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ABSTRACT 

This study explores secondary social studies teachers’ beliefs about the concept of 

citizenship. The development of citizenship in young people is an often-stated goal for 

schooling in the USA. The most prominent social studies professional organization, the 

National Council for the Social Studies, describes education for citizenship as the ultimate 

aim for social studies in the schools. Researchers in both political science and social studies 

education have linked certain aspects of classroom climate to positive political socialization 

outcomes. Classroom climate is related to teachers’ instructional decision-making. Teachers’ 

instructional decision-making, in turn, is related to teachers’ beliefs, conceptualizations, and 

thinking. 

This study used multiple data sources to explore and describe teachers’ beliefs about 

citizenship and education for citizenship. Four teachers in a college preparatory urban public 

secondary school participated. Data sources included a survey instrument, a series of teacher 
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interviews, a series of classroom observations, and examination of documents. Data analysis 

was an ongoing and recursive process. All data were analyzed using hand coding. 

The research supported nine findings consistent with related research relevant to 

perceptions about social studies and its goals, conceptions of citizenship, ideas about 

education for citizenship and influences on teacher decision-making. A tenth finding 

emerged from this study: teachers’ levels of personal political engagement seemed 

consistent with their conceptions of citizenship, the relative openness of the climate in their 

classroom, and the degree to which their students would discuss controversial issues in the 

classroom. 
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CHAPTER 1 

HIGH SCHOOL SOCIAL STUDIES TEACHERS’ BELIEFS 

AND EDUCATION FOR DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP 

Statement of the Problem 

The development of good citizens has been a focus for pre-collegiate education in 

the USA since the early days of the republic (Kaestle, 1983), and fostering citizenship 

remains an avowed purpose of the American public school (Parker, 1996). Within the school 

program, the purpose of social studies instruction, in particular, is to promote civic 

competence (National Council for the Social Studies, 1992). Social studies educators 

typically frame civic competence as requiring the development of three essential 

components: command of subject-matter knowledge drawn from academic disciplines 

including history and the social sciences, demonstration of skills in using evidence and 

judgment to develop well-reasoned opinions, and the development of democratic 

dispositions, including a tolerance for diverse opinions and a commitment to the common 

good (Branson, 1998). 

Recent history has brought increased attention to teaching for democratic citizenship. 

The establishment of democratic governments in states in Eastern Europe and the former 

Soviet Union has brought a sense of urgency to issues involving preparing young people to 

participate as democratic citizens. A similar urgency exists in states, like Turkey, that are 

transitioning toward democratic government. Ethnic, economic and religious divisions 

threaten the well-being of India, the world’s largest democratic state, and democratic 
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pressures are building in China (Zakaria, 2008). Scholars around the globe are investigating 

a range of approaches to democratic citizenship education within specific local contexts 

(Hahn & Alviar-Martin, 2006). Further, perceptions exist that relatively low voter turnout 

and diminished civic involvement demonstrate a decline in democratic civic practice in 

mature democratic states, such as the USA (Putnam, 2000). Fuller and Rasiah (2005) warn 

that important foundations of civil society in the USA are weakening, as social divisions are 

rearranging institutions, resulting in more Americans living in increasing isolation from one 

another. The shifting international position of the USA relative to other states (Zakaria, 

2008) will demand a citizenry that is cognizant of global and multicultural perspectives in an 

interdependent world system. 

In the USA, the 2008 presidential election results appear to indicate an increase in 

the participation of young adults as voters and an upturn in the proportions of young people 

demonstrating interest and participation in the political process. Whether this overall change 

in behavior is due to efforts on the part of campaigns to engage young people through new 

media sources or due to the perceived charisma of candidate Obama, or whether it represents 

a reversal of the historical trend (Schaller, 2008) seems unclear. Pending future measures of 

political participation, we have no evidence that the overall historical trend of non-

participation has permanently changed. However, 2008 election results also capture a 

disturbing participation gap between young people with some college experience (62% 

turnout) and non-college-educated youth (36% turnout) (CIRCLE, 2008).  

The emergence of the Tea Party movement in American politics may also appear to 

indicate an increase in the political participation of some segments of American society. 
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Perhaps this change in behavior is due to efforts on the part of segments within the 

Republican Party to redefine the party and advance it in elections (Perlstein et al., 2010). 

Perhaps it is due to generalized anxieties fueled by race or economic concerns (Parker, 

2010). In any case, we lack historical perspective on the meaning, nature, and longevity of 

these current developments. 

Developing a better understanding of the role of schools in developing pro-

democratic dispositions among young citizens is a matter of importance across the world, 

and remains so in mature democracies such as the USA. Research suggests that students’ 

experiences in schools and classrooms can result in the development of pro-democratic 

dispositions. We know that particular conditions in classrooms are associated with better 

political socialization outcomes. We also know that teacher decisions and actions shape 

conditions in classrooms. How social studies teachers think about their work and the 

decisions they make, then, should influence the conditions students experience in classroom. 

The research problem addressed in this study is to describe differences in teacher thinking 

that may influence the degree to which their classrooms promote democratic citizenship.  

In Chapter Two I address the research base germane to education for citizenship. 

However, in making the case for studying teacher beliefs about citizenship, it is appropriate 

to explore some important characteristics of the concept of citizenship itself. Broadly 

speaking, the concept suggests a range of particular concerns and consequences reflecting 

political structures and cultural values. Further, as political structures develop over time and 

cultural values vary in different settings, the implications for the role of the citizen, and, by 

extension, education for citizenship, vary across time and space. Here, I provide a broad 
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discussion of citizenship to provide a framework for the focus of this study: social studies 

teachers’ beliefs about citizenship and education for citizenship in the contemporary USA. 

In the western Enlightenment tradition, the concept of citizen developed as a means 

of defining and affirming the role of the individual within the nation-state (Fahrmeir, 2007). 

The republican concept of citizen revived the classical ideal of the citizen as an individual 

who was both ruled by the state and participated in its governance. The revolutions in 

England, America, and France embraced twin ideals: inherent individual rights, framed 

largely by liberties from undue government interference, and government resting on the 

consent of the governed. The development of the modern citizen, then, reflected changes in 

the social and political structures of Enlightenment Europe. Far from being a stable concept, 

the concept of citizenship has undergone a number of significant changes over the last 400 

years and is likely undergoing dramatic changes today. 

Heater (2004) identifies the emergence of the modern western concept of citizen as a 

redefinition of the relationship of individuals with the political system; that is, the 

replacement of the loyalty of the subject to the individual monarch with the allegiance of the 

citizen to the abstract nation-state. Similarly, Castles (2004) traces the modern ideal of 

citizenship as confirmed in the American and French revolutions of the 18th century to the 

development of the modern nation-state after the 1648 Peace of Westphalia. Citizenship, in 

this sense, presumes concepts traditionally related to the state such as sovereignty and 

political legitimacy. Such a view of citizenship essentially defines citizenship as 

membership with fellow nationals associated with some defined territory. Fahrmeir (2007) 

agrees that the concept of citizenship in Europe and the USA had its origins in the 
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development of the modern nation-state and focused on the rights of individuals and the 

protection of property. Guttman (1990) argues that one legacy of the liberal nation-state is a 

libertarian ideal in which the state remains as neutral as possible. In this ideal, individual 

citizens pursue choices without compulsion from the state. Van Gunsteren (1998) cites the 

dilemma of the commons as an illustration that this conceptualization of citizenship, 

predicated on the actions of atomistic individuals, is inadequate. 

However, Guttman (1990) identifies a second, competing strain in western 

conceptions of citizenship: an older, classical ideal of republican civic virtue. The tradition 

of republican civic virtue emphasizes that individual desires are to be subordinated to the 

needs of the state. This ideal emphasizes the obligations of the citizen to the state. As Kerber 

(1997) points out, such obligations in the American context go beyond freely chosen 

preferences to encompass actions required under penalty of law: e.g., paying taxes, serving 

on juries, and conscription. Van Gunsteren (1998) develops a similar idea, calling it a 

communitarian conception of citizenship, one driven by concerns for social norms and 

public morality. For him, this conceptualization of citizenship is inadequate because it leads 

to stagnation and fails to protect individuals from a tyrannical community. 

The tensions between individualistic/liberal and communitarian/republican 

conceptions of citizenship have become more difficult to reconcile as the scope of the 20th-

century welfare state has increased and competing loyalties within and across national 

boundaries have become more prominent. In the 20th century, Dewey (1927/1954) noted a 

drift in his own time from social organization based upon territory to functional organization 

of social ties. Merriam (1931) predicted that improvements in communications would result 
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in the diminished importance of the territorial nation-state. More recently, Fahrmier (2007) 

noted that the 20th century was characterized by increased mobility and migration both 

across and within national boundaries. He also argued that government assumption of 

responsibility for social services and resulting transfer policies have fundamentally blurred 

the boundary between private matters and public concerns. In addition, Van Gunsteren 

(1998) argues that the disappearance of a middle class, with a perceived stake in the system, 

also contributes to a crisis, making modern society ungovernable.  

Further, Van Gunsertern argues that individuals today no longer identify primarily 

with a single community, as republican virtue would require; rather, they identify with a 

multiplicity of communities. Globalization, as Castles (2004) notes, clearly has challenged 

traditional conceptions of citizenship tied to some territorial nation-state. Heater (2004) 

describes a newly-revived ideal of cosmopolitan world citizenship in the late 20th century. 

Parker (2008) also describes citizenship as a changing concept, tied today to what he 

describes as a shift from Keynesian nationalism to neoliberal globalism.  

Citizenship, as a function of either republican civic virtue or libertarian individual 

freedom, appears to be a concept that is far from static. Indeed, it may be outmoded, or, at 

the least, in need of adaptation to reflect the contemporary world. Further complicating the 

picture is that citizenship is not only a concept that is directly connected to 

historical/structural political changes but also to cultural meanings associated with those 

changes. 

For example, Merriam (1931) suggested two generations ago that ideas about 

appropriate civic training across different political settings might be unconscious and that 
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cultural values (e.g., perceived national mission, the relative importance of obedience, and 

even particular aspects of a state’s political structure) influence ideas about what citizenship 

requires. Focusing on American legal history, Kerber (1997) asserted that changes in the 

citizenship status of women, the descendents of African slaves, Native Americans, voluntary 

and refugee immigrants from Europe and Asia, and others result in Americans whose 

historical memories associated with citizenship rights and obligations are markedly different 

from one another.  

 Despite the significant challenges in defining citizenship in any essential way, I 

propose some attributes as useful in delineating the tasks which fall to citizens. Dewey 

(1927/1954) wrote that all life in society requires individuals to be brought into the 

community to learn shared meanings. Further, he noted that life in society is based upon 

important attachments developed through interactions with others. In order for democracy to 

follow, individuals need to be better able to debate, discuss, and persuade (Dewey, 

1927/1954) and make use of scientific observation and decision-making (Dewey, 

1944/1977). I am presupposing that education for democracy ultimately means teaching 

students how we deliberate to make decisions together (Parker, 1996). I am also 

presupposing that education for democracy requires that each of us learn to value and 

practice inquiry, active and open communication, and a commitment to what the National 

Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) refers to as the common good (1992).  

Scholarship in political science has established that a number of factors influence 

political socialization. For example, such issues as a young person’s participation in family 

decisions, an employee’s participation in decisions on the job, and a student’s participation 
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in classroom discussion and debates have been studied in both the USA and abroad. These 

issues have also been investigated within the context of students’ families’ levels of 

educational attainment and social class (Almond & Verba, 1989). Other researchers have 

investigated the relationship between quantity of social studies instruction (number of social 

studies courses taken) and students’ political attitudes (Langston & Jennings, 1968). Other 

researchers have investigated the relationships between students’ perceptions of classroom 

climate and their teachers’ behaviors as inputs, and the development of such democratic 

student political outputs as development of a sense of political efficacy, trust in political 

institutions, and tolerance for diverse perspectives (Ehman, 1969). Taken together, political 

socialization research suggests that the presence of particular qualities in students’ 

classroom and school experiences are related to the degree to which students report 

dispositions supportive of democratic citizenship. In other words, students’ experiences in 

classrooms matter. 

It is important to remember that schools operate within systems embedded in social, 

economic, and political contexts. Over the last century, public education in the USA has 

developed into a highly bureaucratic system, in which policy and curriculum are typically 

developed and delivered in a top-down fashion and in which teachers’ autonomy is highly 

constrained (Callahan, 1962). Within the last 25 years, the American school system has also 

been marked by an increasing de facto segregation along lines of race and social class, as 

well as by inequity of resources between urban and suburban districts (Irons, 2002). 

Schooling arrangements are likely resulting in increased social isolation via the rise of new 

institutional arrangements such as charter schools (Fuller & Rasiah, 2005). More recently, 
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federal policy in the USA has brought pressure on schools through accountability measures, 

notably through state-administered standardized tests (Moe, 2003). Accountability measures 

themselves may be viewed as expressions of anxiety over the competitive position of the 

USA in the current era of the economic and political globalization, and, indeed, the 

purported failure of public education in the USA (Parker, 2006). In other words, students’ 

classroom experiences and teachers’ work unfold within particular circumstances which 

shape what students and their teachers bring with them into the classroom. 

Even so, students in schools spend most of their days in classrooms interacting with 

their peers under the direction of individual teachers. Thornton (1989) argued that teachers 

serve as instructional gatekeepers. In social studies classrooms, teachers make decisions 

about planning and carrying out instruction based largely upon unexamined assumptions 

about the nature of social studies. Therefore, the social studies experiences of students 

enacted in classrooms would appear to be, at least in part, derived from unconscious and 

unacknowledged perspectives that teachers bring with them into their work. Hahn (1998) 

found that individual teachers vary in their interactions with students in ways that appear to 

impact students’ sense of voice and students’ willingness to tolerate diverse opinions. 

Despite important differences in mandated curricula among various democratic states, 

variations in teacher behavior have been noted within democratic states and even within 

specific school settings. In short, Hahn argues, individual teachers’ instructional practices do 

matter, at least to some degree. This study, an investigation of teacher beliefs about 

citizenship and how those beliefs influence their decision-making, is premised on this 

assumption. 
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Because individual teachers’ behaviors appear to vary in ways that matter for 

democratic citizenship education, I set out to investigate the particular ways in which 

individual teachers’ thinking about citizenship may vary and to understand how individual 

teachers make sense of how their work with students relates to the goal of education for 

democratic citizenship. One line of research within teacher education and teacher learning 

emphasizes the role of teacher beliefs in explaining how and why teachers make decisions 

about their practice. Pajares (1992) summarized the then current thinking on teacher beliefs, 

noting that “the beliefs teachers hold influence their perceptions and judgments, which, in 

turn, affect their behavior in the classroom” (p. 307). Further, he argued that “understanding 

the belief structures of teachers and teacher candidates is essential to improving their 

professional preparation and teaching practices” (p. 307). Individual teachers influence 

students’ experiences in ways that impact students’ dispositions related to democratic 

citizenship. Investigating individual teachers’ beliefs and decisions would seem an 

appropriate way to explore why some students participate in experiences that promote 

democratic citizenship more often than other students do.  

Specifically, I explored high school social studies teachers’ conceptions of the nature 

of social studies, their perceptions about citizenship, and their understandings about the 

context of their work. I sought to better understand the presence or absence of student 

experiences in high school that promote democratic dispositions. 
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Purpose of the Study 

Overall, the purpose of this study was to examine and analyze aspects of high school 

social studies teachers’ belief structures about the nature of social studies education, their 

conceptions of education for citizenship, and their perceptions of their own roles in 

educating for democracy. More specifically, the purposes of this study were to describe (1) 

high school social studies teachers’ conceptions of the nature and purposes of social studies 

education, (2) high school social studies teachers’ conceptions of citizenship and education 

for citizenship, (3) high school social studies teachers’ perceptions of prior experiences and 

influences that shape their decision-making in ways relevant to citizenship education, (4) 

high school social studies teachers’ perceptions of their own consistency in enacting their 

beliefs about social studies and citizenship education in their classroom decision-making, 

and (5) high school social studies teachers’ perceptions of factors that facilitate or inhibit 

their ability to educate students for democratic citizenship. 

This study investigated individual high school social studies teachers’ beliefs, past 

experiences, and perceptions of their current context in order to build upon past research that 

suggests that individual teachers’ beliefs and behaviors impact students’ classroom 

experiences in ways that influence dispositions associated with democratic citizenship. 

Research Questions  

1. How do these particular high school social studies teachers conceptualize the 

nature and purposes of social studies in the schools? 
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2. How do these particular high school social studies teachers conceptualize 

education for citizenship? 

3. What experiences and influences do these high school social studies teachers 

perceive as significant in shaping decision-making relevant to citizenship education? 

4. To what extent do these high school social studies teachers perceive their work in 

classrooms as consistent or inconsistent with their beliefs about citizenship education? 

5. To what factors do these high school social studies teachers attribute their relative 

ability or inability to educate students for citizenship? 

Significance of the Study 

The educational significance of this study was to advance current knowledge about 

teacher beliefs regarding the nature of social studies and conceptions of citizenship that may 

be associated with teacher decisions which support the development of pro-democratic 

student dispositions. In part, I set out to address Hahn’s call (2006) for an exploration of 

whether “teachers’ differing perceptions of ‘the good citizen’ lead them to implement 

curricular guidelines differently – and what is the effect on student learning?” (p. 44). Much 

scholarship in teacher development suggests to us that teacher beliefs impact teacher 

decision-making. Current scholarship in political science and civic education tells us that 

differences between individual classrooms impact student political dispositions. In this 

study, I sought to explore the content of teachers’ beliefs about social studies and citizenship 

education and teacher perspectives about their work as citizenship educators. Therefore, this 



13 

study provides potential insights into teacher experiences and school situations that may 

help shape student political socialization outcomes. 

The results of this inquiry should be valuable to a number of individuals interested in 

social studies and citizenship education. The results of this study may be useful to teacher 

educators interested in improving the preparation of pre-service social studies teachers. The 

results of this study may inform thinking about social studies curriculum and instructional 

practices among state and district social studies curriculum specialists, as well as others who 

are interested in civic education. The results of this study may benefit individuals who 

provide staff development and further education for in-service social studies teachers. The 

results of this study may have implications for educational policy-makers, as well. 

Delimitations of the Study 

This study was limited because I focused the investigation on those aspects of 

democratic classroom practices and teacher beliefs addressed in the research questions. 

However, other relevant teacher characteristics and experiences emerged during data 

collection and analysis. I did not plan to address a number of issues which I would consider 

essential to desirable student political learning. For example, I collected no data regarding 

student knowledge of political issues, institutions, and concepts, nor did I collect data 

regarding student skills in gathering and evaluating information, developing well-reasoned 

arguments, or collaborating with others. I did not seek out data regarding a number of 

student school experiences, such as participation in school activities or community service. 

While I asked participating teachers to reflect upon their classroom planning and classroom 
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activities, I did not directly study these teachers’ classroom practices themselves. However, 

my classroom observations facilitated the participating teachers’ reflection upon their beliefs 

and practices. 

Limitations of the Study 

Because teaching and political socialization occur within particular institutional and 

cultural contexts, it may not be appropriate to attempt to generalize this study’s findings to 

teachers and classrooms beyond the individual teachers who participated. Despite my efforts 

to choose information-rich cases and to choose participants within more or less similar 

contexts, there were important contextual variables among individual teachers and the 

groups of students with whom they work. Because this study was limited to qualitative 

methods, I did not collect data about quantifiable factors which may influence high school 

social studies teachers’ work in ways relevant to the focus of this study. 

Organization of Remaining Chapters 

The remaining chapters will review relevant literature, describe the study’s research 

methodologies, report data findings, and develop conclusions. In Chapter Two, I analyze 

academic literature related to this study. I discuss adolescent political socialization, ideas 

about democracy, and citizenship and education in the context of schooling. I also survey 

the literature about the importance of teacher beliefs in general, and report current 

understanding of teacher conceptions of the nature and purposes of social studies education 

in particular. As appropriate, I include both historical and international perspectives on 

varying conceptions of citizenship and citizenship education. My emphasis in Chapter Two 
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is to describe how each of these fields relates to teachers’ ways of thinking about and 

implementing citizenship education.  

