricular
activity

We the People ...
Project Citizen

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

We the People ... Project Citizen is a portfolio-based civics education project

for middle grade students in grades 6-9. It focuses on promoting an

understanding of the U.S. Constitution as well as responsible participation in

state and local government. Project Citizen actively engages students in

learning how to monitor and influence public policy, and advocates civ i c

participation of students, their parents, and members of the community. The

project is funded by the U.S. Department of Education.

We the People ... Project Citizen combines well-developed curriculum materials

for students with staff development for teachers to increase students’

understanding of the role of state and local governments in the A m e r i c a n

federal system. Teachers learn to provide a series of structured, cooperative

learning activities that help students to interact with their government in a

five-step process that includes: (1) identifying a public policy problem in their

community; (2) gathering and evaluating information on the problem; (3)

examining and evaluating solutions; (4) selecting or developing a proposed

public policy; and (5)developing a plan of action. The program has been

expanded to allow for the possibility of implementing action plans.

In addition to classroom activities, as a culminating activ i t y, students

participate in simulated leg i s l a t ive hearings before a panel of community

representatives who act as legislative committee members.

PROGRAM CONTEXT

Since 1995-96, 1,800 teachers in all 50 states and Washington, D.C., haveused

Project Citizen. Over 30,000 students have participated in Project Citizen. Most

students were in grades 7 and 8. Project Citizen can be adapted for a wide range

of student ability levels from special education to gifted classes. It is appropri -

ate for grade levels 6-9. In some cases, Project Citizen is used as an extracur-

ricular program.

• local and state
government

• U.S. history

• principles of the
U.S. Constitution

• civic participation

Content

Context
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Two studies document the success of the Junior Great Books Program in

increasing student achievement. A recent study by David Kerbow of the

U n iversity of Chicago’s Center for School Improvement determined that

students’ ability in reading comprehension increased as a result of their 

participation in Junior Great Books. 51 teachers in 11 schools in the Chicago

Public Schools who participated in the Junior Great Books training in 1995-96

are included in the study. Students in Junior Great Books classrooms

outperformed the control students at all grades with statistically significant

results at fifth grade (p<.01) and eighth grade (p<.001). Control classrooms

were matched with Junior Great Books classrooms based on similar

achievement le vel in prior grade levels with similar racial composition in

schools with comparable percentage of low income students.

A second study examined the impact of the Junior Great Books shared

inquiry process on high ability fifth-graders. Students whose teachers used

Junior Great Books as either a full-time or part-time replacement for the

regular basal reading program performed significantly better on the Ross

Test of Higher Order Cognitive Processes and the Worden Critical

Thinking/Reading Appraisal. Students in control classrooms were matched

to those in Junior Great Books classrooms based on reading ability and

socio-economic status. 

Other evidence indicates that Junior Great Books increased students’

performance on the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills in areas of

generalizations and inferences and relationships and outcomes.

EVIDENCE OF INCREASED STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT

Success
Indicators

• Norm-referenced
reading assess-
ments

• Ross Test of Higher-
Order Thinking
Skills

• Worden Critical
Thinking/Reading
Appraisal

The longevity of the Junior Great Books program (37 years), continuous

improvements to the program over time, extensive nationwide implemen-

tation, and the availability of multiple measures of reading performance mak e

it easy to substantiate the claim that this staff development program improves

student achievement in the language arts.  The program has been used in

schools throughout the United States since 1962 with remarkable results. Few

s t a ff development programs can match the history of success of Junior Great Books.

✪ ✪ ✪ 

▲
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We the People ... Project Citizen’s success depends on well-

designed materials, curriculum, and staff development to

improve student achievement.

STAFF DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM

As We the People ... Project Citizen has matured, the staff development program

has grown more consistent. The training is usually conducted by state coordinators

who are responsible for distributing materials and providing leadership for

statewide use. Most state coordinators are classroom teachers who serve in the

capacity of trainer.

An extensive professional development manual includes demonstration lessons

that may be used in the training or in classrooms with students. The focus of the

training is on (1) understanding the content and structure of We the People ...

Project Citizen; (2)assessing student portfolios and oral presentations; (3) using

instructional strategies appropriate to the program; and (4)demonstrating and

debriefing sample lessons.

Training approaches vary widely, from one-hour presentations to comprehensive

and substantive sessions that focus on transforming the classroom into an interac-

tive environment that engages students in “real” issues. Regardless of the type of

training, follow-up is essential to ensure implementation and is supported by a net-

work of state leaders and teachers.

The most valuable training for teachers includes a step-by-step review of the

Project Citizen materials, examination of student and class portfolios, discussions

of ways to integrate Project Citizen into the existing curriculum and classroom,

demonstrations of Project Citizen lessons, and hands-on opportunities for teachers

to engage in the experience as both teachers and students.

• review of program
materials 

• analysis of
student portfolios

• curriculum
redesign

• demonstration
lessons

• support from
state coordinators

Process

SUMMARY OF RESULTS

• individual
volunteer teachers

• entire department
or team

Intended
Audience
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STAFF DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM

Junior Great Books Program involves several levels of training and support for

classroom teachers. The Basic Leader Training Course is a beginning level,

two-day course that provides concrete, step-by-step instruction in how to use

the shared inquiry method with Junior Great Books materials. This course

prepares teachers to lead a shared inquiry discussion and daily interpretive

activities with students of all ability levels. Specifically, the training focuses on

the questioning and listening strategies to keep discussions lively and focused,

f o l l ow-up questions to help children develop and support their own ideas,

techniques for meeting the needs of students of all ability levels, and before-

and after-discussion activities to reinforce reading and discussion and to build

children’s thinking and writing skills.

