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“It is a paradox that the government that is closest to students and their families is the least known to them.”1
Most people develop their capacity for democratic action and self-governance in their local communities.  While few of us will have the opportunity to testify before a Congressional committee or even to write a Bill for the State Legislature, many of us will speak before the city council or serve on a city or county commission or task force.  Even those who work for a national political campaign first cut their teeth on local campaigns.  Tip O’Neill had it right when he stated that “All politics is local.”2  

Nonetheless, most school civics courses focus on national governance and national processes.  This limits opportunities for learning-by-doing and service learning, and reinforces the sense that civic engagement requires extraordinary effort.  It plays into the perception that government is the domain of “experts” who wield extra-ordinary power, knowledge, or skills.  In these days when it takes millions of dollars just to run for US Congress, we need to reclaim local government in order to reclaim the power of ordinary citizens.

There are three basic reasons for using the local community for teaching the social studies:

1. Practicality—As has already been stated, local government is where you live; you are more likely to be actively involved in local community than the State or Federal level (or to be involved in local level first).

2. Pedagogy—

a. The local community provides more concrete examples of the activities of government.3   Traffic on neighborhood streets is easier to explore than the Interstate Highway system; the local police department or fire department is easier to analyze than the Department of Defense; the issues involved in creating and operating a new city park lend themselves to more concrete discussion than an addition to the National Parks System.
b. The local community permits the students to engage in active learning and service learning.4 Only a few of us live near our state capitols, and fewer yet live in Washington, DC.  But every one of us lives within a local community, with its attendant issues and needs.  While one my well intend to think globally, usually one will act locally.
c. The local community provides access to a rich and too often untapped wealth of resources.5   It is usually very difficult to schedule a visit from one’s US Congressperson, much less to take the class to observe them at work.  But a city hall or the county courthouse is usually nearby (with all their attendant staffs), and the council or commission generally sits in a public meeting several times each month.
3. Politics, or civic engagement—
a. Teaching local government inculcates “habits of the heart” which support citizenship and civic engagement.  James Madison recognized that citizens in a republic must have some concrete experience with the process of coming together to decide on law, and some concrete understanding of the meaning of the public issues which are involved.  John Stuart Mill and Alexis deTocqueville both made the case that it is through the local community that these skills are developed. 6   Stephen Elkin argues that it is only local government that can offer an entry to the full range of issues of public interest, can provide the context of the interconnection of issues, and can provide the opportunity for involvement to large numbers of people.  As he puts it, “…local government makes it clear that there is no easy escape from our fellow citizens.” 7  
b. Teaching local government has been shown to support the development of “social capital” in the values of civic participation, in social trust, and in knowledge of social networks.8  
Curriculum Resources for teaching the local community
As desirable as it might be to teach the local community in civics education, most texts give it a chapter at most (or a section of a chapter on “State and local government”).  There are obvious reasons for this.  Textbook publishing is a market-driven activity; the potential market is much larger for a book that focuses on the entire nation, and it costs less to produce a single text rather than tailoring one for each of the 50 States (not to mention the variety of local governments within those states).  
The International City/County Management Association (ICMA) has been working for a number of years to overcome this problem.  As part of its “Next Generation Initiative,” the association has a “School Curricula on Local Government” page on its website (http://www.icma.org/main/topic.asp?tpid=10&stid=74&hsid=1&t=0).  This page includes, among other things, links to the ICMA’s Task Force on Civics Education and to a brief report on lessons learned from the task force’s study of state-based civics education programs.  The report identifies a need to tie teaching materials to social studies standards, and to provide more meaningful opportunities for teachers to become familiar with the materials.  The website also includes a summary of the activities in 15 states and links to sample curricula (the curriculum links are password-protected, but your local city or county manager should be able to obtain them for you).  
The ICMA website also includes links to 6 other, state-based websites for local government curriculum:
· “Local Government in Connecticut,” Connecticut Conference of Municipalities (http://www.ccm-ct.org/pubs/localctgovernment.html).  This site highlights a secondary-level textbook, Local Government in Connecticut, written by Frank Connolly and published by the Connecticut Conference of Municipalities.  The book is now in its second edition, and includes material on the forms of local government, governance, management & administration, finances, operations, services, planning and zoning, and openness.  Each chapter includes class projects and individual assignments.
· “High School Lesson Plans,” Michigan Civics Institute (http://www.civicsinstitute.org/curricula/high/).  This site is dedicated to lesson plans about state and local government.  There are 13 units devoted to local government, submitted by secondary school teachers.  Although they have a Michigan slant, almost all could easily be adapted to other states.  The lesson plans range from types of government, justice and legal issues, to local government funding, employment, and services.  
· “Educational Initiatives,” Minnesota City/County Management Association (http://www.mncma.org/ei_home.cfm).  This site includes 26 lesson plans in Geography, Economics, and Government/Citizenship.  While the plans are keyed to the Minnesota Secondary Academic Standards in History and the Social Studies, many also reference the NCSS Standards for the Social Studies.
· “Civic Education Project,” North Carolina City & County Management Association (http://www.civics.unc.edu/ncccma/index.html).  This site provides links to the entire contents (8 chapters) of Local Government in North Carolina, written by Prof. Gordon Whitaker.  It also includes 5 secondary-level lesson plans based on the textbook, covering the role of cities and counties, how they raise and spend money, how land use decisions are made, how service provision is changing, and a lesson encouraging citizen involvement.   
· “Our Town, Texas,” Texas Foundation for Local Government (http://www.ourtowntexas.org/).  This site links to an extensive collection of lesson plans (5 K-1 level, 10 Gr. 2-5, and 17 middle school) keyed to the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills for Social Studies and History, and tied to the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills.  Topics range from structure and roles (form of government, mayor, council, staff, and citizen), political power, budgets, services, and quality of life.  While the lesson plans are aimed at younger children, many could easily be adapted to high school students.
· “Picture Yourself in Local Government,” League of California Cities (http://www.cacities.org/store/itemdetail.asp?id=681&parentid=24&category=0).  One of the older local government texts is published by the League of California Cities (it dates to 1994).  It is a secondary-level text covering the history, organization and people involved in California local governments. It includes individual and class activities, review questions, and a glossary of terms. 