In Chapter Three, I describe and justify a qualitative research methodology for this 

study. I describe and argue for the appropriateness of its overall research design. I also 

describe sampling and data collection and analysis procedures in some detail, as well as 

discuss potential threats to validity. In this chapter, I focus on describing the procedures I 

used to collect and analyze the study’s data. 

Chapter Four reports my findings by discussing data from this study. I present a 

series of narratives about each participating teacher. I follow with a description of themes 

that emerged during the process of collecting and analyzing data. This chapter concludes 

with discussion of how the themes that emerged during data collection and analysis address 

the study’s research questions. 

The final chapter, Chapter Five, presents a summary of the study’s findings. I 

address the significance of the study’s findings by placing them in the context of ideas 

developed in the literature review presented in Chapter Two. I also draw conclusions in 

terms of recommendation for policy and practice suggested by my findings. I conclude with 

some reflection on my learning relevant to the study’s data and collection methodology and 

describe potential directions for additional research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Overview 

The purpose of this study was to examine and analyze high school social studies 

teachers’ conceptions of citizenship. Specifically, the purposes of this study were to explore 

and describe (1) high school social studies teachers’ conceptions of the nature and purposes 

of the social studies in schools, (2) high school social studies teachers’ conceptions of 

education for citizenship, (3) high school social studies teachers’ experiences that they 

perceive as significant in shaping their classroom decision-making, (4) the meaning high 

school social studies teachers construct regarding citizenship relative to their classroom 

decisions, (5) high school social studies teachers’ perceptions regarding the presence or 

absence of environmental constraints or inducements that may affect their classroom 

behaviors.  

I begin this chapter with an overview and analysis of research about the process of 

the political socialization of young people in order to describe the broader context of 

learning and development in which formal civic education for adolescents occurs. In the 

second section, I describe scholars’ ideas about conceptualizing democracy, citizenship, and 

education for citizenship. In the third section of this chapter, I turn to teacher education 

research to describe the nature and development of teacher beliefs and to describe the 

relationship between those beliefs and teacher decision-making. In the final section, I 
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synthesize and analyze research specific to the nature of beliefs of teachers of social studies 

and describe the relationship between those beliefs and teacher decision making. 

Political Socialization 

Political socialization refers to “the process by which people come to decide how 

they will participate in politics – whom they will support to rule them, what they want from 

government, what they will learn about government and political issues, and how they will 

acquire other skills and resources need to wield influence” (Gamer, 1994, p. 96). Changes in 

our understanding of political socialization reflect both changes in how educators explain 

human learning and the maturation of political science as a discipline. In this section, I 

describe ways in which explanations about the role of schooling in adolescent political 

socialization reflect changes in views of learning as well as changes within political science 

as a discipline. 

Political scientists have long been interested in the role of education in shaping 

political attitudes and behavior. For example, Merriam sponsored a series of publications on 

civic education in the early 1930s, foreshadowing later studies of political socialization 

(Almond, 1996; Bennett, 1999; Lane, 1997). Consistent with the post-World War II 

behavioralist turn toward pragmatic relevance in political science, a number of researchers 

in the 1950s and 1960s examined how political attitudes come to be formed, including 

studies of adolescent political socialization and the relative impact of school experiences. 

Behavioralist research on political socialization was part of a wider shift in the discipline. In 

part, these studies were the result of new interest in bringing social science to bear on the 
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operation of the real world. In the context of the rise of totalitarianism in the 20th century, 

Lasswell (1935) developed the use of psychological concepts to explain political 

dispositions. Behavioralist research studies also reflected a then new emphasis on viewing 

political phenomena through the lens of a systems approach (Easton, 1953). Behavioralist 

research became possible because of the development of improved survey techniques and 

data analysis technology (Merelman, 1972). 

More recently, political scientists have become more sophisticated in their analysis 

of the formation of political attitudes. Recent analyses have incorporated the context of 

political culture and institutions in seeking to explain the formation of political attitudes. For 

example, McAllister and Makkaiz (1992) attributed different levels of political participation 

among ethnic groups in Australia to varied cultural values across those groups and differing 

levels of access to resources among Australian ethnic groups. Similarly, Hahn (2006) 

surveyed civic education studies and cautioned against generalizing about political 

socialization findings without considering the specific histories and cultural values at work 

in particular countries. Sears and Valentino (1997) conducted a three-wave longitudinal 

survey, in which they determined that exogenous political events impact political 

socialization and hypothesized that political socialization might be presumed to be an 

episodic process. The importance of historical events and cultural context are consistent with 

the civic culture work of Almond and Verba (1989). 

While political socialization always occurs within the context of a specific political 

culture and constellation of political institutions, it is also a process of learning. One’s 

approach to explaining political learning reflects one’s general thinking about the nature of 
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learning. Some research seems be grounded in views of learning as fundamentally a 

developmental process. Other research emphasizes the impact of environmental factors. Still 

other research presumes a constructivist approach to political learning. 

Some research is grounded in views of learning as fundamentally a developmental 

process. For example, Ehman (1980) argued that schools are more potent as socialization 

agents in terms of promoting knowledge and awareness than they are in promoting positive 

student attitudes and student participation. Similarly, Zevin (1983) found that as adolescents 

developed greater intellectual sophistication, they came to reject idealistic views of 

American life as depicted in textbooks, thus explaining increasing political cynicism 

common among American adolescents. Cassel and Lo (1997) argued that political 

socialization by agents was less important that individuals’ cognitive mobilization in 

explaining political knowledge. In this view, the potential impact of adolescents’ classroom 

experiences on forming political dispositions would appear limited. 

Observational learning refers to modeling and other processes whereby young people 

learn behaviors and responses by observing how other individuals behave and respond 

around them. According to observational learning theory, individuals’ learning is a largely 

passive process of generalizing such behaviors and responses. From this perspective, family 

is the most primary source of political learning. The impact of family is paramount not only 

because family provides a source for models for behavior, but also because later learning 

must be filtered through or grafted upon earlier learning. Therefore, the influences of other 

agents of political socialization, such as peers and teachers, may, in this view, be limited.  
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Despite the view that schooling may play only a limited role in political 

socialization, political scientists have examined schools as influences on the political 

learning of young people. For example, Charles Merriam published a number of civics 

textbooks during his time at the University of Chicago in the 1930s (Bennett, 1999; Lane, 

1997). However, the behavioralist revolution in political science brought about a number of 

studies about the political socialization of young people. Behavioralist research on political 

socialization reflected a wider shift in the discipline: a new interest in bringing social 

science to bear on the operation of the real world. The research, reflecting Easton’s 

emphasis on viewing political phenomena through the lens of a systems approach, became 

possible because of the development of improved survey techniques and data analysis 

technology (Merelman, 1972). In viewing political socialization through an Eastonian 

approach, researchers have examined the relative impact of schools relative to other 

socializing institutions. They have also examined the impact of coursework, classroom 

climate, school climate, and varied curricula on political knowledge and attitudes. They have 

also compared outcomes for subgroups of students. 

Ehman (1969) examined the impact on adolescent political socialization of a number 

of variables related to schooling using a random stratified survey of students in an American 

integrated urban high school. He found that exposure to open classroom climate was related 

to decreases in political cynicism and increases in political participation, political efficacy, 

and sense of civic duty. Massialas (1975) cited a number of studies from various regions of 

the world in concluding that positive political socialization outcomes were associated with 

students’ classroom inquiry into social issues. In a study of American secondary classrooms, 



21 

Blankenship (1990) found a moderate positive relationship between an open classroom 

climate and positive student attitudes regarding political efficacy, political interest, and 

political confidence. In an international study of the use of controversial issues discussions 

in secondary classrooms, Hahn and Tocci (1990) confirmed a correlation between open 

classroom climate and the promotion of positive student political attitudes, but they asserted 

that extensive use of value analysis in classrooms was also required. Ichilov (1991) also 

found positive associations between Israeli secondary students’ participation in classroom 

discussion and their political involvement and political efficacy. The presence of particular 

qualities associated with adolescent classroom experiences does appear to promote pro-

democratic dispositions in young people. 

Langston and Jennings (1968) surveyed high school seniors about their social studies 

courses, political attitudes, and political knowledge. Overall, they found no relationship 

between the number of high school social studies courses taken and political knowledge. 

They also found no relationship between the number of social studies courses taken and 

positive outcomes for political attitudes, including political interest, political efficacy, 

political cynicism, or political participation orientation. Ehman (1969) also noted that the 

number of social studies courses taken was unrelated to political attitudes for most students. 

Massialas (1975) summarized a number of small-scale civic education studies from various 

regions of the world; he also concluded that the impact of the civic education curriculum is 

negligible. Ehman (1980) reported that, absent a special curricular program, the typical 

American social studies curriculum has little impact on political attitudes. However, Hahn 

(2006) reported positive results on both political knowledge and political attitudes for 
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specially developed curricular programs emphasizing active student classroom participation 

among secondary students in Azerbaijan, the Czech Republic, Lithuania, the Ukraine, and 

the USA. These studies suggest that it is the qualitative nature of adolescent classroom 

experiences that may be more powerful in promoting democratic citizenship outcomes for 

adolescents than the mere number of social studies courses taken. In other words, classroom 

activities and classroom climate matter. 

A number of studies suggest that school experiences impact different students in 

different ways. For example, Langston and Jennings (1968) found positive correlations 

between African American students’ number of social studies courses taken and those 

students’ political knowledge, political cynicism, and political interest; they found no such 

relationships for white students. Ehman (1969) also found that African American students’ 

political cynicism and political participation were positively associated with the number of 

social studies courses they had taken; he found no similar associations for white students. 

Ichilov (1991) found that school experiences had a greater impact on political attitudes for 

students of Eastern immigrant Israelis than for other Israeli adolescents. Callahan, Miller 

and Schiller (2008) used large-scale longitudinal data about children of immigrants to the 

USA and found a positive relationship between the number of high school social studies 

courses taken and rates of voter registration. They also reported that more adult children of 

immigrants to the USA registered and voted when they had attended schools characterized 

by overall higher parental education levels. Further, they found higher levels of actual adult 

voting for all students who had reported a strong sense of connection to schools they had 

attended as adolescents. Taken together, these findings confirm the importance of overall 



23 

school climate factors to positive political socialization for all students. They also suggest 

that classroom experiences may play an especially important role in developing participation 

for adolescents who are members of less powerful social groups within a particular context. 

In contrast to the view that learning is the result of either experiences or individual 

development alone, Jennings and Niemi (1974) argued that research into political 

socialization should acknowledge the role of both environment and individual development 

in explaining adolescent political learning. In other words, political socialization develops 

through the interplay between agents and events in young people’s lives on the one hand and 

young people’s individual social and cognitive development on the other. Almond and 

Verba (1989) also asserted that early political socialization research had been simplistic. In 

updating their previous work on political culture and socialization, they questioned some of 

the underlying assumptions that had guided previous investigations regarding learning and 

political socialization. They argued that both observational and developmental theories of 

learning and socialization view socialization as a one-way process. From these perspectives, 

one is passively socialized by some agent. They also argued that these theories tended to 

emphasize more stability and consistency between an individual’s adolescent attitudes and 

his or her adult attitudes than data would support. They also pointed out that, on occasion, 

political attitudes shift between generations. However, they contended that, on balance, the 

nature of individuals’ early relationships tend to be associated with later political 

dispositions.  

Early political socialization research may also have been simplistic in its 

assumptions about how learning transpires in schools. In his survey and critique of the 
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political socialization research of the behavioralist era, Merelman (1972) found fault with 

limitations of this research. He argued that, until that time, studies had presumed simplistic 

and dated ideas about learning and the structural aspects of institutions such as schools. 

Metzger and Barr (1978) examined the institutional structures of traditional high schools and 

alternative settings and found that school management practices and the roles that students 

play in schools are related to students’ attitudes towards politics, whether students see 

themselves as active participants, as they did in an alternative school, or as passive 

spectators, as they did in a comprehensive high school. Sehr (1997) described two small 

alternative secondary school programs which included such features as service learning and 

student input into institutional decision-making as examples of means by which schools 

might be better organized to reflect a genuine commitment to civic education. Meier (2009) 

described a system of shared school governance that includes student involvement in 

important decisions, such as evaluation of the principal and approving the school budget. 

Such examples would seem rare. Indeed, Merelman (1980) concluded that requirements for 

typical schools to maintain order and for teachers to maintain their authority as sources of 

knowledge made schools ill-suited to the development of active, participatory democratic 

attitudes: “teaching political values poses a threat to the delicate conjunction of order and 

content that makes up the basic shape of schooling” (p. 325).  

On the other hand, Ehman (1980) asserted that schools do play an important role in 

adolescent political socialization, particularly regarding knowledge and awareness. He also 

argued that schools were particularly important political socialization agents for students in 

lower socio-economic status groups. Beck and Jennings (1982) used a longitudinal approach 
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to establish that particular pre-adult political socialization factors, especially participation in 

school activities, were related to measures of adult political participation.  

More recently, constructivist approaches to learning theory have emphasized the 

active construction of learning by the learner. In this view, learning occurs as the result of 

the learner’s active attempts to either assimilate or accommodate new learning into his or 

her existing learning, or, at times, reconstructing all or part of his or her framework of 

understanding. One comparative study applied constructivist thinking to political learning 

(Hahn, 1998). Although she acknowledged a debt to earlier research that had emphasized the 

role of the learner’s environment in explaining political socialization, she reported interview 

data in which she discerned that adolescents construct political learning out of multiple 

sources, including family, school, and their own experiences. In other words, her 

constructivist approach addressed the concerns that Almond and Verba (1989) had raised 

about a simplistic view of political learning. 

Forming political dispositions would seem to be a complex process. Important agents 

of young people’s political socialization include the family, to be sure, but other influences 

come to bear on the development of particular political attitudes. Other sources of 

experiences impacting political socialization include peers and the media. Students’ 

cognitive and social development, prior learning, and experiences impact the efforts of 

teachers in schools to develop democratic political dispositions. The institutional structure of 

the comprehensive high school may work at cross-purposes with schools’ civic education 

mission. However, the school is the social institution directly charged with civic education 

for young people. Teachers have the opportunity to influence political socialization by 
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decisions they make regarding curriculum, instructional practices, and establishing and 

maintaining the classroom environment. In the next section, I discuss a conception of 

democratic citizenship appropriate for this study. 

Democratic Citizenship 

In the USA, citizenship education has long been an avowed purpose for schooling. 

The consensus conception of social studies education as being education for citizenship has 

a long history. Just as ideas about what constitutes education for citizenship have varied in 

different contexts, conceptions about the implications of democratic citizenship itself have 

found different expressions in different times and places. In the USA and elsewhere, 

conceptions of citizenship have always involved drawing distinctions based on systems of 

social, economic, and political relations. Ideas about defining citizenship invariably revolve 

around defining boundaries: between the citizen and the non-citizen, between the public and 

the private. Such boundaries are subject to challenge and contest, and, in any particular 

context, may well present inconsistencies and contradictions. Castles (2004) points out the 

relationship between historical developments and changing ideas about citizenship. The rise 

of the European nation-state following the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 altered the 

relationship between individuals and a centralized government in which individual subjects 

owed allegiance to the crown. The American and French Revolutions of the late 18th 

century further altered that relationship toward that of citizens and the state. The idea of the 

monarchal nation state, characterized by autonomy, sovereignty, and control over its borders 

grew into the idea of a republican state, characterized by political legitimacy deriving from 
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the people. In both the USA and the French Republic, citizenship in the republic came to be 

conflated with national identity (e.g.., being an American citizen implied identification as an 

American). 

In the USA, Thomas Jefferson and others linked widespread, systematic schooling to 

the welfare of the republic as early as the late 18th century. Jefferson’s plan for a 

meritocratic system of education at state expense reflected an impulse toward broadening 

opportunity and diminishing aristocratic privilege. However, citizenship in the Jeffersonian 

republic was restricted to whites and males; women lacked legal protection and access to 

direct political participation, African-Americans were held as property, and distinctions 

based on both property and religion were common.  

Meier (2009) argues that the development of schooling in the USA has always 

reflected the idea that active engagement in public affairs is a special privilege for those with 

leisure. That is, education for the ruling class may have appropriately been different from 

that for the ruled. However, citizenship broadened through activism, legislation and judicial 

actions in the 19th and 20th centuries. Therefore, she argues, there is now a necessity to 

bring the education formally reserved to small elite to the broader population. 

Banks (2009) argues that schools need to reform citizenship education to promote a 

broader and more complex conceptualization of citizenship. Building on the limitations of 

narrow and assimilationist views of citizenship, he traces changes in intergroup relations 

within democracies and the rise of globalization in the twentieth century. He asserts that 

schools need to cultivate citizens who are able to simultaneously maintain identifications 

with their ethnic communities, the national civic culture, and the global community: 
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cosmopolitan citizenship. He grounds his argument in ideas about a critical citizenship that 

rejects narrow interests in favor of the common good. He also argues for broader 

commitments to universal human rights, as articulated in the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights. According to Banks, a re-examination of citizenship education is essential to 

equip students to participate in an increasingly global society. 

Similarly, the linkage of widespread public education to the success of a well-

ordered republic was prominent in the arguments of Horace Mann and others who 

established the American common school system in the 19th century. Much of the rhetoric 

of these reformers was couched in the need to assimilate the children of the foreign-born 

into American ways (Kaestle, 1983) and provides evidence of Castles’ (2004) contention 

that citizenship remained conflated with national identity. It also supports Meier’s (2009) 

contention that our system of schooling has always drawn a distinction between education 

for the rulers, as opposed to the ruled.  

The development of social studies as a curricular field in the early 20th century was 

promoted as a progressive means for education for citizenship (Ross, 2001). The impulse 

toward school systems being, in part, a means for ordering a society that called itself 

democratic runs as a thread through the history of American education. As Parker (1996) put 

it, the democratic mission of schools in the USA has been highly “resilient.” 

However, close examination of the apparent consensus reflected in the National 

Council for the Social Studies’ definition of the field (1992) suggests that the term 

citizenship masks varied and potentially contradictory conceptions of democratic citizenship 

and a wide range of curricular approaches. Longstreet (1985) noted that there were 
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fundamental differences in how varying approaches to social studies curriculum defined 

citizenship. Ross (2001) asserted that agreement that citizenship education requires young 

people to possess particular knowledge and skills and hold particular dispositions is equally 

applicable to those who view education for citizenship as primarily a matter of transmission 

and to those who view education for citizenship as primarily a vehicle for critical thought 

and social action.  

Contradictory conceptions of education for citizenship imply divergent approaches to 

curriculum and instructional practice. For example, they guide whether social studies 

curricula should be designed around particular disciplines or subjects, on the one hand, or 

around issues and inquiry on the other. Whether one pursues transmission or critical inquiry 

in social studies learning also impacts which specific topics might be addressed. For 

example, one’s perspective would guide the degree to which students are to study a 

consensus view of mainstream discipline content or are to study what some authors have 

referred to as society’s closed areas.  

On the other hand, such dichotomies need not be insurmountable. Noting that 

American society is constituted of both diversity and common interests, Parker (1996) 

argued that educators cannot promote the ability of individuals to make informed, reasoned 

choices without promoting individuals’ understanding and consciousness of individuals’ 

place in the world. That is, even if one presumes that citizenship education is a matter of 

transmission and skill development for individuals, that task cannot be accomplished 

without acknowledging that individuals live as members of groups with varied experiences 

and positions within society.  
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Following Dewey, Parker (1996) views democracy as a way for people to live 

together, and that living together requires the purposeful cultivation of the capacity to 

deliberate on public policy. Accordingly, Parker called for schools to be places where 

“problems of common living are identified, and mutual deliberation and problem-solving 

activity is undertaken as a routine practice of school life” (p. 11). Meier (2009) calls for 

schools to provide students real opportunities to contribute to communities, and to help them 

“form relationships, exchange ideas, and use a range of strategies to bring change, some 

having little to do with government” (p. 25). 