In addition to the Basic Leader Training Course, intermediate and advanced

level workshops are available for those who wish to explore integrating Junior

Great Books interpretive activities into the classroom curriculum and to learn

how to assess student writing and discussions.

Training is provided by the Great Books Foundation staff throughout the

United States and is arranged through the Junior Great Books Foundation.

On-site follow-up and consultation is also available to provide school-based

support, including classroom coaching and demonstration lessons for those

implementing shared inquiry and interpretive activities.

• training 

• demonstration

• analysis of Junior
Great Books 
materials

• integration of
Junior Great Books
into existing 
curriculum

• classroom-based
coaching 

• consultation and
support

Process

• entire school

• entire department

• individual volunteer
teachers

Intended
Audience

The Junior Great Books Program improves students’critical reading, 

literary analysis, and critical thinking processes as a result of engaging 

in shared inquiry.

SUMMARY OF RESULTS
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EVIDENCE OF INCREASED STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT

We the People ... Project Citizen has improved students’ knowledge and

understanding of the active citizenship and public policy. While primarily a

curriculum project, the staff development program is expanding to facilitate

implementation of the content and instructional strategies that engage young

adolescents in authentic work within their community. The evidence strongly

supports the effectiveness of Project Citizen as a program that is developmen-

tally appropriate for middle-level students. 

✪ ✪ ✪

Success
Indicators

• civic involvement

• knowledge of history

• knowledge of
principles of the
U.S. Constitution

We the People ... Project Citizen has been evaluated in a number of stud-

ies. In a 1991 evaluation, middle school students who participated in the

program scored significantly better (p<.01) on a test of knowledge of the

history and principles of U. S. Constitution than did students who partici-

pated in their regular constitutional instruction program. In 1997-98, the

University of Texas, Austin, Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs

conducted an extensive assessment of We the People ... Project Citizen. 

Specifically, the assessment revealed that:

1. Students using Project Citizen believe they can make a difference in
their communities.

2. Students using Project Citizen do make a difference in their communities.

3. Students and teachers believe Project Citizen helps students develop a
greater understanding of public policy and the challenges of policy makers.

4.  Students and teachers believe Project Citizen helps students learn ho w
their government works and develops commitment to active citizenship
and governance.

5.  Students and teachers believe Project Citizen involves students in their
communities and helps students learn about specific community problems.

6.  Students and teachers believe Project Citizen encourages students to
work in groups.

7.  Students and teachers believe Project Citizen teaches students important
communication skills.

8.  Students and teachers believe Project Citizen teaches students important
research skills.

9.  Students enjoy Project Citizen.
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Junior Great Books

• shared inquiry

• literary analysis
and interpretation

• critical and creative
thinking skills

• use of Junior Great
Books literature

Content

• wide range of
states, districts,
and schools 

• diverse student
populations

• supplement to
or replacement of
regular curriculum

Context

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

Junior Great Books is a professional development program designed to help

teachers develop inquiry-based instructional strategies in reading, literary

analysis, and critical thinking. The shared inquiry method develops students’

reading, communication, and thinking skills. Shared inquiry engages students

in lively, structured discussion of authentic literature. During the discussions

students engage in a genuine investigation to find the meaning of the literary

piece being discussed. Written and oral interpretive activities supplement the

structured search for meaning and can be applied in every stage of the reading

and writing process.

The staff development provided for teachers, administrators, volunteers, and

parents focuses on developing skills to conduct shared inquiry with students

and using the interpretive activities to extend the search for meaning. The Great

Books Foundation has excellent collections of student literature to use in the

shared inquiry process and also provides teacher resource materials to support

the implementation of Junior Great Books in classrooms. 

The Junior Great Books Program has been used in schools throughout the

country since 1962. The program was certified as an effective program by the

National Diffusion Network, U.S. Department of Education, in 1992.

PROGRAM CONTEXT

Junior Great Books has been implemented throughout the country in all types

of schools and with all levels of students. The specific studies described in the

“Evidence of Increased Student Achievement” section of this abstract were

conducted in urban settings with a large number of minority students and in

suburban schools with limited diversity.
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Michael Fischer
Director, Project Citizen
Center for Civic Education
5146 Douglas Fir Road
Calabasas, CA 91302

KEY CONTACT PERSON . . . 

Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs. (1998). An Assessment of We the People ...Project Citizen:
Promoting Citizenship in Classrooms and Communities . The University of Texas at Austin Policy
Research Project Report #129.
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DOCUMENTATION

Phone:818-591-9321

Fax: 818-591-9330

E-mail:fischer@civiced.org

Web site:www.civiced.org

John Wood Middle School
Norm Goldberg
Teacher
14800 Judson Road
San Antonio, TX 78233
phone:210-650-1300
fax:210-590-1552
e-mail:unavailable
web site:unavailable

Avondale Middle School
Maria Kopicki
8th Grade Law Teacher
1445 West Auburn Road
Rochester Hills, MI 48309
phone:248-852-2600
fax:248-852-0593
e-mail:
Maria Kopicki @moa.net
web site:unavailable

Justice Resource Center
Debra Lesser
122 Amsterdam Avenue
Suite 504
New York, NY 10023
phone:212-580-5905
fax:212-580-5918
e-mail:unavailable
web site:unavailable

Karl Kurtz
National Conference of State Legislatures
1560 Broadway, Suite 700
Denver, CO 80202

Phone:303-830-2200

Fax: 303-863-8003

E-mail:karl.kurtz@ncsl.org

Web site:www.ncsl.org
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