The ICMA also publishes its own book, Investing in Our Future:  A Handbook for Teaching Local Government.  It is aimed at local government professionals, encouraging them to get involved in local government education in the schools,  so it has chapters on topics such as how to get involved, what to do as a guest speaker in a classroom, setting up a speakers’ bureau or facilities tours at the city, a beginner’s guide to designing lesson plans.  But it also includes chapters with suggested activities for the various grade levels, designing “youth in government” programs, classroom materials, a (now somewhat dated) list of resources, and sample quizzes and simulation exercises for teaching local government.
In addition to the materials linked to the ICMA website, there are several other useful websites.  

· “City Works,” Constitutional Rights Foundation (http://www.crf-usa.org/marketing/catalog.html#cityworks).  The CRF is a nonprofit organization dedicated to educating young people about the importance of civic participation in a democratic society.  They are perhaps best known for their mock trial program.  Much of their work focuses on national issues, but they do publish a standards-based local government curriculum called City Works.  The text inserts the students in a fictional city, Central Heights, through which they learn about the functions of local government and public policy issues (economy, crime and safety).  In addition to the text, there are activities and assignments for applying the text to the local community and engaging the students in service learning activities.
· Public Achievement (http://www.publicachievement.org/) is a civic engagement project of the Center for Democracy and Citizenship at the University of Minnesota.  While it is primarily aimed at young people (middle school to high school), it has also been used with adults.  The core concepts are explained both on the website and in a printed manual, Building Worlds, Transforming Lives, Making History.  At its heart, the project is a learning-by-doing activity in which participants form small teams to address some community issue (“community” can be as small as the school or as large as the region, but it must be a concrete group on which the participants can expect to have an observable effect).  Each team deliberates together, deciding on the issue to be addressed and the strategy to pursue, taking action together to create a change in the community, and documenting the impact of their actions.9  
In the last twenty years, there have also been (a few) articles in the education journals about teaching local government.  Patricia Shields published a series of three lesson plan discussions on “Teaching About Local Government”.10  Her lessons focus on teaching the concept of community, the roles that are played in the community, and the issues and actions that a community pursues.  George Arnold and Cortus Koehler each have written about using budgets to understand how local governments operate.11  Walcott has written about using urban fieldwork to teach human geography,12 and both Rappoport and Kletzien and McCraw and Taylor have written teaching notes about involving students in community issues.13  In most of these cases, the lesson plans provide useful notes even though they are not linked to standards or assessing specific learning outcomes.
Finally, a word about SimCity.14  This popular city simulation game is mentioned from time to time as a tool for teaching local government issues.  There is no question that the game models a very sophisticated interaction among the various physical and social forces that influence the physical development of a city.  In a few hours a participant can experience the long-term interactions between energy, transportation, employment, housing, city infrastructure, and community satisfaction—experience that could exceed the span of a normal life in real time.  But for all its complexity, the game enforces assumptions that are more rigid than the real world (for example, bicycle transportation is not an alternative in the game, although it is used extensively in countries like the Netherlands and China) and its issues are resolved through technical solutions rather than deliberative democratic process.  It is the city seen through the lens of the city engineer (as opposed to, say, the lens of a city councilmember or a community organizer).
NCSS Standards and teaching the local community
While there are a number of lesson plans and other teaching materials readily available through digital and paper media, and while some of them have been keyed to a single State’s standards, there has been no comprehensive attempt to tie those materials to the Curriculum Standards for Social Studies.15  In an attempt to begin that conversation, a sampling of the curriculum materials discussed above have been analyzed using the national standards:
Strand III.  People, Places, and Identity