The routine practices of schooling, however, typically work against the immersion of 

students in deliberation of problems and policies. Fuller and Rasiah (2005) report that 

teacher-centered didactic instructional practices dominate in the USA and elsewhere and that 

such practices are deeply rooted in perceptions of how schools should operate. In particular, 

they report on observational data from South Africa and Turkey, and they found that 

practices consistent with didactic instruction were associated with outcomes-based 

accountability schemes broadly similar to recent accountability measures in the USA. They 

also described differences across democratic states in institutional arrangements that would 

impact equitable access to schools and may promote the development of social enclaves 

within democratic societies. For example, in a number of states such as Germany, Great 

Britain, and Turkey, a significant proportion of the population is enrolled in private or 

religious-based schools, and growing numbers of students are schooled in alternative 

institutions, such as charter schools. 
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It is important to clarify the aims of civic education. While I acknowledge the impact 

of issues surrounding institutional school arrangements, Hahn’s work (Hahn, 1998; Hahn & 

Alviar-Martin, 2006) intrigues me because she suggests that, even within the context of a 

particular school, students’ social studies experiences vary in important ways. If individual 

teachers vary in practices that support civic education, then the role and nature of individual 

teacher beliefs about citizenship seem an appropriate way to investigate how teachers 

perceive the nature of their work as educators. In order to situate research about teacher 

perceptions about social studies and related issues into a broader context and to make the 

case for their being worth investigation, I will first discuss research about teacher beliefs in 

general. In a later section, I will focus my discussion on research into teacher perceptions 

about social studies, history, the social science disciplines, and related issues.  

Teacher Beliefs 

In this section, I survey the literature on teacher beliefs. The literature on teacher 

beliefs tends to fall into a number of related categories. One line of scholarship has focused 

on the relationship between teacher beliefs and teacher actions. Another line of scholarship 

deals with the relative permanence, development, and changeability of teacher beliefs. A 

third line of scholarship seeks to address differences in beliefs between various sub-groups 

within the teaching population. Studies of teacher beliefs address a number of concerns 

relevant across the profession: teacher beliefs about students, teacher efficacy, preferred 

instructional approaches, and other concepts relevant to teachers of all disciplines. Other 

research into teacher beliefs addresses teacher beliefs about specifics relevant to a particular 
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content area. I address the research on teacher beliefs most relevant to social studies teachers 

in a separate section.  

Richardson (2003) asserted that across various disciplines, including education, 

“there is considerable agreement on the definition of beliefs as psychologically held 

understandings, premises, or propositions about the world that are felt to be true” (p. 2). She 

also called for researchers to make an epistemological distinction between knowledge and 

beliefs. While both might be considered true, knowledge can be subjected to scrutiny on the 

basis of epistemological warrant, while, properly speaking, beliefs are not generally 

subjected to such scrutiny. Similarly, Pajares (1992) argued that the concepts of teacher 

beliefs, attitudes, and knowledge are clearly connected, but that they can and should be 

separated analytically in educational research. He pointed out distinctions between 

declarative knowledge (knowing what something is) and procedural knowledge (knowing 

how to do something) on the one hand, and beliefs and attitudes on the other. He argued that 

beliefs underlie knowledge, in that the development of knowledge is based on individuals’ 

beliefs about sources of knowledge: authority, logic, or the reliability of data from the 

senses. These epistemological distinctions are important because teachers’ decision-making 

results from how teachers attempt to make use of declarative and procedural knowledge in 

making decisions about curriculum, instructional practices, and establishing and maintaining 

an environment for student learning. Teacher decision-making is a process of thinking about 

alternatives for action. 

Ross, Cornett and McCutcheon (1992) distinguished three types of teacher thinking 

in the literature: (1) pre-instruction thinking during planning, (2) interactive thinking and 
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decision-making during instruction, and (3) underlying theories and beliefs. They 

emphasized the importance of understanding teacher thinking and the need for further 

development of knowledge about teacher thinking as it relates to actions enacted in 

classrooms. “The research on teacher thinking generally agrees that teachers’ theories and 

beliefs serve as the basis for classroom practice and curriculum decision making, yet the 

nature of this relationship is not well understood” (p. 3).  

Pajares (1992) summarized varied ways in which researchers have conceptualized 

the nature or role of teacher beliefs. For example, Nespor (1987) assumed that beliefs exist 

beyond an individual’s control or knowledge and that they include affective and evaluative 

components that are more powerful than knowledge. Nespor argued that knowledge is stored 

in words, but beliefs are stored in episodic memories such as critical experiences or images 

of influential teachers. Similarly, Goodman (1988) referred to guiding images that pre-

service teachers draw upon in their work. Ernest (1989) argued that teacher beliefs are more 

powerful than teacher knowledge in predicting some teacher behaviors, suggesting that 

teachers act out of impulse and intuition. This line of scholarship emphasizes the 

relationship between teacher knowledge and teacher beliefs. 

Other researchers have emphasized the relationship between teacher beliefs and 

similar constructs with teacher decision-making in educational work settings. For example, 

Adler (1984) defined teacher perspectives as “meanings and interpretations which teachers 

give to their work and work situation. Unlike more abstract statements, perspectives are set 

in the concrete world of actual situations and have reference to particular behaviors” (p. 14). 

Pajares (1992) found similar definitions in Tabachnick and Zeichner (1984), who defined 
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teacher perspectives as interactions between teacher beliefs and behaviors, and in Goodman 

(1988), who defined teacher perspectives as images that correspond with verbal expressions 

from which teachers make choices. These definitions of teacher perspectives emphasize a 

linkage between the inner world of teachers and their actions in the classroom. Similarly, 

Nespor (1987) described belief systems as a means by which teachers define tasks before 

them, determine resources they might require, and develop a strategy for addressing a task. 

Goodman (1988) referred to teacher beliefs as ecological, and Richardson (2003) wrote that 

teacher beliefs are linked with teacher action.  

On the other hand, Judson (2006) found an inconsistency between teachers’ 

professed beliefs about instructional practice and their actual classroom practice. One way to 

resolve the apparent contradiction is to inquire into such inconsistencies. Swan (2006) 

argued that mathematics teachers’ perceptions of constraints on their work accounted for 

differences between teachers’ professed beliefs and observed behaviors. Pajares (1992) used 

the term attitude to refer to clusters of beliefs about action and argued that such clusters 

form a predisposition to action; in a particular situation, teachers may or may not perceive 

that they are able to enact their beliefs into concrete actions.  

Referring to belief clusters and teacher actions, Richardson (2003) wrote that an 

individual teacher’s overall beliefs may be inconsistent, and, indeed, specific beliefs may be 

incompatible with other specific beliefs. Goodman (1988) wrote that beliefs may appear 

contradictory and be largely unexamined. Similarly, Tobin and La Master (1992) argued that 

teacher beliefs are nested within roles; beliefs within one role may be inconsistent with 

beliefs within a different role. Recognizing apparent inconsistencies within teachers’ beliefs 
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and conceptualizing teacher beliefs as structures suggest answers to questions about whether 

teacher beliefs are subject to change, how change might occur, and how researchers can 

investigate teacher beliefs. For example, Goodman (1988) called for teacher “consciousness 

raising” in order for teachers to examine and better understand their own beliefs.  

A number of researchers have examined the degree to which teacher beliefs may 

change over time. Ambrose, Clement, Philipp, and Chauvot (2004) found mixed results 

among changes in pre-service teachers’ beliefs about mathematics during the pre-service 

program; some individuals’ specific beliefs changed, while others did not. Barlow and 

Reddish (2006) found that recent pre-service teachers’ beliefs about mathematics and 

mathematics instruction were similar to beliefs of pre-service teachers’ beliefs about 

mathematics and mathematics instruction reported in 1970, despite reform efforts in 

mathematics education. Because these studies are limited to pre-service and new teachers, 

they do not address potential changes in teacher beliefs which may occur over years of 

experience. 

On the other hand, some studies suggest that teacher beliefs do develop and change. 

In describing how teachers use belief systems, Nespor (1987) argued that teachers use belief 

systems in order to frame situations, and that expert teachers frame tasks differently than do 

novice teachers. Ravindran, Greene and DeBecker (2005) described pre-service educators’ 

epistemological beliefs as naïve, although they did not compare them with in-service 

teachers. Murphy, Delli and Edwards (2004) concluded that pre-service teachers’ belief 

systems were less developed than those of in-service teachers, but that belief change did not 

occur easily. Torff (2006) found that experienced expert teachers held different beliefs about 
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appropriate instructional practice for lower-SES students than did novice teachers. These 

studies suggest that teacher experience may result in alterations in systems of teachers’ 

beliefs, though they do not address particular causes of such alterations. 

Some studies offer evidence that purposeful belief change is possible through 

interaction with other professionals. Some of these studies examined interventions directly 

focused on teacher thinking itself, while others examined the impact of the implementation 

of new practices on teacher thinking. In a case study of a science teacher, Tobin and 

LaMaster (1992) reported that reflection upon specific teaching metaphors and roles can 

lead to reconceptualization of roles and the emergence of new beliefs. Hamman, Fives and 

Olivarez (2006) found that student teachers’ perceptions of high levels of interactions with 

their cooperating teachers were associated with higher level of student teacher self-efficacy. 

Barlow and Cates (2006) found that introduction of problem-posing instructional strategies 

in elementary classrooms led to changes in those teachers’ beliefs about mathematics in 

ways that made those beliefs more consistent with National Council of Teachers of 

Mathematics standards. Levin and He (2008) investigated the sources of post-bachelor 

student candidates and concluded that teacher education can influence teacher beliefs about 

instructional practices, although they were unable to determine whether teacher education 

practices served to reinforce prior beliefs or actually helped develop new ones. They also did 

not investigate the degree to which these pre-service teachers would later act upon their 

professed beliefs about instruction. Taken together, these conclusions would be consistent 

with Guskey’s contention (1986) that beliefs and behaviors operate in a reciprocal 
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relationship and must change together: beliefs influence behaviors and behaviors shape 

beliefs.  

Pajares (1992) argued that beliefs are embedded in belief structures. He viewed some 

beliefs as core beliefs, which are formed early in life and are difficult to alter; later beliefs 

come from the assimilation or accommodation of experiences. As belief structures become 

more elaborate, new experiences are either filtered through the existing belief structure 

(assimilated) or the belief structure is altered to make sense of the new experience 

(accommodated). Similarly, Kagan (1992) surveyed empirical studies and concluded that 

teacher beliefs are relatively stable and resistant to change. 

Kagan also asserted that beliefs are tacit. She reported a number of research 

strategies appropriate to uncovering teacher beliefs: analysis of vignettes or videotaped 

teaching episodes, semi-structured interviews, concept maps, analysis of language, or use of 

Likert scales. Pajares (1992) concurred that any investigation of teacher beliefs must 

recognize that beliefs need to be inferred. He argued that particular beliefs are 

interconnected with other beliefs from a belief system, but suggested that specific beliefs 

should be analyzed separately. He also called on researchers to narrow their focus to 

investigations of specific beliefs such as beliefs about student performance and teacher 

efficacy, epistemological beliefs, beliefs about attribution, locus of control or motivation, 

beliefs about self-worth, and beliefs about the nature of subject matter. In the next section, I 

will turn to research about teacher beliefs about social studies as subject matter and related 

issues. 
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Teacher Beliefs and Social Studies 

A number of researchers have examined the meanings teachers attach to social 

studies as a school subject, the attitudes of social studies educators relative to other people, 

the nature of the various disciplines from which social studies draws, or particular concepts 

or skills important in social studies learning. Thornton (1989) summarized a number of 

studies that investigated classroom practices in social studies. He concluded that the reported 

prevalence of teacher-dominated instructional practices and standardized curricula mask 

more variety in student social studies experience than had been believed. He attributed this 

variety to teacher decisions rooted in varying perspectives about the nature of social studies, 

social studies planning, and social studies instruction.  

According to Barr, Barth, and Shermis (1977), teachers’ approaches to social studies 

teaching and learning fall into three traditions: citizenship transmission, social science, and 

reflective inquiry. They argued that these approaches were characterized by different 

definitions of citizenship, different instructional practices congruent with each particular 

definition of citizenship, and different bases for content selection congruent with both a 

particular definition of citizenship and congruent instruction practices. These traditions were 

drawn from various authors and curriculum projects. They also published an instrument, the 

Social Studies Preference Table, which would indicate the degree to which a respondent 

would fall into one of the three traditions (Barr, Barth & Shermis, 1978). They called on 

practicing teachers to examine and clarify their avowed aims and to bring instructional 

practices and content choices into line with one or another of the traditions.  
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From its initial publication, the three traditions conceptualization of approaches to 

social studies has been found lacking. When the National Council for the Social Studies 

published the work of Barr et al. (1977), they included a number of criticisms of the three 

traditions conceptualization. Later, White (1982) criticized the small sample size that had 

been used to validate the Social Studies Preference Table instrument, described indications 

that large numbers of teachers in the field simultaneously adhere to aspects of each of the 

three traditions, and argued that the social science tradition and the reflective inquiry 

tradition were so similar that they did not represent fundamentally different approaches to 

social studies teaching and learning. 

Working from their three traditions approach, Barr et al. (1977) found that the 

transmission tradition dominates in social studies classrooms. The transmission tradition is 

characterized by a goal of inculcating right values, straightforward transmission of concepts 

and values, and content selection based upon authority to illustrate desired values, beliefs, 

and attitudes. A number of scholars have investigated the political attitudes of social studies 

educators, and their findings would offer explanatory support for the dominance of the 

transmission tradition in social studies classrooms. For example, Jennings and Ehman 

(1976) found that social studies teachers’ political attitudes were generally supportive of 

obedience and loyalty, similar to those of most parents. Shermis and Wasburn (1986) 

studied the views and experiences of Indiana methods professors and concluded that they 

had limited knowledge of social science inquiry and were unlikely to hold values consistent 

with critical thought or democratic values. Both of these studies would be consistent with 
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the proposition that most social studies teacher educators are unlikely to promote either the 

social science or reflective inquiry approaches to social studies teaching and learning.  

In his review of studies relevant to K-12 classroom practice, Thornton (1994) 

concurred that the transmission tradition appears to continue to dominate, even though this 

tradition is typically inconsistent with preferred practice as described in social studies 

teacher education literature. This apparent contradiction may suggest divisions within the 

ranks of social studies teacher educators; there may be divergence in perspectives about the 

nature of social studies between the published leaders in the field and many social studies 

teacher educators in teacher preparation institutions. 

On the other hand, Leming (1992) proposed that the social studies professoriate (at 

least as represented by members of the College and University Assembly of the National 

Council for the Social Studies) held significantly more liberal views than did social studies 

teachers, teachers in general, or the professoriate over all. He posited a two cultures thesis, 

with the social studies professorate’s political leanings being out of step with social studies 

teachers in the field. Palonsky and Nelson (1980) surveyed student teachers and determined 

that they viewed their university supervisors as more liberal than their cooperating teachers 

on social issues involving sex, race, and religion. On the other hand, Brophy, Prawat and 

McMahon (1991) found little disagreement on political attitudes between outstanding 

elementary social studies teachers and social studies scholars, potentially undermining 

Leming’s “two cultures” thesis. However, it may be that outstanding elementary social 

studies may hold different political attitudes than typical teachers of social studies or 

teachers in general. Taken together, these findings suggest variance in political attitudes 
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within the ranks of both social studies teacher educators and teachers of social studies in 

K-12 schools. 

Rather than comparing teachers’ conceptions of social studies and attitudes to either 

the three traditions or the political attitudes of the professoriate, a number of studies have 

investigated teachers’ conceptions of social studies by using a grounded theory approach. 

Adler (1984) conducted a field study of four elementary social studies student teachers who 

professed desirable conceptions of social studies; however, she concluded that there was 

only a superficial connection between their conceptions of social studies and their actual 

practice. Rather, observations and interviews revealed that broader perspectives about 

teaching and learning and other factors impacted actual practice. In a follow-up study, the 

number of conceptual stances toward social studies increased from five to six (Goodman & 

Adler, 1985), as a result of increasing the sample size to include a second set of randomly-

selected participants and through ongoing analysis. One perspective (social studies as a 

nonsubject) had emerged in this second data set. 

Using an adaptation of Adler’s Conceptions of Social Studies Inventory (CSSI), 

together with some qualitative methods, Heilman (2001) found that high school teachers 

were aware of adolescents’ real-world concerns and were both “better than and worse than 

their institutional context” (p. 725). Cornett (1990) found that a high school social studies 

teacher’s personal practical theories about the teacher as a professional and about subject 

matter guided the teacher’s decision-making. He argued that inconsistencies between the 

teachers’ beliefs (what they sought to do) and practices (what actually occurred) were the 

result of the external imposition of curriculum. Johnson (1990) observed and interviewed 
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two social studies teachers upon their completion of a teacher certification program. He 

found that differences in teachers’ levels of moral reasoning affected the impact of their 

methods course and teacher education program in promoting particular conceptions of social 

studies. Wilson, Konopak, and Readence (1994) used the CSSI with pre-service secondary 

social studies teachers and observed their student teaching. They found positive conceptions 

of social studies, but, again, inconsistency in putting those conceptions into practice. Angell 

(1998) observed two elementary teachers in a methods course and during student teaching. 

She concluded that changes in these individuals’ beliefs were dependent upon their 

receiving compatible messages across their teacher education program and upon specific 

individuals’ relative openness to changing conceptions. Taken together, these studies 

suggest that the skills and experiences that teachers bring with them before their teacher 

education, certain aspects of their teacher education program, and their teaching context 

impact social studies teachers’ beliefs about social studies and the consistency with which 

they appear to act upon those beliefs. 

A similar diversity of factors seems to impact teacher beliefs about citizenship and 

teaching for democracy. Using data from graduate pre-service elementary teachers’ course 

writing, Ross and Yeager (1999) found that few teachers held sophisticated understandings 

of democracy; most teachers’ understandings were narrow and showed a passive view of 

citizenship. They noted that there was no apparent relationship between students’ academic 

backgrounds and their levels of understanding. They indicated that even those teachers who 

held sophisticated understandings of democracy could fail to engage students in learning. 

Brint, Contreras, and Matthews (2001) found that elementary teachers offered little notion of 
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activity in their definitions of citizenship and tended to interact with students in ways that 

related citizenship to maintenance of order and good work habits. 

Pryor and Pryor (2005) investigated pre-service elementary social studies teachers’ 

attitudes and beliefs about democratic practice in the classroom. They found evidence of 

varied teacher beliefs relative to the importance of democratic practice and inconsistency 

between teachers’ avowed intentions to use democratic practice and the actual use of 

democratic practice in the classroom. They concluded that pre-service elementary teachers 

need to develop beliefs which value democratic practice and that pre-service teachers lack 

knowledge about how to implement democratic practice within their classrooms. However, 

it may be the case that pre-service teacher instruction focused on skills needed to implement 

discussion of controversy in classrooms may not be sufficient to promote such practices in 

classrooms.  

Misco and Patterson (2007) also surveyed and interviewed pre-service teachers; they 

found that these teachers tended to avow beliefs in academic freedom and the importance of 

engaging their students in discussion of controversial issues. However, during their teaching, 

these teachers cited a number of constraints on implementing such practices: their lack of 

content knowledge on issues; time constraints and curricular mandates; concerns about 

jeopardizing job security. They also cited greater discomfort with addressing contemporary 

issues or issues of individual or private concern than with addressing historical or less 

controversial policy issues. These findings would explain earlier contentions (Palonsky & 

Nelson, 1980) that student teachers tend to adapt themselves to the norms of their schools 

rather than to those of their university settings. 
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Other researchers have investigated teacher perspectives relative to history teaching. 

For example, Evans (1988) developed typologies of high school history teachers; he found 

that teachers’ conceptions of history as a discipline varied, that their conceptions of history 

as a discipline shaped the curriculum actually experienced by students, and that student 

conceptions of history as a discipline were influenced by their teachers’ conceptions. In 

another study involving other high school history teachers, Evans (1990) found that only one 

particular typology (what he called the “scientific historian”) seemed to impact student 

beliefs about the nature of history. He also noted inconsistencies between teachers’ stated 

intentions and their actions. 

Van Hover and Yeager (2004) reported on concerns of beginning history teachers in 

varied settings. They found consistent beginning teacher concerns regarding classroom 

control, pressure to cover content, doubt about students’ ability to engage in critical 

historical thinking, and feelings of being unsupported, regardless of the beginning teacher’s 

specific setting. These findings are consistent with some of the conclusions of Misco and 

Patterson (2007). They concluded that pre-service teachers do not engage students in 

discussions of controversial issues because they feel that they lack knowledge about 

particular issues and face time constraints and mandates for curriculum coverage.  

