
On behalf of the American Association of University Women (AAUW) of Oregon, I express my strong 

support for Senate Bill 513. 

 

I worked as a school counselor in high school and community college and observed daily how the vacuum 

of  even basic civics knowledge was being filled by opinions shared on social media. 

 

Our fragile democracy stands at a perilous place. Informed civil discourse and civic engagement have 

been replaced with partisanship and polarization. There are a number of explanations for this process, but 

at least one is that we have become "civics deserts."1 

 

As so well stated by the Pew Center Research Center, "a truly democratic society relies on its citizens to 

be informed and ready to act. What good is a government of the people, for the people, and by the people 

if the people themselves have no idea of what their role as citizens entails or to what civic rights as 

citizens they are entitled."2   

 

Research clearly not only shows that knowledge about the fundamentals of our government is appallingly 

low, but that this level of knowledge represents a steep -- and continuing -- decline since 2011. Nearly a 

third of Americans cannot name any of the three branches of government.  The National Assessment of 

Educational Progress's most recent report card released in 2015 found that 77% of students scored below 

proficiency in civics and less than half of 8th graders knew the purpose of the Bill of Rights.3  

 

The impact?  Public trust in government is at an all-time low and voter participation has reached its lowest 

point since 1996.4   

 

Research also shows that students who receive effective civics classes are more likely to be engaged 

citizens throughout their entire lives.5  Informed citizens know how to ask tough questions of their public 

officials, which leads to accountability.  As Americans decreasingly engage in community and civic 

activities, they interact less with their fellow citizens. This contributes to the fact that Americans today are 

becoming increasingly isolated and lonely individuals.  

 

Catharine Hojem, MSW 

Oregon City, OR 
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