Performance Expectations 
e)  “describe, differentiate, and explain the relationship among various …patterns of geographic phenomena…” 
1.  “Design with Nature” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/100/Nature.html) —A lesson that asks students to assess the environmental tradeoffs in locating building sites 

g)  “describe and compare how people create places…”

1.  “Build a Block” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/100/Build%20a%20Block.html) –A lesson that teaches students the issues involved in the subdivision of land and providing the space for services that will be needed. 
2.  “Balancing Working and Living” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/100/Balancing%20Working%20and%20Living.html) —A lesson in which students create a local economy which matches employment opportunities with household characteristics.  
k) “propose, compare, and evaluate alternative policies for the use of land….”

1.  “Design with Nature” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/100/Nature.html) —A lesson that asks students to assess the environmental tradeoffs in locating building sites 

Strand VI:  Power, Authority & Governance
Performance Expectations
a)  “examine persistent issues involving the rights, roles, and status of the individual in relation to the general welfare”

1.  “Teaching about Local Government and Community”10—a lesson plan introducing students to the meaning of being a member of a “community” 
b)  “explain the purpose of government….”
1.  “What Would Happen If” (http://www.civicsinstitute.org/curricula/high/What_Would_Happen_If.html) —A lesson on the structure of local government and its relation to the U.S. Constitution. 
2.  “Teaching the Types of Local Government in Michigan: Model Building” (http://www.civicsinstitute.org/curricula/high/Teaching_the_Types_of_Loca.html) —A lesson comparing the different types of local government. 
3.  “Local Government Employees” (http://www.civicsinstitute.org/curricula/high/Local_Government_Employees.html) —A lesson on the types of work done by local government employees, and how those roles interrelate. 
c)  “analyze and explain ideas and mechanisms to meet needs and wants of citizens…and balance competing conceptions of a just society”
1.  “Change in the Air: The Uncertain Future of Smelly Lake Village” (http://www.civicsinstitute.org/curricula/high/Change_in_the_Air.html) —A lesson on the procedures for passing a local ordinance. 
2.  “Poor Hannah” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/100/Poor%20Hannah.html) —A lesson that asks students to balance the conflicting demands of individual liberty and preserving the public health and safety. 
3.  “Home Rule or not Home Rule, That Is the Question” (http://www.civicsinstitute.org/curricula/high/Home_Rule_or_not_Home_Rule.html) —A lesson that balances the principle of home rule against the principle of efficiency. 
d)  “compare and analyze the way…organizations respond to conflicts between forces of unity and forces of diversity”

1.  “Evaluating the Relationship between Local Governments” (http://www.civicsinstitute.org/curricula/high/Evaluating_the_Relationshi.html) —A role-playing simulation through which students assess the relationship between local units of government. 
2.  “Minapple Game” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/100/Miniapple%20Game.html) —A role-playing simulation in which the students attempt to resolve an issue that wraps economics and political issues in the same package. 
i)  “evaluate the extent to which governments achieve their stated ideals…”

1.  “The Law in Your Community” (http://www.civicsinstitute.org/curricula/high/The_Law_in_Your_Community.html) —A lesson in which students assess local community ordinances 
2.  “Municipalities: Is It Time for a Change?” (http://www.civicsinstitute.org/curricula/high/Municipalities_Is_it_Time_.html) —A lesson assessing the quality of services provided by municipalities. 

Strand VII:  Production, Distribution & Consumption
Performance Expectation
a)  “explain how the scarcity of productive resources…requires development of economic systems….”