I found one cross-national study that specifically addresses secondary social studies 

teachers’ conceptions of democracy and their work as teachers of citizenship. Based upon 

analysis of journals and classroom observations, Bishop and Hermont (2007) found that 

secondary social studies teachers in the USA and the Czech Republic conceptualized 

citizenship and their work in similar ways. Both groups held views of democratic citizenship 
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that emphasized the importance of finding common ground across differences, and the 

significance of ideas of freedom and responsibility. However, Bishop and Hermont 

characterized the views of both groups as unsophisticated and demonstrating little concern 

about multicultural differences in their societies. I suspect that the similarities found across 

the two groups might reflect the similar teacher training experiences of both groups who 

participated in a particular civic education program that focuses on student classroom 

deliberation. Further, they reported that the Czech teachers tended to identify themselves 

primarily as citizens in their role as educators, while American teachers tended to focus on 

their identities as teachers. Given that the Czech teachers would have come to adulthood 

under the former authoritarian regime, I would have anticipated that they might be more 

readily cognizant of their own roles as citizens than their American counterparts.. 

Given my earlier discussion of democratic citizenship demanding, in part, skillful 

thinking, I also examined studies of the relationship between teacher thinking and student 

thinking. Shermis and Barth (1982) argued that teachers were naïve realists, unable to 

distinguish between empirical facts, values, and judgments. They suggested that lack of 

sophisticated teacher thinking would explain the intransigence of the transmission tradition 

in social studies education. Parker, Mueller and Wendling (1989) agreed that the significant 

study of civic issues in social studies classrooms requires particular thinking skills, in part 

because civic issues present ill-structured problems. Based upon their investigations of 

classrooms, they concluded that students could reason critically about civic issues, given 

appropriate scaffolding and instruction. Onosko (1989) concluded that there is a relationship 

between teachers’ thinking about thinking and their ability to promote student thinking. She 
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also found that teachers’ thinking about thinking is reflected in their instructional goals, their 

willingness to sacrifice breadth for depth, and holding particular concepts about thinking.  

Taken together, the research on teacher perspectives on social studies, democracy 

and citizenship, history, and teaching inquiry in classrooms supports a number of 

contentions relevant to this study. Teacher beliefs about these issues seem to vary in 

significant ways. While teachers perceive their actions as constrained, teacher beliefs do 

appear, at least sometimes, to impact their decisions about what to teach and how. Their 

beliefs about social studies, citizenship, history, and critical thinking are related to other 

beliefs and perceptions about their own skills, efficacy, student capabilities, and the context 

in which they work. Thornton (1989) referred to this interplay as “ecological” and called for 

research into social studies teacher gate keeping at the level of the individual classroom. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I described a number of issues relevant to the investigation of high 

school social studies teachers’ beliefs about citizenship related to their enactment of a 

democratic classroom climate associated with student democratic dispositions. I began with 

an overview of the process of the political socialization of young people. While schools are 

only one of many influences on adolescent political socialization, the literature supports the 

potential for schools to promote the development of democratic civic dispositions in young 

people. In the second section I developed the problematic nature of the term citizenship and 

the importance of developing a clear conceptualization of citizenship education as requiring 

active student inquiry and deliberation in an open classroom climate. In the third section, I 
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turned to the nature of teacher beliefs overall, the importance of understanding them, and 

their relative permanence and susceptibility to change. The literature supports efforts to 

better understand teacher beliefs, and the literature suggests a number of approaches for 

inferring teacher beliefs. In the final section, I surveyed the literature about social studies 

teachers’ attitudes and beliefs about politics, social studies, history, thinking, and 

citizenship.  

This study set out to develop a better understanding of teacher beliefs, as Pajares 

(1992) suggested, by focusing on teachers’ understandings of a particular concept, 

citizenship. I investigated teacher understandings that are relevant to some of the gate 

keeping and decision-making functions Thornton (1989, 1994) argued would promote our 

understanding about variances in enacted social studies curricula across classrooms. This 

study also set out to develop understanding of how teacher beliefs may be consistent or 

inconsistent with practices Hahn (1986) described as promising in promoting the 

development of democratic dispositions in young people. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODS 

Overview 

In this chapter, I describe the research methods used in this study. The first section 

reviews the purpose of the study and argues for the appropriateness of a qualitative 

approach. In the second section, I describe some ethical issues involved in the study. The 

third section describes and justifies a sampling strategy. In the fourth section, I describe how 

I collected research data through interviews and observation, and, in the fifth section, I 

describe how I analyzed the data. The final section addresses considerations about validity 

issues. 

Purpose of the Study and Justification of a Qualitative Approach 

The purpose of this study was to examine and analyze high school social studies 

teachers’ conceptions of citizenship. Specifically, I set out to explore and describe how 

particular high school social studies teachers conceptualize the nature and purposes of social 

studies in the schools, how they conceptualize education for citizenship, the experiences and 

influences that they perceive as significant in shaping decision-making relevant to 

citizenship education, the extent to which they perceive their work in classrooms as 

consistent or inconsistent with their beliefs about citizenship education, and factors to which 

these teachers attribute their relative ability or inability to educate students for citizenship. 

The nature of this research project lent itself to qualitative inquiry. As described in 

the previous chapter, existing research supports linking teacher beliefs to teacher behaviors. 
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Existing research also supports the premise that particular teacher behaviors in the 

classroom are associated with positive democratic student outcomes. The methods described 

in this chapter are appropriate for investigating teacher beliefs and perceptions because 

teacher beliefs must be inferred from words and actions (Pajares, 1992), and because the 

research questions are framed to explore individuals’ understandings and experiences from 

their own perspectives and within their own contexts (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2003). I set out to 

focus on teacher understandings of particular events (their instructional decisions and 

actions and talk within their classrooms) within a particular context (a specific high school).  

 Ritchie and Spencer (2001) argue that qualitative research methods are well suited 

for various types of research goals. Following their categorization, this study’s goals fall into 

several categories. Two of the study’s goals are contextual (identification of the form and 

nature of phenomena), in that I sought to identify dimensions of teacher attitudes and 

perceptions about the nature of social studies and citizenship (research questions one and 

two). The third research question addresses a diagnostic goal (investigating potential causes 

of phenomena), in that I set out to examine potential factors that may underlie teacher 

attitudes. The fourth and fifth questions address evaluative goals (judging the relative 

effectiveness of existing phenomena), in that I sought to understand the degree to which 

teachers perceive themselves as appropriately educating for citizenship and teacher 

perceptions about attributive factors that might advance or hinder their work as citizenship 

educators. 

Overall, the study examined ways in which the participating teachers think about 

citizenship and attempted to develop a satisfactory explanation for their thinking and how it 
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may impact their practice. I sought to develop multiple divergent case studies as a means of 

highlighting contrasting teacher perspectives. Further, the inquiry remained open to potential 

unanticipated events. For all of these reasons, this research inquiry was particularly well-

suited to a qualitative design (Maxwell, 1996). In short, the purposes of the inquiry drive its 

design. The table in Appendix A summarizes procedures for sampling, data collection, and 

data analysis that I used in conducting this study. 

Ethical Considerations 

I used a number of strategies to protect the anonymity of participants in this study. 

The specific school district, the specific school, and teacher participants are not identified by 

name in this report. I also secured interview audio tapes at a location away from the study 

site before, during, and after analysis. I assigned pseudonyms as I developed transcriptions, 

in my classroom observation notes, and any other field notes; I secured these at a location 

away from the study site before, during, and after data analysis, as well.  

These strategies served to protect the anonymity of participants and to minimize any 

potential for harm. Teacher participation in this study was entirely voluntary. Because I have 

no supervisory relationship with teachers at the study site, there were no personal or 

professional repercussions for declining to participate. I informed all social studies teachers 

at the study site about the goals and procedures for this study during a regularly scheduled 

department meeting, and I asked teachers to provide informed consent (see Appendix B) at 

that time, prior to participating in this study. 
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I submitted a research proposal to appropriate school district and building personnel 

and the Social Sciences Institutional Review Board (SSIRB) at the University of Missouri-

Kansas City for approval prior to conducting this research (see Appendix C, Permission 

Letter, and Appendix D, SSIRB Approval Letter). Once I secured permission from the 

appropriate authorities to conduct this study, the study was conducted as outlined in the 

research proposal.  

Setting 

This study was conducted in an urban academic magnet secondary school in a major 

Midwestern city. I limited the study to social studies teachers in a single school because I 

was interested in investigating variance among individuals and sought to limit variance that 

might be attributed to variance in school cultures, administrative styles, and policies, 

curricular constraints, and community expectations. I obtained access to Stevens High 

School (a pseudonym) which met my two proposed selection criteria: the perceived presence 

of high-quality social studies instruction and a diverse student population. During my initial 

visits with administrators at the school, I also encountered several indicators suggestive of a 

positive school climate in the building. 

Mandated state assessments, including a biannual assessment in history and 

government, suggest high levels of student achievement at Stevens High School. The 

school’s 2008 building report card shows that 91.5% of Stevens High School students 

achieved at or above expectations (Meets Standard) for the Grade 11 History/Government 

Assessment; across the state, 78.5% of students achieved at or above expectations on that 
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test. The building report card also indicates that 100% of the school’s history and 

government classes are taught by teachers deemed to be “highly-qualified” and indicates a 

2007 graduation rate of 100% (Kansas State Department of Education, 2008). The school 

participates in the International Baccalaureate Programme (handbook). Other indicators of 

the building’s academic success include its designation as a United States Department of 

Education Blue Ribbon School and its ranking as one of the Gold Medal “top 100” high 

schools in the USA by US News and World Report (America’s Best High Schools, 2009). 

While none of these indicators should be taken as definitive proof of the presence of high-

quality social studies instruction, when taken together, it is reasonable to infer that strong 

social studies teaching is likely to be present in this setting. 

Because the literature suggests that social studies instruction may have a disparate 

impact on political attitudes for some groups of students, I sought access to a site with a 

diverse student body. At Stevens High School, the school’s building report card shows that 

the school enrolled 976 students and that the student body is 44.2% African-American, 

22.5% Hispanic, 26.3% White, and 7.0% Other. Further, 52.6% of the students qualify for 

free or reduced lunch subsidies, a proxy indicator for low socio-economic status (Kansas 

Department of Education, 2008).  

Stevens High School was opened in the late 1970s as part of a court-ordered remedy 

to a United States Department of Justice desegregation lawsuit. The building dates to the 

Great Depression and had previously housed the district’s sole African-American high 

school (Adams, 2009). The building includes a gymnasium, an auditorium, a recently 

remodeled library, and classrooms spread over three floors. The building is much smaller 
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than the district’s other four high schools and is located in an economically depressed area 

adjacent to downtown. At the time of this study, a new classroom wing was being opened to 

replace portable classrooms and provide social studies and other teachers with their own 

classrooms. Just before this study began, all of the social studies teachers had “floated”; that 

is, none had had his or her own designated classroom.  

District-wide reform initiatives also impact these teachers’ work context. All 

students in grades 9 and above throughout the district are loaned laptop computers for their 

own use, and teachers in the building participate in professional learning communities 

structures, as do teachers in the district’s other high schools. The school operates on an 

eight-period modified block schedule that incorporates in-service meeting time for 

professional learning communities, advisory periods, th 13-minute Channel One news 

segments, 20-minute sustained silent reading periods, and 10-minute student break 

segments. 

I took an initial tour of the school with the building principal, whom I will call Mr. 

X. Our walk around the school revealed a number of tangible suggestions of a positive 

learning environment. For example, on my first visit, the principal pointed out the art work 

from the Advanced Placement art students in the first floor hallway; a banner reflecting the 

school’s designation as a United States Department of Education Blue Ribbon School hangs 

inside the front entrance, and certificates recognizing the school’s designations as having 

met the state’s Standard of Excellence are posted along the main staircase. Group pictures of 

International Baccalaureate candidates for 2010 and 2011 are posted outside of a third-floor 

classroom. These reflect the value the school places on student accomplishment. 
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Announcements for upcoming college admissions visits were posted in the hallways, as 

well. Mr. X asked me to work with one of his assistant principals (whom I will call Ms. Y) 

to gain participant access for this study. 

I was also impressed with the sense of community in visiting the school. For 

example, my first meeting with Ms. Y was interrupted by a student handing her a note with a 

quote that she wanted to share with the assistant principal. Ms. Y indicated that this was a 

daily ritual. Except at passing times, I seldom saw a student outside of class, and I observed 

none of the running or shoving one might encounter in any high school. A display case 

outside of the auditorium shows awards from 1950s and 1960s science fairs from the 

African-American high school previously housed at the site. The building is secured with a 

metal detector at the front entrance and locked doors and, although it is old, appears clean, 

well-kept, and in good repair.  

Sampling Strategy 

I employed a strategy of purposeful sampling; that is, I sought to identify and explore 

what Patton (2002) referred to as information-rich cases. My strategy involved identifying 

the particular school setting, identifying particular practices within that setting, and finally, 

identifying particular teachers around which the inquiry will proceed.  

Once I identified the specific potential school site, I contacted appropriate district 

personnel for permission to conduct this inquiry (see Appendix C, Administrator Permission 

Letter). Upon receiving administrative permission, I visited with the building principal, 
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Mr. X. I explained the purposes and procedures involved in this study. He took me on a brief 

tour of the school, and he requested that I work through an assistant principal, Ms. Y.  

Ms. Y had been a social studies teacher at the school; she had also been a student 

there, and her father had taught in that building. At our second meeting, Ms. Y completed 

the Administrator Perceptions of Social Studies Teachers instrument (see Appendix E). She 

also arranged for me to meet individually with the school’s social studies teachers in order to 

describe this research project, obtain informed consent from potential participants, and 

distribute a survey instrument related to teachers’ perceptions of social studies (see 

Appendix F, Conceptions of Social Studies Inventory-Revised). 

In order to determine the actual teacher sample, I drew from the results of two 

instruments. The Administrator Perception of Social Studies Teachers (see Appendix E) 

instrument draws upon Hahn’s work (1998) and was intended to gain the administrator’s (or 

his/her designee’s) perceptions of the degree to which students would perceive (1) that 

students have opportunities to discuss issues of current concern, (2) that students have 

opportunities to engage in thoughtful inquiry, (3) that students feel free to express their own 

opinions, and (4) that students are engaged in discussion of potentially controversial subjects 

or issues. In introducing this project, I asked Ms. Y to consider the level of student 

engagement in the building’s social studies teachers’ classrooms. I had planned to use the 

results of the administrator perception survey to help identify specific teachers who 

demonstrated relatively wide variance in classroom characteristics.  

The second instrument, Conceptions of Social Studies Inventory-Revised (see 

Appendix F) was administered to all social studies teachers at Stevens High School who 
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were willing to give informed consent. This instrument provides information about the 

degree to which respondents view six aspects of social studies pedagogy as desirable: (1) 

engaging personal meaning for the learner, (2) promoting critical thinking as a goal for 

social studies, (3) social studies as part of an integrated curriculum, (4) engaging student 

interaction within social studies, (5) engaging students in curricular decision-making, and 

(6) use of varied instructional resources, beyond textbooks. The CSSI was originally 

development by Adler (1984) for elementary teachers. I revised wording on two items to 

make them more directly applicable to secondary teachers. The results of this survey were 

intended to provide a second means of identifying teachers who demonstrated relatively 

wide variance in what they view as desirable social studies practice. 

My sampling strategy was consistent with Patton’s (2002) recommendation that 

surveys be used to determine particular cases for in-depth follow-up. Ultimately, four 

teachers agreed to participate in this inquiry (see Appendix B, Informed Consent Form). 

Based upon the results of Ms. Y’s Administrator Perception of Social Studies Teachers 

instrument and analysis of the CSSI-R, the final teacher sample reflected a reasonable 

variance of teacher classroom practices in use at the research site. It also permitted the use of 

what Maxwell (1996) referred to as controlled comparison; that is, I was able to identify 

differences between individuals during the data analysis process. 
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Data Collection 

I collected data through multiple sources. The use of the survey results (CSSI-R), 

teacher interviews, classroom observations, and classroom documents provided varied data 

sources and yielded an opportunity to triangulate findings across different data sources.  

I conducted interviews with each of the participating teachers at three stages in the 

data collection process. The purposes of the first interview included rapport building, 

confirming the purpose of the study, and asking participants initial questions about their 

perceptions of the nature and purpose of social studies and about their experiences and 

planning processes. I also used the initial interview to ask participants to schedule a series of 

three classroom observations and two additional interview sessions. In addition to taking 

notes during each interview, I asked participants for permission to use an audio recorder. 

Each of them freely indicated that use of the recorder would not make them uncomfortable. I 

also reassured them that the tapes would be destroyed following completion of this study. 

Therefore, I was able to use an audio recorder to record all interviews for later transcription.  

The first series of 45-minute semi-structured teacher interviews focused on teacher 

perceptions of the nature of social studies, planning and classroom practices, and teacher 

perceptions of opportunities for students to explore current issues and freely express 

opinions in classrooms. At the participants’ request, I conducted the initial teacher 

interviews in each teacher’s classroom. These semi-structured interviews helped to establish 

rapport, to gain participant commitment to the research process, and to investigate teachers’ 

beliefs about social studies education and citizenship education. I drew guiding questions 

(see Appendices G, H and I) for these interviews by adapting instruments used in the three 
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traditions work of Barr et al. (1977, 1978), and perspectives toward social studies of 

Goodman and Adler (1985). 

I conducted a second series of semi-structured teacher interviews, during which I 

asked individual participants to confirm the accuracy of the raw data from their own initial 

interview. I also invited them to elaborate upon, and, perhaps revise any of their own 

responses from the first interview, and I probed any responses that might need clarification. 

We also discussed notes from the first classroom observation, and I also tested emerging 

categories from across the initial interviews. These interviews lasted between 45 and 58 

minutes each. 

I began the second series of semi-structured teacher interviews with a member check 

of transcriptions from the initial interviews and asked follow-up questions derived from 

initial interviews. These member checks, or participant reviews, are common in 

ethnographic research (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2003). At the teachers’ request, we conducted 

these interviews in each teacher’s classroom. I drew guiding questions for this interview 

series from earlier participant responses and notes and transcriptions from classroom 

observations. During these interviews, the participating teachers shared examples of 

documents about classroom procedures, student projects, and classroom activities with me. I 

also used the second interview series to investigate teacher perceptions about their decision-

making using questions from drawn from Hahn’s interviews (1998).  

Following the second interview series, I conducted a third observation in each 

participating teacher’s classroom. The purpose of this observation session was to create 

written logs of teacher and student interactions in each classroom; I used these logs to 
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provide stimulus material for the final interview sessions. I asked the participating teachers 

to confirm a specific date and time for the classroom observation. Each observation began at 

least five minutes before the formal start of the class and extended at least five minutes after 

the formal dismissal of the class. I took detailed notes describing the physical setting and 

recorded teacher talk, teacher behaviors, student talk, and student behaviors (see Appendix 

J, Teacher Observation Form). Because I did not record full student names or other 

information that would identify individuals, neither district nor university personnel required 

that I seek parental permission. My field notes also included a description of the physical 

layout of the classroom. I captured classroom activities and teacher and student interchanges 

in writing. I used written notes because they provided for a relatively unobtrusive record of 

the classroom experience, consistent with my role as a non-participant observer.  

The third and final series of interviews provided for opportunities to review, revise, 

and/or extend ideas from earlier interviews, additional opportunities to test emerging 

categories from earlier interviews, and investigation of teacher perceptions of classroom 

activities. I shared an initial individual data table with each of the participants and asked 

them to respond to my initial analysis of the patterns of teacher and student interaction 

drawn from the script tape (written record) of the observation of their classroom. I used the 

third interview to provide an opportunity for individuals to respond to ideas raised by other 

participants during interviews and to probe for elaboration of responses which would elicit 

teachers’ reasoning for their decisions and actions. These final semi-structured teacher 

interviews began with a member check of transcriptions from the second interviews. I also 

asked the participating teachers to discuss my field notes from classroom observations. 
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These interviews lasted from 48 to 59 minutes. Each was conducted in the participating 

teachers’ classrooms, except for one which began in that teacher’s classroom and was 

completed the next day off campus, due to a schedule issue. 

The guiding questions for these interviews probed earlier responses and asked 

participants to make sense of the transcripts of classroom observations in light of emerging 

categories obtained in earlier data collection activities. Immediately after transcription of 

these last interviews, I asked participants to review transcripts and my representations of 

their perspectives.  

Because I drew data directly from a series of teacher interviews, I have an adequate 

means for data triangulation and increasing the validity of conclusions from the study. 

Further, while I did not directly draw conclusions from the classroom observations or the 

documents teachers provided me, I was able to use these to help the participating teachers 

explore their thinking and examine potential inconsistencies between their professed ideas 

and their enactment of classroom practice. That is, my observation notes provided additional 

indirect sources of data, in that they provided concrete examples for participant reflection. 

Because teacher beliefs can only be inferred (Parajes, 1992), and because teachers may not 

be experienced in reflecting upon their beliefs (Thornton, 1989), having the participating 

teachers review interview transcripts and data drawn from their own classrooms and 

interactions with students was a means I used to strengthen the validity of conclusions 

drawn from the interview series and to allow for opportunities to explore apparent 

contradictions. Member checks with participating teachers also provided a means for 

strengthening the validity of conclusions drawn from the study.  
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Data Analysis 

I analyzed data from multiple sources using a recursive strategy of constant 

comparison. Data were collected from initial teacher interviews, a second series of teacher 

interviews, classroom observations, and a final series of teacher interviews. I used the 

framework method of analysis described by Ritchie and Spencer (2001) across all of the 

data sets generated across the four participant cases. This five-step process provided a means 

to analyze written interview transcripts, classroom documents, and classroom observation 

records. In general, the framework process involves familiarization, identifying a thematic 

framework, indexing, charting, and mapping and interpretation. 

Initially, I sought to familiarize myself with the data during and after the collection 

process in order to develop an overview for the range of teacher responses. In order to gain 

deep familiarity with the data, I listened to interview tapes and studied interview and 

observational notes. As I reviewed the data and became familiar with it, I listed potential key 

ideas and recurrent themes. I used this familiarization stage to correct for potential errors in 

recollection during the data collection process. 

Upon completion of the familiarization stage, I returned to the written sources 

(interview transcripts, observational notes) and identified potential issues, concepts, and 

themes by which the data might be sorted. As additional data were collected, I revised and 

refined emerging categories following each set of interviews. While I conducted the second 

set of interviews and observations, I developed individual case study data tables, which were 

organized according to 13 potential categories. I engaged the participating teachers 

themselves in validating the index system through member checking, in part to support and 
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deepen their own reflection, and in part to support the validity of conclusions drawn from 

the series of interviews and observations. The teachers and I examined each set of 

classifications to determine whether the developing data set was meaningful and 

representative. We also reviewed individual case data sets for coherence and consistency 

during the final interviews. Use of both member checks and participant participation in the 

review of data categories strengthened the case for validity of the study’s findings. This 

second stage resulted in a tentative cross-case thematic index from which data could be 

systematically analyzed.  

Indexing is the third distinct stage of the framework method of analysis. In this stage, 

I systematically applied the thematic index to all written data. I used an alpha-numeric 

system to label specific items in interview transcripts, observation notes, and classroom 

written materials and to link items back to the index system. Because particular passages 

were sometimes indexed to multiple themes, patterns became more readily visible. I used the 

indexed written materials within each individual case in the member check process to further 

engage participant reflection. I also developed initial drafts of individual participant 

narratives, which are presented in Chapter Four. 

The fourth stage of the framework method involves developing charts that capture 

data from individual data sources and rearranging specific indexed items into a matrix 

according to ideas and themes across cases. I worked with the tentative cross-case data chart 

to develop a refined chart with headings and subheadings that addressed the five research 

questions, themes and ideas from the emergent categories or patterns. I developed separate 

charts for each question, reorganized some ideas or themes, using a consistent ordering for 
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the four cases. This process facilitated comparison of data across cases. At this stage, I 

drafted an initial narrative discussing how ideas across the four cases suggested potential 

ways to address this study’s research questions. 

Having completed the charting procedure, I proceeded to the fifth and final stage of 

the framework analysis procedure. I revisited the charts, indices, and original written data 

sources (transcript interviews, observation notes, and classroom documents) and described 

the data as a whole. In particular, I described the range of teacher thinking and practices 

relevant to the research questions and identified potential associations that the data 

suggested. At this point, I revised the participant narratives presented in Chapter Four. I also 

developed initial descriptions of themes that are described in Chapter Four. 

Because I developed categories and relationships between ideas in multiple stages of 

analysis, my later analyses included a number of strategies to synthesize categories and test 

possible relationships. Patton (2002) recommended using tools such as cross-classification 

matrices or concept mapping, consistent with the frameworks procedure described above. 

The procedure I used for this study provided a basic structure that permitted multiple 

opportunities to refine ideas or themes as they emerged. To capture the appropriate concepts 

and potential relationships, I kept a running record in a journal of the specific process of data 

collection and analysis as the analysis was developing. I reworked the organization of the 

themes I had identified throughout the analysis, in an attempt to accurately represent the 

meaning in the data while keeping the focus on the study’s research questions. 

Qualitative research requires some flexibility in the research design. Maxwell (1996) 

explained:  
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Whatever advantages the traditional, sequential model may have for quantitative 
research, it doesn’t adequately represent the logic and process of qualitative research, 
in which each component of the design may have to be reconsidered or modified in 
response to new developments or to changes in some other component…The 
activities of collecting and analyzing data, developing and modifying theory, 
elaborating or refocusing the research questions, and identifying and eliminated 
validity threats are all going on more or less simultaneously, each influencing all of 
the others. (p. 2) 

In this study, questions in the second and third interviews developed from issues 

raised by individual participants. For example, when two individuals brought up their own 

political activism, I probed the other participants about their levels of political engagement. 

When two other individuals expressed some uncertainty about their own skillfulness as 

teachers, I raised questions for the others about their sense of efficacy. Other particular 

interview questions were tailored to specific participating teachers. Some were based on 

ambiguities in or across their prior responses. Others explored teachers’ perspectives on 

classroom incidents. 

Validity Issues 

In qualitative research, threats to validity should be viewed as events or processes 

that could lead to poorly supported conclusions, rather than variables to be controlled. Two 

particular types of threats are connected to qualitative studies: researcher bias and 

participant reactivity (Maxwell, 1996). I have described my own conception of democratic 

citizenship and the desirability of democratic discourse in classrooms in the introduction in 

Chapter One and the review of literature in Chapter Two. My making these biases explicit 

meets Maxwell’s suggestion (1996) that qualitative researchers explain their biases.  
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Reactivity refers to the impact of the researcher on observation and interview 

situations. Like bias, it is an inescapable function of the researcher and the data-gathering 

context. The use of open-ended guiding questions in the interview and semi-structured 

interview protocols should increase the likelihood that participating teachers’ perceptions 

are captured in the data collection process. By conducting all interviews at a location 

convenient for the participating teachers, I sought to minimize intrusions upon the 

participating teachers’ routines. My plan to implement an unobtrusive written note-taking 

procedure for classroom observations minimized disruption to classroom practice, also 

minimizing reactivity. As I indexed, charted, and submitted data to member checks, I 

discovered ways in which I may have influenced teacher responses and actions. During the 

third interview, I addressed potential reactivity with the participants. I note three particular 

instances in the case studies in the next chapter. Audio recording and transcriptions of 

teacher interviews left a data trail with sufficient specific data that I could a test for 

emerging categories. Further, the multiple interview conversations following preliminary 

coding processes provided opportunities to search for discrepant evidence and negative 

cases, and opportunities for feedback. It also provided a check on the accuracy of raw notes 

and transcriptions.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I described the research methods for this study. In the first section, I 

explained the purpose of the study and justified the appropriateness of a qualitative 

approach. The second section raised some ethical issues which might have been foreseen in 
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the proposed study. In the third section, I described my sampling strategy. In the fourth and 

fifth sections, I described a recursive process for collecting and analyzing data. In the last 

section, I described measures that were taken to address potential concerns about the validity 

of this study’s findings. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA 

Overview 

In previous chapters, I discussed the significance of this study, surveyed the relevant 

literature, and described data collection and analysis procedures. The purpose of this 

hermeneutical study was to explore the perceptions of four secondary social studies teachers 

relevant to five questions: 

1. How do these particular high school social studies teachers conceptualize the 

nature and purposes of social studies in the schools? 

2. How do these particular high school social studies teachers conceptualize 

education for citizenship?  

3. What experiences and influences do these high school social studies teachers 

perceive as significant in shaping their decision-making relevant to citizenship education? 

4. To what extent do these high school social studies teachers perceive their work in 

classrooms as consistent or inconsistent with their beliefs about citizenship education? 

5. To what factors do these high school social studies teachers attribute their relative 

ability or inability to educate their students for citizenship? 

To address these questions, I used a series of three interviews and three classroom 

observations with each of four teachers of social studies at Stevens High School. The 

subjects who participated in this study also completed a survey instrument about their 

conceptions of social studies (see Appendix F) and a building administrator reported her 
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perceptions of classroom climates in the teachers’ classrooms (see Appendix E, 

Administrator Perceptions of Social Studies Teachers). Teachers also shared a variety of 

classroom documents (e.g., student assignments, quizzes and tests, course syllabi) with me. 

In the final interview, I shared with each teacher copies of transcripts and field notes from 

his/her previous interviews and observations, in order to verify the accuracy of the data. I 

also provided each teacher a copy of an initial data matrix I developed prior to the final 

interview in order to provide a means of checking the validity of my tentative findings. 

In the remainder of this chapter, I present four case studies, developed from my 

experiences with Stevens High School teachers who agreed to participate in this study. I 

invited all seven social studies teachers at Stevens High School to participate in this study. 

One declined; two gave initial oral consent but declined to provide written consent or 

participate in data collection. I proceeded with data collection with four individuals.  

The first part of the chapter presents narratives about each teacher I developed from 

my analysis of CSSI-R results, administrator perceptions, documents that participating 

teachers shared with me, and a series of three classroom observations and three individual 

interviews. I also reference the journal I kept during data collection and ongoing data 

analysis. I follow the participant study narratives with a discussion of how the themes that 

emerged during data collection and the development of the four narratives address the 

study’s research questions.  

All of the participating teachers are white; three are male and one is female. They are 

all relatively experienced teachers; their years of teaching experience range from six to 23 

years. I use pseudonyms throughout. 
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Participating Teachers 

Participant: Gary Edwards 

Gary Edwards attended public schools in the city in which Stevens High School is 

located. He and his wife and children still live there. He graduated with a degree in history 

from a nearby large state university and attended law school for one year. He worked for a 

local corporation where his duties included delivering training sessions to fellow employees. 

Dissatisfied with his job, but enjoying delivering workshops, he enrolled at a small local 

private university where he received a master’s degree in education and gained social studies 

certification. Gary is in his tenth year of teaching. He taught for four years at another high 

school in the district before coming to Stevens High School five and a half years ago. He 

currently teaches eighth grade American history, ninth grade world history, and a required 

economics course for juniors and seniors.  

Upon completion of the building’s new wing, Gary recently moved into his own 

classroom. Prior to that time, he had been stationed in a portable unit outside of the school 

building. His classroom appears spacious, whiteboards are located on two adjacent walls, 

and there is a large window that provides natural light. Desks are lined up in rows, six across 

and six deep, to accommodate his largest class, 36 ninth graders. His desk is located in a 

corner opposite the classroom door. 

During observations, he was never at his desk. Rather, he was typically front and 

center in the classroom, moving to complete an incomplete outline on one of the 

whiteboards (Observation, 2/10/10). He appears energetic, talks quickly, and frequently 

interjects examples about his wife or children or tells jokes about himself (Journal, 2/10/10). 
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My observations confirmed Gary’s assertion that he likes to plan activities to break up 

lecture sessions. For example, during one lesson on the Protestant Reformation, he gave an 

animated lecture on Luther’s grievances, peppered with references to his own son’s behavior 

in church. The students shared their own religious beliefs and practices. This was followed 

by an activity in which students were to write a dialogue involving differences between 

Luther and the Roman Catholic Church. This activity was followed by another lecture 

section on Calvin (Observation, 2/10/10). Gary’s use of discussions drawing upon students’ 

own experiences would be consistent with his assistant principal’s characterization of his 

classroom as being the one in the department in which discussion is used most often. 

During our conversations, Gary emphasized the importance of “being real” with 

students. In my observations, I saw Gary draw analogies between the motivations of 

historical figures and the experiences of contemporary people and students’ own experiences 

(Observations, 2/10/10, 2/17/10). He described history as being, in part, a means by which 

students can learn to recognize and consider multiple perspectives. He reported that it is 

important to him to have students become productive members of society: people with basic 

skills. But he also thinks it important that students be able to engage in civil conversations 

with those with whom they disagree and that students become more aware of the society 

around them. It is not enough for students to simply know specific historical content 

(Interview, 2/8/10). These goals and their expressions in practice are consistent with his very 

high rating on the CSSI subsection about making social studies personally meaningful to 

students.  
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During our interviews, Gary characterized the term citizenship as “fake,” and in one 

interview he suggested that having his students engage in typical political behaviors like 

voting was not one of his priorities. Rather, he would want his students to come to political 

behaviors if they chose to do so. Further, he was more interested in students becoming 

knowledgeable about issues in their own community, rather than national or international 

issues. “Kids don’t see how Washington affects them… the Obamas and Bill Clintons of the 

world… (are) like this made up government for our kids. OK, he’s on TV, so he’s obviously 

important. Well, he’s not.” (Interview, 2/10/10). 

Gary is highly engaged in local politics. He attends school board meetings and 

contributes time and money to local campaigns. He volunteered that he is very liberal on 

issues, (“one of the two most socialist people in the building,” he claimed), and he suspected 

that his older students might be aware of his political inclinations (Interview, 2/10/10). He 

felt that his own political leanings were consistent with those of his students and that this 

made his work as a teacher more difficult. It was sometimes difficult to elicit student 

disagreement about issues. However, he also reported consciously developing assignments 

(e.g., a writing activity about what students would ask about if having dinner with John 

McCain) to give students practice in considering other points of view. 

Gary is engaged in a number of activities that indicate that he is very reflective about 

his practice. He journals daily (Interview, 2/26/10) and reported that he found his 

participation in a collaborative action research project about infusing economics into the 

eighth grade history curriculum valuable (Interview, 2/8/10). He and another teacher have 

developed a collaborative economics business plan project over the last few years 
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(Interview, 2/8/10). His responses about controversy in his classroom suggested that he is 

wrestling with his ability to engage students in quality discussions. At one point in our 

interviews, he related a story about how he facilitated a discussion last year about the 

perceptions of people outside the urban community concerning students from the urban core. 

He reported that it got quite emotional, that one student’s feelings were hurt by another 

student’s comment, and that he would never try that activity again (Interview, 2/17/10). 

Later, he invited me in for that same discussion activity in his junior/senior 

economics class, explaining that students need to be able to have civil conversations, even as 

they disagree. The students filed in and took their places in seats that had been rearranged in 

a big circle. He had modified the activity by providing a written opinion piece claiming that 

poverty in the USA was ultimately a problem of lack of individual responsibility. The 

discussion was lively, with a number of students drawing their remarks from their personal 

experiences. It was clear that students were listening to one another, given their responding 

to one another’s perspectives (Observation, 3/3/10). 

In our final discussion, Gary indicated that he was pleased with the high level of 

engagement in the activity, with its “realness” (Journal, 3/3/10). His statement appears to be 

an example of the impact of Gary’s reflection on his prior attempts to engage students in 

discussion of controversy. He indicated that, as a result of participating in our earlier 

interview, he had decided to take a risk and rework the discussion activity. He had altered 

his schedule so that I could observe this discussion. In his final interview, he suggested that 

he was still trying to work out better ways to make discussion of issues work in his 

classroom, particularly with his older students. In any event, Gary’s decision to reschedule 
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the discussion activity so that I might observe it appears to be a clear example of reactivity 

in this study. 

Gary is concerned about mixed messages coming from the school and the district 

that he views as detracting from education for citizenship. He spoke about the impact of 

Stevens High School being an elite magnet that draws more capable students from the other 

district schools. He indicated that there was a competitive climate among students within 

Stevens High School, with International Baccalaureate students getting smaller classes and 

more attention than other students. He expressed concern that the school does not 

consistently demonstrate caring when students finish less than first in competitions for 

scholarships or academic contests. He also believed that the school does not address student 

defensiveness about issues arising from comparisons between Stevens High School’s 

students’ socio-economic status and students from nearby wealthy suburban areas 

(Interview, 2/10/10). 

Several themes relevant to this study’s research questions emerged as I collected and 

analyzed data about Gary’s thinking and practice. He conceptualizes social studies subjects 

as vehicles for promoting skills and attitudes that will help students in their everyday lives. 

He eschews the word citizenship itself, but he is passionately interested in and engaged in 

local affairs. He views education for citizenship as promoting an important life skill: the 

willingness and ability to engage in civil conversation on matters of controversy. He is 

unsure that his students’ experiences are consistent with his goals as a teacher. He attributes 

potential inconsistency between his beliefs and practice to his uncertainties about his 

skillfulness as a teacher and to factors in the school and community that he believes 
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undermine education for citizenship. However, his commitment to the local community and 

his goals for developing students’ abilities to work with controversy indicate that his 

classroom is a focal point for education for citizenship. 

Participant: Katie Grohusky 

Katie Grohusky is in her seventh year of teaching. She has been at Stevens High 

School for five years. She majored in sociology and received her teaching credentials in a 

traditional undergraduate teacher preparation program in another Midwestern state. She and 

her husband, who is also a teacher, live in a small rural town at the western edge of the 

greater metropolitan area. Stevens High School lies in the urban core of the metropolitan 

region. She currently teaches eleventh grade USA history, and she was named the school’s 

nominee for the district’s teacher of the year award the day before our final interview 

(Interviews, 1/25/10, 2/25/10). 

Upon first entering her classroom, I was impressed with Katie’s sense of order, 

efficiency, and organization. Materials and supplies are organized in bins and bags in built-

in cabinets at the back of the room. Schedules are posted on bulletin boards; calendars list 

assignments and activities; one whiteboard on the side of the class lists activities for this 

week and the next; a file crate near the door provides handouts and materials from previous 

activities. Posters relevant to diversity (Rosa Parks, materials from Teaching Tolerance) 

adorn bulletin boards, as well. Student desks, six across and five deep, face the largest 

whiteboard and a projection screen. The classroom has a large exterior window, the room is 

brightly lit, and classroom space appears to be generous (Observation, 2/8/10). 
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Katie typically greets students as she stands in the hallway outside the classroom 

during passing times. Students appear used to entering her classroom to find a set activity on 

the board, such as asking them to give a definition of a historical concept (e.g., 

Progressivism) and provide relevant examples. As she returned a graded quiz from the 

previous class, she gave high-fives to students with top scores (Observation, 2/8/10). While 

her lessons are clearly structured – and she has a routine of providing students with an 

overview of class activities for the day and for coming sessions – the climate in the 

classroom seems friendly, as well as business-like (Journal, 2/9/10). Katie had told me that 

she wants her students to find her classroom comfortable. She explained that she thinks it is 

important to keep students engaged, active engagement promotes student learning, and she 

feels that students would say her class is fairly interesting. Because she feels some self-

imposed pressure about content coverage, she tends to employ lectures, quizzes, and tests 

more often than other instructional strategies (Interview, 1/25/10). 

My observations in her classroom confirmed Katie’s description of her practice. One 

session (Observation, 2/8/10) seemed typical. After returning papers, she used individual 

and choral student response to the opening activity and items from the just-returned quiz. 