1. “City Services and Operation” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/200S/Services%20and%20Operation.html) —A lesson linking city services to the budgets for providing them. 
2.  “Local Government Funding” (http://www.civicsinstitute.org/curricula/high/Local_Government_Funding.html) —A lesson identifying the source and amount of revenue raised by one’s local community 
c)  “consider the costs and benefits to society of allocating goods and services through private and public sectors”
1.  “Landowners’ Game” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/100/Landowners%20Game.html) —A lesson, based on the Prisoner’s Dilemma and “The Tragedy of the Commons,” that points up the difference between private goods and public goods in trying to supply good quality rental housing. 
2. “Activities and Services Provided by Local Governmental Units” (http://www.civicsinstitute.org/curricula/high/Activities_and_Services_Pr.html) —A lesson assessing the differences between services focusing on health, safety, or general welfare. 
j)  “apply knowledge of production, distribution, and consumption in the analysis of public issues….”

1.  “Minapple Game” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/100/Miniapple%20Game.html) —A role-playing simulation in which the students attempt to resolve an issue that wraps economics and political issues in the same package. 

Strand X.  Civic Ideals and Practices
Performance Expectation

b)  “identify, analyze, interpret, and evaluate sources and examples of citizens’ rights and responsibilities”

1.  “Guidelines for running a public meeting,” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/200S/Hugo%20meeting%20guidelines.htm) –Published guidelines for participation in city council meetings.

2.  “Model City Charter” (http://www.nationalcivicleague.org/item.jhtml?UCIDs=1253691%7C1253797&PRID=1394886) –The National Civic League publishes a model city charter for cities.
c) “locate, access, analyze, organize… and apply information about selected public issues—identifying, describing, and evaluating multiple points of view”

1.  “Improving the Community,” (http://www.civics.unc.edu/ncccma/textrevised/chapter5.html) —a textbook chapter discussing the physical, economic, and social issues facing the local community.
2.  “Seeing All Sides,” (http://www.publicachievement.org/pdf/Coaches/Exploring%20the%20Issue/seeingallsides.pdf) –a lesson plan for examining public policy from multiple perspectives.
d)  “practice forms of civic discussion and participation consistent with the ideals of citizens in a democratic society”

1. “Get Involved” (http://www.civicsinstitute.org/curricula/high/Get_Involved.html) —A lesson on the variety of ways to be involved in the local community
e)  “analyze and evaluate the influence of various forms of citizen action on public policy”

1.  “Power Analysis of News Stories,” (http://www.publicachievement.org/pdf/Coaches/Exploring%20Concepts/poweranalysisofnewsstories.pdf) –lesson plan for analyzing the display of power as presented in news stories.
f)  “analyze a variety of public policies and issues from the perspective of formal and informal political actors”

1.  “Minapple Game” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/100/Miniapple%20Game.html) —A role-playing simulation in which the students attempt to resolve an issue that wraps economics and political issues in the same package. 
2. “Citizenship Lessons” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/200S/Citizenship%20Lessons.htm) —A lesson for creating a mock city council and creating a process for solving a local issue. 
g) “evaluate the effectiveness of public opinion in influencing and shaping public policy….”

1. “How to Make Representative Government Work for You” (http://www.civicsinstitute.org/curricula/high/How_to_make_representative.html) —A lesson in representative government and organizing for change. 
h)  “evaluate the degree to which public policies and citizen behaviors reflect or foster the stated ideals of a democratic republican form of government”

1.  “Guidelines for running a public meeting,” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/200S/Hugo%20meeting%20guidelines.htm) –Published guidelines for participation in city council meetings.

2.  “Model City Charter” (http://www.nationalcivicleague.org/item.jhtml?UCIDs=1253691%7C1253797&PRID=1394886) –The National Civic League publishes a model city charter for cities.
i)  “construct a policy statement and an action plan to achieve one or more goals related to an issue of public concern”

1.  “Creating an Action Plan” (http://www.publicachievement.org/pdf/Coaches/Creating%20the%20Project/ActionPlan.pdf) –Detailed lesson plan for creating an action plan to achieve a public policy objective.
2.  “Issue Paper” (http://krypton.mnsu.edu/~tony/courses/609/609Writing.html#_The_Issue_Paper) –Instructions for writing a policy, or “issue,” paper.
j)  “participate in activities to strengthen the ‘common good’…”

1.  Public Achievement (http://www.publicachievement.org/) –a curriculum for working with teams of students to address community issues.
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