After she made some brief schedule announcements, she directed students to their laptops 

for an activity asking them to describe and comment upon pre-selected video segments 

about aspects of American society in the late 19th century. Students were to work with two 

segments Katie had selected and choose a third from options she provided. By Katie’s 

criteria – level of student engagement – the lesson was successful; all 24 students present 

were engaged with the quiz review and the video activity throughout the period. 
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Across our interviews, Katie and I talked about her choices about planning 

instructional activities. She described her first teaching job – teaching computer skills in an 

alternative school – as being a critical experience in her development as a teacher. She 

described having to “throw out everything and start over,” especially regarding classroom 

management (Interview, 1/25/10). She indicated that she looks forward to circumstances in 

her classroom where students engage in issues-centered instruction. Occasionally, these 

come about because of current events that she thinks students would be interested in, such as 

a proposal a few years ago to re-segregate schools in a nearby city. More often, such 

discussions come out of particular topics addressed in her history curriculum, such as 

developments during the civil rights era of the 1960s or the circumstances surrounding the 

9/11 attacks. Still, she said that such discussions constitute a low proportion of activities in 

her classroom. Unless the topic is one that “everybody is really into,” such as abortion, or 

gay marriage or last year’s presidential election, only a few students seem to get engaged 

(Interview, 1/25/10). 

Most of her classes have more than 30 students; she is more likely to use discussion 

in her smaller class section (15 students) when she thinks she can be less “rigid and 

authoritarian” (Interview, 2/9/10). Her perception that she needs to cover the content works 

against her using student discussion more often in larger classes: she is concerned that 

without being more directive, “we don’t get stuff done” (Interview, 1/25/10). She also 

recalled being a shy student during her own adolescence, so she is reluctant to push students 

during discussion settings. Still, in our last interview she indicated that, having reflected on 

our conversations, she was considering whether she should try to incorporate more 
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discussion in her classes. This may be an example of reactivity, that is, the influence of the 

researcher’s presence on the phenomena I was seeking to capture and describe. 

Katie’s CSSI-R responses suggested that she believes that there are important facts 

in social studies that students should know, and that student needs or interests would be less 

important in making curricular choices. She admitted to a self-imposed desire to make sure 

that history content is addressed. She reported that she enjoyed content that coincided with 

topics or issues students might find interesting. When I asked her about choices she made to 

have students investigate particular sub-topics or issues, she stated that she chose aspects of 

history or contemporary events she found interesting. Otherwise, connections to 

contemporary events are momentary, get worked in; then she moves on. Our conversations 

also confirmed her assistant principal’s perceptions that she was among three department 

members least likely to engage students in controversial issues-centered discussions. For 

that matter, she feels justified in not often engaging students in extended discussion, as “so 

many of them get that in debate” (Interview, 2/9/10). 

Katie believes that it is important that teachers serve as role models for students: 

productive citizens who “do the right thing and try to better our country” (Interview, 2/9/10). 

Katie and her husband vote regularly and follow current events. When I asked her about her 

political leanings, she reflected for a bit and called herself a “fiscal conservative,” who had 

become less conservative on social issues since working at Stevens High School (Interview, 

2/25/10). She watches local and national network news programs daily. She also reported 

consulting a variety of cable and internet news sources. She seeks to be sufficiently aware of 

current events that she can respond to student questions, should they raise them; she reports 
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that sometimes she and her students will “take a couple of minutes, and we’ll just look it up 

together,” using computer access and the projector (Interview, 2/5/10). 

At the level of the school, she expressed concern about her perception that some 

teachers at Stevens High School are willing to ignore student cheating that she sees as 

“pervasive” in the school (Interview, 2/9/10). She said that she thought the school had a 

responsibility to foster a climate in which people are conscientious about expectations of 

honesty and “doing the right thing” (Interview, 2/9/10). On the other hand, she cited the 

school’s requirement that students engage in community service while at Stevens High 

School as an example of promoting an expectation that students “give back” to the 

community, by serving as translators in their home languages or assisting at Christmas 

lighting ceremonies or helping with campus beautification efforts. Katie herself participates 

in charity runs with her husband, though she characterizes her own community service 

activities as limited. On the other hand, she sees her work as a teacher as an important way 

of “giving back” to the community.  

After I had begun drafting this section, I received a written note from Katie, saying 

that she had enjoyed participating in this study. She indicated that it had led her to “really 

think about my teaching, more than I had in a while” (Journal). She had paused to think 

about specific questions across the interviews, particularly during the second interview 

(Interview, 2/9/10).  

My analysis of the data I collected involving Katie suggests a number of themes that 

are relevant to this study’s research questions. Katie views social studies as a collection of 

discrete disciplines, and she sees the transmission of content as her primary goal. She 
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equates citizenship with demonstrating responsible and respectful behavior. She believes 

that education for citizenship means holding students accountable and providing them with 

opportunities for participating in charitable service. She describes her own level of political 

engagement as limited. She uses her own classroom experiences, as a student and as a 

teacher, to shape her decision-making. She views education for citizenship as a function of 

expectations and activities across the school, rather than as a focus for activities within her 

own classroom. She perceives no inconsistency between her goals as a teacher and her 

classroom activities. However, she does perceive inconsistencies in promoting education for 

citizenship when school adults fail to behave responsibly or hold students accountable.  

Participant: Steve Nickels 

Steve Nickels is the senior social studies teacher at Stevens High School, having 

taught there for 21 years. He received his initial teacher training in an urban-focused 

undergraduate program at a local private university where he majored in history. He holds 

an Educational Specialist degree in curriculum and instruction from a local public urban 

university. After briefly teaching in other urban settings, he has spent most of his career at 

Stevens High School. He lives with his wife and adolescent children in a suburban area 

south of the city (Interview, 1/26/10). 

Steve’s classroom is one of the large spaces recently added to the building. There is a 

large window providing exterior light. Student desks (six rows across, five rows deep) face a 

whiteboard in the front of the room. The teacher’s laptop and projector face this board as 

well. There are posters about the nature of history and diversity issues on the back and side 
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walls. An American flag, the only one I observed at Stevens High School, hangs from a 

bracket on one wall. The teacher’s work station (desk, computer) occupies a back corner 

(Observation, 1/26/10). 

My observations in Steve’s eighth grade USA history classes confirmed some of the 

ideas that he had brought up during our interviews. For example, he talked about his desire 

to keep his students busy. Each block I observed had a structure that involved student 

recitation of content from a previous quiz, a quiz, a text-based individual worksheet activity, 

a web-based seatwork activity, or a whole group video segment, followed by another 

recitation session. Steve habitually wove stories into recitation sessions or embellished the 

video or web segments with additional details. His voice is soft, and while leading recitation 

sessions, he would sit in a student desk at the front, facing the students. The worksheet 

activities which Steve provided me asked students to demonstrate comprehension of text or 

web materials; the handout on a video activity asked students to apply economic concepts 

(e.g., circular flow) based on models and definitions given in the video (Observations, 

1/26/10. 2/12/10). Steve reported that these class sessions were pretty typical of his 

classroom practice (Interview, 2/12). These activities suggested consistency with some of 

the ideas that Steve spoke about in our first interview: focusing on particular content and 

historical topics because of the state standards and the results of state testing, as well as the 

demands of college entrance examinations and a respect for the expertise of those who 

produce textbooks and their ancillary materials (Interview, 1/26/10). 

On the other hand, my observations also suggested a contradiction between Steve’s 

practice and his stated ideas about his goals as a social studies teacher, citizenship, and 
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education for democratic citizenship. Alone among the participants, he readily identified 

citizenship as a goal of social studies, and defined citizenship by using such terms as 

“active,” “committed to the common good,” and “developing criteria for decisions” 

(Interview, 2/12/10). He also spoke of citizenship being a concept that operates at the level 

of the community and the family as well as the country and the world, and in another 

interview, about his desire that students recognize that “we’re all the same” (Interview, 

1/26/10). He stated that he takes education for citizenship seriously and attributes it to his 

membership in NCSS and his graduate experiences. However, my notes from classroom 

observations suggest that student learning in the sessions I observed was largely passive. In 

terms of policy choices (e.g., the American invasion of Mexico in the 1840s) or questions 

that might reveal varying perspectives (e.g., “What factors have contributed to America’s 

success?”), Steve would ask a question, solicit a couple of brief student responses, and then 

answer his own question, along with a comment such as, “That’s just my opinion, you can 

think what you want” (Observations, 2/26/10). Then he would continue with the recitation at 

hand. My observations confirmed his administrator’s perception that he was the least likely 

teacher in the department to allow students opportunities to make their voices heard and 

least likely to engage students in controversial issues. They were also consistent with his 

scoring low on the social interaction, personally worthwhile, and student decision-making 

sub-scores on the CSSI-R. Steve’s interview responses may be another example of potential 

reactivity. Steve and I are well acquainted with his Educational Specialist advisor, who is 

my mentor, and with his most recent student teacher. “R said you were a good guy, or I 

wouldn’t have agreed to do this” (Journal, 1/15/10). It may be the case that Steve’s 
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awareness of my relationships with these individuals may have influenced his interview 

responses. 

In our conversations, Steve emphasized student, school, and community context in 

his decision-making, as well as his concerns about testing expectations. For example, he 

suggested that he found some of the students to be quite outspoken on charged topics, such 

as abortion, gay rights, and welfare reform, but he was wary of controversy out of concern 

for things getting “touchy; I have enough sense not to push the buttons on some topics” 

(Interview, 1/26/10). 

In another interview, he suggested that he found his students to be self-absorbed and 

lacking in consideration for others and expressed concern about student apathy and 

cynicism. On the other hand, he prefaced a story about a parent-teacher conference with his 

perceptions of his success, as a white male, in connecting with non-white female students: 

“…in lots of American history classes (she) is a second-class citizen. So it’s very difficult 

for that black student, for that black female to sit in a class that is so heavily dominated in 

the textbook and the structure…I’ve had an opportunity, to, I think, be effective with black 

female students when teaching American history” (Interview, 2/26/10). He is also aware of 

the students’ political leanings. While he is a “left-leaning Democrat,” he perceived that 

there were varied partisan and ideological leanings across the department, something he 

suspects to be common among social studies teachers (Interview, 2/26/10). He doubts that 

students would perceive his political stances, however, given that he sees himself as seeking 

to be objective. He indicated that he had no trouble in discussing last year’s presidential 
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election, for example, because he tries “to be controversial, devil’s advocate anyway” 

(Interview, 2/12/10). 

His interview comments also indicated that he believed that the school culture and 

context impact citizenship education at Stevens High School. On the one hand, he described 

examples of school staff working hard to promote student maturity, to address behavioral 

issues involving older male students and younger female students, and working to support 

students who were struggling academically. He noted that there is a gay-straight alliance at 

the school and a number of “out” gay students. He also spoke of the school having a special 

mission, that the community expected the school to develop its leaders. On the other hand, 

he asserted that he had witnessed some community resentment that Stevens High School 

was privileged relative to other district schools. He also perceived that an informal social 

structure operated within the student body (“haves and have nots”), particularly in terms of 

athletes receiving preferential treatment from staff (Interview, 2/12/10).  

The data I used to develop this narrative about Steve’s thinking and practice suggest 

several themes that are relevant to this study’s research questions. Steve’s stated goals as a 

social studies teacher emphasize critical thinking and active, responsible citizenship. 

However, his planning practices and classroom activities seem driven by a content 

transmission orientation. His spoke of citizenship as a focus for social studies education, but 

his curricular decisions tend to isolate the disciplines. He defines citizenship as operating at 

multiple levels, from the family to the world. However, his spoken emphasis on perspective 

taking was inconsistent with his classroom practice. In terms of influences on his decision-

making, Steve tends to defer to published materials and his experiences in developing 
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relationships with students to guide his decision-making. He describes his own level of 

political engagement as relatively low. Steve attributed any inconsistency in his practice to 

state testing mandates. He also described factors related to student characteristics and 

Stevens High School’s position in the community as factors that inhibit education for 

citizenship at the school.  

Participant: Matt Regan 

Matt Regan is completing his third year at Stevens High School, having taught at a 

nearby inner suburban Catholic high school for three years. Prior to moving to the 

metropolitan area, he had taught for three years in a Catholic high school in a southern state 

while participating in a national Catholic alternative teacher education program, from which 

he obtained social studies certification. As an undergraduate, he had majored in political 

science at a prestigious Catholic university. He lives with his wife and children in an upper-

middle-class suburban area south of the urban area in which Stevens High School is located. 

He enjoys talking about state and local politics, and won the Democratic primary for city 

council in his suburban community, losing the general election by only a few votes. He 

describes himself as a liberal-moderate Democrat (Interview, 2/8/10). 

He also coaches at Stevens High School. As the district wrestles with budget 

constraints, he was (and is) at risk of being terminated as part of any district-wide reduction 

in force. This year, he is teaching a ninth-grade world history course and a semester-long 

sociology elective for juniors and seniors (Interview, 2/8/10). 
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Matt was assigned his own classroom (along with the other social studies teachers) 

only at mid-year, upon the completion of the new addition to Stevens High School at the 

beginning of the current semester. Unlike his colleagues’ stations, his classroom is located 

within the original 1930s Public Works Administration building. It has access to natural 

light via a small courtyard, though not at eye level. Windows above eye-level lie between 

the classroom and the adjacent corridor from which one enters the classroom; there is a door 

connecting the classroom to the school library as well. The classroom is wide (eight rows of 

student desks), but it is not deep (four rows of student desks); student desks face away from 

the main classroom door and toward the limited chalkboard space and projector screen. 

Small bulletin boards display pictures, prayer cards, and postcards, reflecting Matt’s travels 

to Ireland and his alma mater. Wooden bookshelves hold older editions of history and social 

science textbooks and various reference books. The space seems tight and crowded. Matt 

uses a table in the center of the back of the room during some student activities and 

maintains a work area in a back corner near the classroom door. Both surfaces are covered 

with books, note pads, and papers. The room has the same projection equipment and 

wireless internet connection accessibility as is found throughout the building (Observation, 

2/8/10). 

In conversation, Matt emphasized making history and sociology relevant to his 

students. Dissatisfied with text materials on African history in his world history course, he 

reported connecting African civilization with themes about imperialism and apartheid 

reconciliation, and the 2010 World Cup in South Africa. He spoke of history as a story and 

said that one of his goals is to have students see connections across time to current world 
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events. He gave examples of making use of technology to facilitate students’ awareness of 

current international events (web-based resources from the British Broadcasting 

Corporation, Google maps, Lonely Planet) and designs Webquests for students (Interview, 

2/8/10). He shares stories from his travels to Europe (Observation, 1/26/10). 

During our interviews, Matt stressed his desire to foster a multi-layered sense of 

community among his students (Interviews, 2/8/10, 2/10/10). The word community came up 

frequently during a typical sociology class that I observed. Just before the first class of the 

day, I saw three male students gathered in a huddle for prayer in a corner of the classroom, 

and Matt commented on their gathering as an example of community. 

Matt began the session by engaging these juniors and seniors about President 

Obama’s State of the Union address the night before (an extra-credit assignment). Five 

individual students, out of 18 present, made comments about what the President had said, 

issues he had ignored (e.g., immigration), and responses from the live audience. Later in the 

lesson, Matt commented that people are “not hermits, but social animals” in connection with 

asking students about author J. D. Salinger’s recent death. In the previous class session, the 

group had developed descriptors of Stevens High School’s school culture, and Matt referred 

to these, again using the word “community.” 

During a brief lecture session, he led a recitation about a previous class session’s 

activities about the origins of the discipline of sociology, and connected the emergence of 

sociology with the Industrial Revolution and an attempt to “restore order and regain a sense 

of community.” He then assigned students to work with a Webquest activity, asking students 

to investigate Hip Hop culture. All of the students worked consistently on the task for 15 
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minutes. Matt then gained their attention by asking the group “Who’s learning something?” 

and thanked students for their attention as the bell rang and students left (Observation, 

1/26/10). 

In both interviews and classroom observations, Matt expressed some willingness to 

engage students in issues-related topics and a strong desire to plan student learning around 

current concerns. For example, the Hip Hop Webquest activity asked students to discuss 

evidence of misogyny and homophobia in that subculture, (Observation 2/8/10), and he 

related an example of bringing up issues surrounding recent trends in teen pregnancy and 

abortion, and wanting to make his classroom a place where students feel safe to speak their 

minds. He described the upcoming U.S. census to ask students about the reluctance of some 

groups to participate. He believes that the diversity of the student body is an asset in terms 

of students’ willingness to listen to different perspectives. On the other hand, he expressed 

some concern about being “mindful of the climate” and needing to be “mindful” that 

“there’s a spotlight on teachers” (Interview, 2/8/10). In another situation, he felt 

uncomfortable when he was discussing the census in front of students whom he suspected to 

have undocumented family members (Interview, 2/26/10). 

 He drew a distinction between his ninth-grade world history students and the 

eleventh and twelfth graders in sociology. He explained that he felt that differences in 

subject matter required important differences in emphasis. World history would require that 

he pick and choose content, and having ninth grade students might mean that he would 

choose “not to go there” (Interview, 2/9/10). On the other hand, the nature of sociology –

groups, interaction, and student maturity – might require more attention to building 
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classroom community, making the climate “safe,” especially since students might be 

reluctant to address issues that reflect private family situations (Interview, 2/8/10). He also 

spoke about his efforts to take learning “outside of the school” with his older students: 

getting resources so that his sociology students could attend a play about poverty written by 

a community member; bringing in a speaker about a local African-American history site; 

having a Sudanese Lost Boy speak of his refugee experience. He expressed some frustration 

at “missed opportunities” at Stevens High School in terms of bringing in community role 

models and elected officials (Interview, 2/9/10).  

Matt views history classes as opportunities to help students recognize positive role 

models and see means for conflict resolution. In our conversations, he suggested that he 

thought positive role models may or may not be present in some of his students’ lives. He 

felt role models were important in developing citizens as good people. His examples of good 

people varied. However, in interviews, he identified individuals who participated in peaceful 

processes to promote justice, such as interfaith efforts in Northern Ireland and reconciliation 

in South Africa (Interviews, 1/26/10, 2/9/10). He also included individuals who worked for 

the betterment of the local community, as such politicians, artists and writers (Interview, 

2/9/10). In our final interview, Matt spoke about an obligation for individuals to use their 

talents in ways that promote the betterment of others. Students need “heroes,” and he 

worked at identifying them in his history classes.  

Observations in Matt’s classroom and interview conversations with him confirmed 

his responses on the CSSI-R instrument. His curricular planning and classroom activities 

seem to make only limited and selective use of textbook materials. He also demonstrated a 
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propensity toward involving students in critical thinking and integrating social studies 

learning with such areas as art, film and literature. Observations also confirmed Matt’s 

ranking on the administrator perception ranking, in which his assistant principal ranked him 

as one of the two teachers most likely to engage students in discussions of current issues and 

to allow students to openly express their opinions. 

Data about Matt’s thinking suggested the following themes in developing answers to 

this study’s research questions. First, Matt perceives social studies as a collection of related 

disciplines that provide opportunities for students to develop identification with people in 

society across time and space. Second, he conceives of citizenship as operating on multiple 

spatial dimensions (from family and classroom to national and global). For him, citizenship 

itself implies perceiving oneself as living in communities with others, and a willingness to 

use one’s talents toward making those communities better. Third, professional preparation 

experiences do not appear to have been particularly influential on his decision-making 

processes. However, his own very high level of political engagement does appear to impact 

his decisions about curriculum and instruction. Fourth, he perceives a high level of 

consistency between his ideas about social studies and citizenship education and his 

classroom decisions. Finally, he identified a lack of school support as the most important 

factor inhibiting his ability to educate students for citizenship. On the other hand, he 

identified the students’ own political perceptions as facilitating his efforts. 
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Discussion: Research Questions 

In the previous section, I presented four participant narratives drawn from the 

multiple data sources I used in this study. Upon the completion of the second set of 

interviews and observations, I developed a tentative data chart for each participating teacher. 

Ideas that emerged from individual cases provided guidance for follow-up questions that I 

raised with Gary, Katie, Steve, and Matt in our final interviews. Finally, I looked across the 

cases to identify ideas relevant to my research questions.  

In this section, I return directly to the study’s research questions:  

1. How do these particular high school social studies teachers conceptualize the 

nature and purposes of social studies in the schools? 

2. How do these particular high school social studies teachers conceptualize 

education for citizenship? 

3. What experiences and influences do these high school social studies teachers 

perceive as significant in shaping their decision-making relevant to citizenship education? 

4. To what extent do these high school social studies teachers perceive their work in 

classrooms as consistent or inconsistent with their beliefs about citizenship education? 

5. To what factors do these high school social studies teachers attribute their relative 

ability or inability to educate their students for citizenship? 

In the discussion of these questions, I draw conclusions directly from the data 

sources I analyzed for this study. I also identify themes that emerged from patterns I found 

across the data. 
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The Nature and Purposes of Social Studies in the Schools 

Overall, the data suggest both variance and similarity across the cases in how the 

participants conceptualize the nature of social studies in the school. Three themes about the 

participants’ conceptions of the nature and purposes of social studies as a school subject 

emerged during my analysis of the data. First, three of the participating teachers viewed 

social studies as a collection of disparate disciplines, lacking any overarching goals. Second, 

the participating teachers varied in the degree of importance they ascribed to the 

transmission of factual social studies content as a goal. Third, three of the four teachers were 

unfamiliar with citizenship education as a goal for social studies, and each of the four 

teachers appear to be driven by idiosyncratic goals. 

Theme 1: Social studies as a collection of disciplines. Each of the four teachers used 

language in their interviews and led activities in their classrooms that would indicate that 

they think of social studies as a collection of disciplines, rather than as a unified field 

directed at particular goals. While the participants were able to describe their personal goals 

for their work with students, none of them described a coherent social studies program in the 

school. There were no data to indicate that teachers readily perceived overarching goals 

across courses or were concerned about developing conceptual understandings, skills, or 

dispositions across disciplines. 

For example, both Gary and Matt drew distinctions between the kinds of activities 

(e.g., their willingness to lead issues-based discussion or their use of authentic projects such 

as developing business plans or surveying fellow students) based upon the specific 

discipline focus (history vs. economics or sociology) of a particular course. Both Gary and 



92 

Steve described their collaborative work to improve eighth graders’ state test scores and 

commitment to introducing economics activities into their U.S. history courses. However, 

observation and inspection of the materials they used showed that, at least for now, these 

efforts are, for the most part, add-on activities, rather than actual integration of economic 

concepts into historical content. 

On the other hand, Gary’s interviews suggested interest in more seamless integration 

across content. Katie’s interviews also drew distinctions between what she felt would be 

legitimate activity choices in her history course, as opposed to the sociology she had 

majored in as an undergraduate. 

Theme 2: Varying emphases on factual content in social studies .A second theme 

that emerged from the data was that these teachers ascribe at least some importance to the 

transmission of factual content as a goal in their social studies courses. A common idea 

across all of the cases was some emphasis on factual content coverage as a goal of social 

studies, although the participants varied in the criteria they used for choosing important 

content. All of the participants spoke about the department’s course expectations (they used 

the term “key concepts,” though the items were actually topical in nature; e.g., the Protestant 

Reformation, Westward Expansion). None of the participants discussed either development 

of typical social studies skills, such as critical reading of historical source materials or 

analysis of data sources as being departmental or district expectations for social studies. On 

the other hand, the participants’ interviews, their classroom activities, and their CSSI-R 

scores all suggested some important differences in the relative weight they placed on 
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students’ command of factual content, as opposed to other goals related to developing skills, 

attitudes, or broader conceptual understandings. 

In interviews, Gary remarked that he didn’t care if students remembered all of the 

factual details as adults; rather, he was more concerned that they had gained useful skills and 

understood what was going on in their communities, how different individuals might have 

different perspectives, and how to be tolerant of varied perspectives. For him, content was a 

vehicle for helping students practice and experience such skills. For example, his world 

history students wrote dialogues between Luther and Tetzel to highlight their differences 

over the Protestant Reformation. Similarly, Matt discussed actively seeking out examples of 

positive historical figures in his history classes and seeking ways to connect his sociology 

students with successful members of the local community. For example, he gathered 

resources to transport his sociology students to a performance of a play about survival in 

poverty written by a member of the local community. For him, disciplinary content was, at 

least in part, a vehicle for helping students see examples of what it means to be, in his 

words, “good people.”  

For Katie and Steve, the goal of student mastery of historical factual content played a 

greater role in their ideas about the goals of social studies than it did for the other teachers. 

Each of them spoke about promoting student engagement by embellishing content to 

promote interest, and these efforts were reflected in their practice. For example, Katie added 

content about the American acquisition of Guantanamo Bay to a brief lecture on imperialism 

because she found it interesting. Steve told stories about local places in his talk about the 

rise and fall of cattle drives.  
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Theme 3: Citizenship not a powerful goal for social studies. The data also suggested 

a third theme about the nature of social studies and its goals. Three of the four participants 

did not initially describe citizenship as a special mission for social studies. The one who did 

(Steve) did not appear to use that goal in his day-to-day decisions. In our conversations, the 

participants provided idiosyncratic responses when I explicitly asked them about their goals 

as social studies educators. Consistent with his high score on the personally meaningful sub-

score on the CSSI-R, Gary spoke with passion about his goal as being “real” with his 

students, and he pointed out practical examples of his having students complete tax forms or 

work on their writing skills. Katie hesitated in our initial interview, before expressing her 

goals as being that her students be “good people,” but in our final interview she gave it 

additional thought. She spoke about wanting her students to be able to see both sides of 

issues, rather than indoctrinating them. Matt spoke of his goal as having his students seeing 

their connections to other people: their community, historical figures, and contemporary 

people across the world. Steve answered my questions about the goals and nature of social 

studies most readily, using language echoing part of the NCSS definition of the field, 

explicitly connecting social studies to citizenship and critical thinking.  

The teachers varied in the language they used in expressing their goals as teachers of 

social studies and in how readily they were able to verbalize their answers about their goals. 

In summary, each of the participating teachers perceived social studies as being a collection 

of discrete, disconnected disciplines and topics. They differed, however, in the relative 

importance of the transmission of factual content knowledge as the major goal of social 

studies. Katie and Steve demonstrated an orientation toward emphasizing coverage of 
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factual content. By contrast, Gary and Matt made conscious choices about content and 

activities that suggest other social studies goals are more salient for them. Gary’s choices 

indicate overriding goals for social studies that emphasize interpersonal skills, local 

awareness, and a willingness to consider others’ perspectives. Matt’s choices reveal 

overriding goals for social studies that emphasize local and global awareness and developing 

a sense of obligation toward others.  

Education for Citizenship 

The teachers who participated in this study also varied in the language they used to 

describe the concept of citizenship and what education for citizenship demands of them as 

individual teachers of social studies. Steve and Katie emphasized individual responsibility 

and behavior in our conversations and in their work with students. Matt also placed some 

emphasis on these ideas, but added language that stressed citizens’ connectedness with 

others. Gary expressed strong resistance to the term “citizen” and characterizing his goals as 

“education for citizenship,” but he also emphasized both student understanding of 

phenomena in Stevens High School’s local setting and the development of student skills 

consistent with democratic citizenship (Interview, 2/10/10).  

The fourth theme that emerged from the data was that the participating teachers 

conceptualize both citizenship and education for citizenship in markedly different ways. The 

data suggested three distinct views of citizenship itself and descriptions of education for 

citizenship consistent with each view. A fifth theme that emerged from data was the 

perception by all of the participating teachers that education for citizenship should be a 
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school wide effort. The data also suggested a sixth theme. All of the participating teachers 

agreed that institutional factors inhibited education for citizenship at Stevens High School. I 

begin with a discussion of the fourth theme (different conceptions of citizenship and 

education for citizenship), before I discuss the fifth and sixth themes. 

Theme 4: Different conceptions of citizenship and education for citizenship. Steve 

used the words “active, productive, and responsible” to describe what good citizenship 

entails (Interview, 1/26/10). These characteristics translated into expectations that students 

would do their work and refrain from disruptions. Katie also emphasized student 

responsibility, which she characterized as students “doing the right thing,” as manifested by 

honesty and respectful behavior to others (Interviews, 1/25/10, 2/9/10). Her course syllabus 

describes respect as an expectation in some detail, and she related an incident of 

occasionally having to defend individual students who might come under attack for 

unpopular views. Matt also used language about students “learning to be good,” but he 

added other characteristics: being informed, being aware of the needs of the community, and 

recognizing one’s own ability to contribute to society (Interviews, 2/8/10, 2/9/10). He uses 

the word “community” often in his classroom, both in reference to the world beyond the 

school and to relationships within the classroom itself. Typical classroom activities involve 

students being asked to follow current events or, in some cases, to investigate issues. 

Gary’s thinking about citizenship and education for citizenship emphasized students’ 

experiences as members of their local community. He immediately dismissed the term 

“citizenship” itself as “fake,” and rejected students’ knowledge of national or international 

issues as being particularly important (Interview, 2/10/10). Rather, he spoke enthusiastically 
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about the need for students to be able to express disagreements in what he called “civil 

discourse,” which he deemed a “practical life skill” (Interview, 2/8/10). In his classroom, he 

implemented activities that promoted students working with diverse perspectives in personal 

ways: a “dinner with John McCain” writing assignment during the previous presidential 

election; written dialogues among religious figures who were in conflict in his world history 

class; a Socratic seminar among his economics students based on the perspective that 

poverty results from lack of personal individual responsibility.  

Across the four teachers, there was great diversity in their conceptions of what 

education for citizenship demanded of them in their work with students. It was also apparent 

that there were differences in teachers’ views of the spatial scope of citizenship. In 

conversation, Steve used language that described citizenship as operating on multiple levels, 

from community and family to the world. He spoke about the local community expectations 

for the school’s graduates. Matt also spoke of citizenship as a sense of connectedness that 

transcends time (identifying with historical figures, situations) and space (awareness of 

events and perspectives across the globe). He engaged students in conversations about issues 

involving local school finance issues, President Obama’s State of the Union Address, what 

the playing of the World Cup in the southern hemisphere might mean to people there.  

On the other hand, Gary’s ideas about citizenship ultimately came down to how 

individuals listen and relate to each other; for him, actual citizenship involved person-to-

person interactions and was only meaningful in a local context where individuals have a 

direct stake and influence. He spoke about wanting to model a passion for politics for his 

students. Katie’s ideas about citizenship as individual responsibility and an individual choice 
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were focused even more narrowly in space. Her examples and discussion for education for 

citizenship were situated in the context of students’ behaviors in classrooms, in the school, 

and in school-sponsored activities. She expressed the idea that teacher modeling (e.g., 

demonstrating respectful behavior) was the most significant part of education for 

citizenship.  

Themes 5 and 6: Education for citizenship as a school-wide responsibility and 

perceptions of school context factors. Themes four, five and six are clearly interconnected. 

Even as their conceptions of citizenship and their ideas about what education for citizenship 

entailed were markedly different, all of the respondents spoke about citizenship education as 

being a school-wide responsibility, which I will discuss more fully when addressing the last 

research question. In addition, each of the teachers cited concerns about what they perceived 

as failures or shortcomings in how education for citizenship occurs at Stevens High School. 

I will also discuss that more fully as I address the last research question, dealing with factors 

that the teachers perceive as factors facilitating or inhibiting their work as educators for 

citizenship .  

Each of the participating teachers, for different reasons, felt that education for 

citizenship was not as successful at the school as it might be. They also indicated that the 

specific institutional context at Stevens High School and its particular mission among the 

district’s secondary schools have an impact on how citizenship education occurs there. I 

note these areas of agreement here because they reflect the participants’ ideas about 

education for citizenship. However, I will develop these themes in another sub-section 

(“Factors”) below. 
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Experiences and Influences on Decision-Making Relevant to Citizenship 

My original interview protocols included questions that asked participants about 

their initial interest in social studies, their professional preparation experiences, and other 

influences on their decision-making. A seventh theme emerged from the data. Individual 

participants drew upon an idiosyncratic mix of experiences and influences in their planning 

and instruction. In one of the interviews, a participant started describing his own political 

activities. Therefore, I altered the protocols to incorporate another potential influence: the 

participants’ own citizenship behaviors. An eighth theme emerged from conversations about 

the teachers’ political engagement. These teachers appear to demonstrate consistency 

between their own political engagement as citizens and their thinking about citizenship and 

education for citizenship in classroom decision-making. 

Theme 7: Individualistic mixes of experiences and influences on decision-making. 

The four teachers who participated in this study came to their classrooms by means of varied 

preparation routes. In this sub-section, I describe how each participating teacher described 

his or her decision-making processes relevant to curriculum (what do I teach?) and 

instruction (how do I design and carry out classroom activities?). I also describe other 

experiences that Katie, Gary, Matt, and Steve cited as influencing their thinking. 

Katie’s teacher preparation experiences were the most traditional of the four teachers 

in the study. She had majored in a social studies discipline (sociology) and completed 

requisite coursework for secondary certification as part of her undergraduate program. At no 

time during our conversations did she connect her decisions regarding planning or practice 

with her formal teacher preparation. Indeed, she cited her first job (two years teaching 
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keyboarding in a middle-level alternative setting) as being the greatest influence on her 

development as a teacher; she “had to scrap everything and put the hammer down” 

(Interview, 1/25/10). Classroom observations and documents both were consistent with our 

conversations when she indicated that she valued organization and routine. She favored 

activities that she could plan and tended to be less likely to engage students in activities that 

might run overtime or disrupt the schedule. She directly cited her own shyness in high 

school as being a reason that she might be reluctant to make students feel uncomfortable in 

classroom activities. She indicated that she had seen her planning and practice evolve over 

time. For example, she now works at incorporating more student activities, facilitated by 

ready student web-access, with less direct teacher lecture/presentation, and, in our final 

interview, she suggested that she was considering whether she should work toward 

incorporating more discussion in her classroom. 

Like Katie, Steve obtained his teacher certification as part of his undergraduate 

program. He had majored in history and participated in an urban-focused teacher preparation 

at a small liberal arts university in the area. He did not cite particular classroom skills or 

approaches as he reflected on his preparation. Rather, he talked about how his practice had 

changed over time. For example, he indicated that he had worked at being more soft-spoken 

and approachable over his time at Stevens High School, and that these qualities were the 

products of conscious efforts on his part. He did not relate his teaching practices or decisions 

to his own pre-college experiences, either. In describing his planning, he emphasized the 

need for students to be kept occupied, that content be aligned with state testing items (e.g., 
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the economics activities in his American history class) and his use of text materials, 

extended with web-based activities.  

Gary obtained social studies teacher certification in an accelerated master’s program, 

after he had completed an undergraduate degree in history and had worked a few years in 

the business world. In our conversations, he directly cited his teacher preparation as a lasting 

influence on how he thinks about structuring most block sessions (specifically the Hunter 

model of lesson design), though he also seemed willing to deviate from it (e.g., the Socratic 

seminar) when he had other goals. He also cited his life experiences, having grown up in this 

community, as being a way that he could identify what would be important to his students. 

In two of our observations, he worked with students to propose alterations to the class 

schedules because of weather closings or teacher or student absences (Observations, 

2/10/10, 2/17/10). He, too, described ways in which his practice had developed over time 

(e.g., modifications in the economics business plan project to make it more rigorous and 

more authentic and to promote more student ownership). Among the participating teachers, 

he alone indicated that he was relatively unlikely to involve students in technology-

facilitated activities (beyond clerical tasks, such as submission of assignments and tracking 

grades). 

Matt’s professional preparation came through a national Catholic alternative 

certification program. He was part of a cadre of candidates from elite Catholic institutions 

who participated in a summer institute and taught in parochial schools while taking 

education coursework resulting in certification. He did not cite specific teaching skills or 

instructional approaches in our interviews about these experiences, other than to mention 
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how he enjoyed the relationships with other members of the teaching cadre (he again used 

the word “community” here), and his having to learn to “think on his feet” (Interview, 

2/8/10). Of all of the participants, he was least concerned about tightly planning lessons. He 

remarked that he was always aware of what he needed to do, and like the other participants, 

he referenced the department’s “essential concepts,” but expressed a need to keep his 

planning loose enough to accommodate the unexpected (e.g., the opportunity to take 

sociology students to the play written by an alumnus or allowing time to talk about the death 

of Howard Zinn), and he regularly used technology to facilitate such activities. (In most 

class sessions, he referred students to websites relevant to current affairs.) He remembered 

his experiences at a Jesuit high school on the East coast as being where he had had teachers 

who inspired him to be excited about politics. During one of our observations, he juggled 

activities across a second day and appeared unconcerned about the need to do so. He 

ascribed changes in his practice over time to differences in setting, indicating that, in his 

third year at Stevens High School, he was just now feeling as though he had made the 

adjustment.  

The seventh theme that emerged from the data was that these teachers draw on an 

idiosyncratic and eclectic mix of influences in their decision-making. Pre-service teacher 

preparation does not appear to have been especially impactful for three of these teachers. 

Gary was the exception. Each of the teachers felt some responsibility to adhere to school-

developed guidelines, although these were sufficiently broad to allow individual teachers 

some flexibility. All of the participating teachers indicated that their practice had changed 
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over time, and each of them drew upon specific classroom situations and experiences in 

describing those changes. 

Theme 8: Teacher political engagement related to conceptions of citizenship and 

teacher decision‐making. During my interviews with Matt, another set of prior experiences 

and influences emerged: each teacher’s level of political engagement. I probed Matt’s 

experiences working on campaigns and his own run for office during our second interview 

(Interview, 2/10/10). I also incorporated questions about individual teachers’ own 

citizenship behaviors into interviews with the other participating teachers. Although he had 

not run for office himself, Gary readily reported regularly working for candidates and local 

issues campaigns (Interview, 2/10/10). On the other hand, Katie (Interview, 2/25/10) and 

Steve (Interview, 2/26/10) described their own political activities as minimal. In summary, 

the two participants who reported activities reflecting high levels of political engagement 

appear to have established a more open classroom climate and demonstrated a greater 

willingness to engage students in discussion of controversial issues. 

The eighth theme that emerged from the data was that individual teachers’ levels of 

political engagement seemed consistent with their conceptions of citizenship, the relative 

openness of the climate in their classroom, and the degree to which their students would 

discuss controversial issues in the classroom. 

Consistency between Practice and Beliefs about Citizenship Education 

In this sub-section, I describe the degree to which each participating teacher’s 

language was consistent across multiple data sources and ways in which there was apparent 
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consistency between teacher talk in interview settings and teacher actions as captured in 

observation field notes and classroom documents. In each final interview, I explored some 

potential contradictions with Katie, Gary, Matt, and Steve as a means of further probing 

their thinking about the questions that guided this study. In three of the cases, all three data 

sources suggest a high level of consistency between teachers’ expressed views about 

citizenship education and their classroom practice. In one case, there is some inconsistency 

between the teacher’s statements and his actions.  

Theme 9: Teacher talk, behavior, and political engagement consistent. The ninth 

theme that emerged from the data was that the teachers’ talk, classroom behaviors, and 

levels of political engagement were consistent with one another. The discrepant case 

involved Steve’s interviews, and I explain potential threats to validity in drawing 

conclusions from inconsistencies in his interviews in the discussion below. 

Katie’s conversations in our interviews were highly consistent with her practice as 

captured in my observation field notes and the classroom documents she shared with me. 

Her conceptualization of citizenship as students being “good people” who are respectful and 

honest was reflected in handouts she had presented to students at the beginning of the school 

year and in her modeling of friendly and respectful behavior toward her students. In her own 

life, she spoke about her political engagement in terms of duty – her responsibility to follow 

the news, for example, or her voting regularly. That is, citizenship is something an 

individual chooses to do, out of a sense of duty. She cited the active debate squad as a 

reason why it was less critical that she work on students’ speaking and discussion skills in 

social studies classes. In one of our interviews, she spoke of engagement in political and 
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civic affairs as being an individual choice; she and her husband, in terms of political 

engagement, “really don’t do much” (Interview, 2/9/10). Her conceptualization of 

citizenship as an episodic, chosen role appears consistent with her instructional practice; 

current issues and potentially controversial issues arise in her classroom periodically, 

typically as ways to promote student interest in historical factual content (Observation, 

2/8/10; Interview 2/25/10). 

Matt’s classroom practice was also highly consistent with the ideas about citizenship 

and education for citizenship we had discussed during our interviews. For example, his 

engaging students in short, ongoing talk about current affairs relevant to the local 

community, state and national issues, and global/international events was evident in my 

observations in his classroom and consistent with his descriptions of his planning practices 

and his ideas about citizenship as requiring “awareness” (Interview, 3/1/10). Further, his use 

of particular activities in his sociology class (e.g., students surveying Stevens students about 

the school’s culture and cliques, students’ analysis of homophobia and misogyny in hip-hop 

culture) suggested his desire to engage students in potential controversy (Observation, 

2/8/10). These activities also appeared consistent with his own active and ongoing political 

and civic engagement. His past work on political campaigns and his recent candidacy, as 

well as our side conversations about various state and local school-related events are 

consistent with the words he used in describing citizenship – a sense of connectedness and 

ongoing responsibilities to contribute to the community. 

Gary’s high levels of political and civic engagement and his words about citizenship 

and citizenship education also appear to be reflected in his classroom decisions and 
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practices. For example, his own political activities are clearly focused on local issues, 

particularly ones directly involving the school district. He serves on an advisory group for 

the new superintendent, for example, and regularly works on local political campaigns 

(Interview, 2/10/10; Journal 2/17/10). On the other hand, he does not make special efforts to 

closely follow national or global issues. In classroom practice, he focused on citizenship as 

being what matters to people’s local, day-to-day experiences and requiring the ability to 

listen to and speak about differences of perspectives. These ideas were demonstrated in 

activities such as the Socratic seminar in his economics class (Interview, 2/8/10, 

Observation 3/3/10) and discussions about students’ different denominational practices in 

his world history class (Observation, 2/10/10).  

Analysis of the data revealed some inconsistencies between Steve’s interviews and 

what I observed in his classroom practice and documents he shared with me. In our 

interviews, Steve’s language about citizenship emphasized critical thinking and activity and 

described citizenship as operating at multiple levels, from family to the world (Interview, 

1/26/10). In my observations and in documents such as activity worksheets and quizzes, I 

found no examples of asking students to analyze situations, develop arguments, or critique 

sources; activities emphasized the recall or comprehension of factual content knowledge 

(Journal, 1/26/10, Observations 2/12/10, 2/26/10). Content choices and activities seemed to 

be derived from either the text itself or specific activities from a supplemental workbook on 

economics. These choices were consistent with Steve’s description of his planning processes 

and influences. The apparent contradiction might be explained by several possible factors, 

some of which I develop in the next sub-section. It should be noted that, alone among the 
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participants in this study, Steve and I had relationships with two individuals (his Ed Spec 

advisor, his most recent student teacher) that might have influenced his interview responses. 

In the process of conducting our final interviews, Steve asked that some selections related to 

student issues not be directly cited in this dissertation or other written reports. On the other 

hand, his reported level of political engagement was limited to regular voting. “I don’t do as 

much as a lot of other teachers around here do” (Interview, 2/12/10), and, like Katie’s, was 

consistent with the rare appearance of student engagement with current or controversial 

issues in his classroom. 

Factors that Facilitate or Mitigate Education for Citizenship 

In this sub-section, I address the fifth and final research question that guided this 

study. Here, I develop factors that the participating teachers viewed as facilitating education 

for citizenship at Stevens High School and factors that they perceived as working against 

education for citizenship at the school. In the previous chapter, I described the school 

institutional context. Earlier in this chapter, I described additional contextual information in 

developing the narratives about each participating teacher. In general, the factors cited by 

the teachers appear consistent with concerns grounded in their conceptions of citizenship, 

their goals as teachers of social studies, and issues relevant to participant consistency. I 

return here to the sixth theme that emerged from the data: the participating teachers perceive 

the school context and characteristics as operating to both facilitate and mitigate education 

for citizenship at Stevens High School. I also identify the tenth theme that emerged from the 
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data: Each teacher’s willingness to engage students in discussion of controversy did not 

appear related to that individual teacher’s perceptions of his or her ability to do so. 

Theme 6: Perceptions of school context factors. All four participating teachers were 

aware that Stevens High School’s special mission as the district’s college preparatory 

secondary school played a role in the enactment of citizenship education at the school. They 

differed, however, in their reasoning. These differences were consistent with how they think 

about education for citizenship. For example, Katie described school-related community 

service activities, which she viewed as helping students learn to be “good people,” but she 

was concerned about poor teacher modeling when staff ignore examples of student cheating 

(Interview, 2/9/10). Steve and Gary discussed the school as being charged with developing 

future community leaders, and both of them saw the school’s position in the district as being 

at odds with democratic citizenship. They described community concerns, which, to some 

degree, they shared, that Stevens High School drew talent and resources away from other 

district schools. 

Steve remarked that he saw some community resentment at Stevens High School’s 

position within the district. Gary went further, also describing stratification within the school 

(e.g., de facto student tracking because of Advanced Placement and International 

Baccalaureate programs) as resulting in inequitable distribution of resources within the 

school. His concern was that the structure of the school and the district promoted an 

uncaring and “competitive dynamic” at the school (Interview, 2/10/10). Matt’s perceptions 

focused on the school’s being an urban, public school; he perceived the climate at Stevens 

High School as being more conducive to the discussion of potentially controversial issues 
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than his previous parochial settings, in part due to his not having to be concerned about 

positions taken by the Catholic hierarchy or because of experiences students themselves 

brought to the classroom (Interview, 2/9/10). 

The participating teachers also perceived characteristics of the Stevens High School 

student body as impacting citizenship education at the school. All of the teachers described 

the students, in general, as being confident and outspoken, and my observation notes 

confirm these perceptions. Matt saw students’ willingness to speak their minds as an 

advantage in helping students engage in being more aware as citizens (Interview, 3/1/10). 

Katie agreed that Stevens High School’s students seemed more outgoing than she had been 

as a student, though she described varying levels of participation reflecting student race and 

gender. She explained that “African-American students tend to dominate… males seem 

more interested” (Interview, 1/25/10). She recounted an instance when a white male student 

later self-censored his thinking because of fear of how his opinion was perceived by other 

students. 

Steve described a tolerant climate in the school, as evidenced by gay and lesbian 

students who were “out” to their peers, and, in his words, were “outspoken” (Interview, 

2/12/10). He attributed his success as a teacher to his ability to connect with students across 

lines of race and gender (Interview, 2/26/10). However, he also suggested that the 

homogeneity of political opinion across the student body was a barrier to engaging students 

in issues discussions (Interview, 2/26/10). Gary emphasized social class and students’ 

awareness of class status as an overriding concern for his students. He expressed concerns 

about class differences within the school and students’ awareness of differences between 
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Stevens High School’s students and their peers in wealthy suburban areas. For example, he 

suspected that students hid their eligibility for free and reduced lunch, and that students were 

convinced that they would not get fair opportunities when competing academically against 

students from wealthy suburban districts. His concern was that the school did not do enough 

to support students’ ability to believe in their own potential for success (Interview, 2/26/10). 

The sixth theme that emerged from the data was that teachers identified a number of 

factors related to school context that they perceived as relevant to education for citizenship. 

These factors related to both the school’s mission as an academic magnet and to 

characteristics of the student body. They identified different attributes of the school or 

different salient student characteristics. However, they agreed that school context sometimes 

worked to support education for citizenship, and sometimes worked against it. 

Theme 10: Teacher willingness to engage students in controversy and teacher 

perceptions of ability. The data from the study suggests another factor that may impact 

education for citizenship at Stevens High School: teacher willingness to engage students in 

thoughtful discussion of controversial issues and their skillfulness at doing so. Steve related 

that he consciously avoided controversy most of the time, because he “had sense enough not 

to push students’ buttons” (Interview, 2/12/10). He related an instance when he had made an 

off-hand comment and felt as though the student had shut down for the remainder of the 

school year. He commented that he was proud of his ability to establish positive working 

relationships with students across lines of race and gender, and he seemed to be very 

reluctant to potentially disrupt those relationships (Interview, 2/26/10). Katie seemed 

ambivalent about engaging students in controversy. She feared making students 
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uncomfortable, and she expressed concerns about discussions “getting out of hand,” and 

“not getting things done,” (Interview, 1/26/10). However, she also stated that her reluctance 

was likely “self-imposed” (Interview, 2/9/10) and that, as a result of our discussions, she 

was thinking about introducing more discussions in her classroom (Interview, 2/25/10).  

Matt also mentioned some concern about not upsetting parents (Interview, 2/8/10), 

but he also suggested that he more often erred on the side of raising the controversy, because 

the climate at Stevens High School and in his own classroom supported his doing so 

(Interview, 3/1/10). Gary’s classroom activities and our interview conversations suggest that 

he is the participating teacher who most often engages his students in sustained discussion of 

controversial contemporary issues (Observation, 3/3/10) or develops activities that engage 

multiple perspectives on historical developments (Observation, 2/17/10). These activities are 

consistent with his goals as a social studies teacher; however, he expressed some conflict 

about his own ability to engage students with meaningful controversy without doing harm to 

students (Interview, 2/8/10). 

In our interviews, each teacher and I discussed his/her perception of his/her own 

efficacy as a teacher and skillfulness in working with controversy. Three of the four teachers 

expressed confidence in their ability to do so. Steve explained that, in some situations, he 

“played the devil’s advocate,” such as during the recent presidential campaign. On the other 

hand, he avoided introducing issues and controversial perspectives most of the time 

(Interview, 2/26/10), and there is no data from this study upon which to assess his 

skillfulness at leading discussion. Observations and the administrator perceptions survey 

both suggest a closed classroom climate, based upon classroom management practices (e.g., 
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seating disruptive students in corners) and teacher behaviors such as answering his own 

question (Observations, 2/12/10, 2/26/10). Katie also expressed confidence in her ability to 

reach and support her students and promote their learning and indicated some personal 

satisfaction from discussion situations in which she obtained high levels of student 

participation (Interview, 1/25/10). On the other hand, while there is no direct data from this 

study upon which to assess her skillfulness at leading discussion, classroom observations 

suggest a positive classroom climate and a high level of student participation and questions 

about content during recitation and teacher presentation sessions (Observations, 2/8/10, 

2/25/10). Matt also expressed confidence in his overall ability as a teacher (Interview, 

3/3/10). However, he described several of his peers as “master teachers,” while he felt that 

he had “a lot to learn” (Interview, 2/8/10). He expressed some frustration at the lack of 

opportunities to observe his peers and learn from them. Data from classroom observations 

confirmed the administrator perception survey that there was an open classroom climate in 

Matt’s classroom, however, and that students appear willing and able to engage in 

discussions of current issues.  

Among the participants in this study, Gary showed the least confidence in his overall 

ability as a teacher. He also compared himself unfavorably with some of his peers and 

expressed frustration at a lack of systematic feedback on his performance from 

administration (Interview, 2/8/10). Between the first and third interview, he shifted his 

thinking about a particular Socratic seminar activity about perspectives on poverty; initially, 

he attributed his failure in the past to manage it well to his own lack of skill (Interview, 

2/8/10). He later decided to rework the activity and run it again during our third scheduled 
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observation session. My observation notes indicate that there was a high level of thoughtful 

student engagement throughout the session (Observation, 3/3/10) and that Gary’s decision to 

ground the later session in response to text rather than an open-ended discussion promoted a 

better discussion (Journal, 3/3/10). In our final discussion together, Gary indicated that he 

was pleased with how the session had gone and that he had sought out resources to learn 

how to lead discussions on his own (Journal, 3/5/10). The data suggest that Gary is working 

on developing his skills at engaging students in thoughtful controversial issues discussion in 

his classroom. 

Gary and Katie both expressed concerns about their ability to carry out discussion-

based activities in their classrooms. Steve and Matt both expressed confidence in their 

ability to do so. On the other hand, Katie and Steve were less likely to engage students in 

controversial issues discussion than were Matt and Gary. Therefore, a ninth theme emerged 

during the collection and analysis of this data. Each individual teacher’s willingness to 

engage students in discussion of controversy in the classroom does not appear to be related 

to his or her perceptions of his skillfulness in facilitating discussion activities. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I developed individual participant descriptions for each of the four 

teachers who agreed to participate in this study. I drew upon multiple data sources – 

administrator perceptions, results of the CSSI-R, teacher interviews, classroom observations 

and documents which the participating teachers shared with me. I developed responses to 

the five research questions that guided this inquiry. I also identified ten themes that emerged 
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during collection and analysis of data during this study. These themes may be stated as the 

study’s conclusions: 

1. Participating teachers did not perceive social studies as a unified school subject 

directed toward overarching goals. 

2. Participating teachers ascribed different degrees of importance to factual content 

knowledge as an important goal for their work as social studies teachers. 

3. Participating teachers pursued individualistic goals in their work as teachers of 

social studies. 

4. Participating teachers demonstrated three different conceptions of citizenship. 

5. Participating teachers described education for citizenship as being a school-wide 

effort. 

6. Participating teachers cited institutional school context factors as inhibiting 

education for citizenship in the school. 

7. Participating teachers drew upon an idiosyncratic mix of experiences and 

influences in their decision-making. 

8. Participating teachers’ levels of political engagement seemed consistent with 

their conceptions of citizenship, the relative openness of the climate in their classroom, and 

the degree to which their students would discuss controversial issues in the classroom. 

9. Teacher talk, behaviors, and levels of political engagement were usually 

consistent with one another. 

10. Participating teachers’ willingness to implement discussion of controversial 

issues did not appear to be related to their confidence in their ability to do so.  
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In the next chapter, I restate my findings. I also place my findings in the context of 

the review of literature I developed in Chapter 2. I then offer some recommendations based 

upon my discussion of these findings. Finally, I describe some implications about potential 

additional study, based upon the conduct and findings of this study. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SIGNIFICANCE AND CONCLUSIONS 

Overview 

This study investigated the thinking and practice of four secondary social studies 

teachers in terms of how they conceptualized the nature and purposes of social studies in the 

schools, how they conceptualized education for citizenship, what experiences and influences 

they perceived as significant in their decision-making relevant to education for citizenship, 

how consistent they perceived their practice to be with their beliefs about citizenship 

education, and factors to which these teachers ascribed their ability or inability to educate 

their students for citizenship. In this chapter, I reflect on the data I reported in the preceding 

chapter.  

I begin with a summary of the findings I drew from the data analysis described in 

Chapter 4. I reiterate the conclusions that I developed from themes that emerged during the 

data analysis that I described in that chapter. Then, I address the significance of this study’s 

findings by placing them in the context of ideas developed in the relevant literature surveyed 

in Chapter 2. I also draw broader conclusions in terms of recommendations for policy and 

practice suggested by my findings. Finally, I reflect on my learning relevant to the study’s 

data and collection methodology as I describe potential directions for additional research. 
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Summary of Findings 

Nature and Purposes of Social Studies 

None of the participating teachers consistently thought about social studies itself as a 

unified field driven by the goal of developing thoughtful citizens in a democratic society. 

Each of the teachers cited differences between social studies disciplines (e.g., economics, 

history, sociology) as important in their decisions about curriculum. The participating 

teachers emphasized different goals for social studies in the schools. 

Steve articulated a goal for social studies of developing thoughtful citizens, but his 

classroom behavior and planning practices were inconsistent with his stated goals. Katie’s 

classroom behavior and planning practices were consistent with her goals, but education for 

citizenship was not an explicit instructional goal for her. Both Katie and Steve demonstrated 

an orientation toward transmission of social studies content as an overarching goal and an 

influence on their decision-making.  

Gary and Matt placed less emphasis on coverage of factual content as the most 

important goal of social studies. Gary demonstrated an orientation toward making social 

studies personally meaningful and developing students’ ability to engage with controversy, 

among other skills he viewed as useful. Matt demonstrated an orientation emphasizing the 

idea that social studies could be a vehicle for helping students identify with the communities 

of which they are a part. Further, it could provide students with examples of individuals who 

make positive contributions. Gary and Matt appeared to be making conscious choices about 

curriculum emphases to reinforce particular content, skills, and attitudes relevant to their 

particular goals. 
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One conclusion from my analysis of the data from this study is that these teachers 

did not conceive of social studies as a unified field driven by overarching goals. A second 

conclusion is that each of the participating teachers placed at least some importance on the 

transmission of factual content as a goal in their decision-making. A third conclusion is that 

each individual teacher appeared to approach his or her work as a social studies teachers as 

the pursuit of his or her own individual goals that are not clearly grounded in an explicit 

orientation toward education for citizenship. However, the teachers in this study appeared to 

hold powerful tacit ideas about their goals as teachers of social studies that reflect varying 

conceptions of citizenship. That is, underlying and unarticulated goals appear to drive their 

decision-making and practice. 

Conceptions of Citizenship and Education for Citizenship 

The teachers in this study appear to have developed three different 

conceptualizations of citizenship. Katie and Steve conceptualize citizenship as typically 

about respectful behavior towards others, as evidenced by following expectations. Issues 

awareness and skill development relevant to considering or articulating multiple 

perspectives are absent (or very rare) in their classrooms. For them, education for citizenship 

involves teacher modeling and enforcement of respectful behaviors towards others.  

On the other hand, Gary’s conception of citizenship is grounded in the ability to 

engage in civil conversation with others with whom one disagrees. It also requires 

knowledge of conditions and issues that characterize one’s local community. For him, 

education for citizenship needs to reflect students’ experiences within the local community. 
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It also demands that he consciously design activities that require students to adopt varying 

perspectives or listen to the perspectives of others, even as they express their own 

perspectives.  

Matt’s conception of citizenship emphasizes how individuals see themselves as 

members of multiple communities. His conceptualization of citizenship requires individuals 

to recognize their potential contributions to the communities of which they are a part. For 

him, education for citizenship requires that he be flexible in planning. He purposefully tries 

to help students draw connections between historical situations and the present or between 

students’ experiences and situations in other places.  

The teachers in this study also differed in the scale on which education for 

citizenship operates. Katie’s and Steve’s thinking is most often directed at situations and 

behaviors within the school itself. Gary and Matt both draw upon their students’ experiences 

in the school and community. However, Gary’s focus is clearly on local concerns and issues. 

Matt’s focus includes local concerns and issues, but he also draws upon national and world 

events in his planning. 

I drew a fourth conclusion relevant to how these teachers conceive of citizenship. 

The participating teachers demonstrated three different conceptions of citizenship: (1) 

citizenship as ethical, respectful behavior, (2) citizenship as connectedness to multiple 

communities, and (3) citizenship as awareness of local social issues and skillfulness at 

discussing them. They also perceived of education for citizenship in ways that differ, but 

their perceptions were consistent with their conceptions of citizenship itself. 
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Prior Experiences and Influences 

The teachers in this study described prior experiences and influences on their 

decision-making. The prior experiences and influences they cited differed greatly. They also 

differed in self-reports of their own levels of political engagement. 

The participants took different routes into the profession. Katie rejected her formal 

teacher preparation and relied on her early classroom experiences to shape her decisions. 

She also reported a self-imposed responsibility to address content. Steve also cited his own 

teaching experience, deference to prepared materials, and testing pressures as shaping his 

decision-making. Both Katie and Steve also suggested that concerns about classroom 

management influenced their decisions. Matt indicated that his alternative certification route 

had taught him to be spontaneous and flexible in his planning. Only Gary recalled using 

specific technical learning from his teacher preparation coursework. He also cited 

collaborative in-service activities at the school as important in his decision-making. 

Matt and Gary reported very high levels of political engagement. Both Matt and 

Gary also reported long-standing interest in politics. Matt’s interests appeared to be more 

wide ranging than Gary’s. Gary restricted his activities to local issues and candidates. Katie 

and Steve described themselves as being regular voters who did not work for or contribute to 

campaigns or otherwise demonstrate political activity. None of the teachers initially 

identified their political behaviors as influences on their thinking. 

The data support four conclusions relevant to the teachers’ prior experiences and 

influences on their decision-making. First, each of the teachers described education for 

citizenship as a school-wide effort, though they differed in specific examples they used. 
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Second, they believed that education for citizenship was not as effective at this school as it 

might be, although their reasons for believing so differed. Third, each of them cited specific 

institutional school context factors in describing ways in which education for citizenship at 

the school fell short. Fourth, each of these teachers drew upon an eclectic mix of experiences 

and influences in their decision-making.  

Consistency between Practice and Beliefs about Citizenship Education 

Three of the participating teachers demonstrated a high level of consistency between 

their statements about social studies and citizenship education on the one hand, and their 

planning practices and classroom behaviors, on the other. The fourth, Steve, appears to draw 

from his familiarity with professional literature to describe social studies and citizenship 

education. However, his planning practices and classroom behaviors appear to derive from 

his concerns about content coverage, classroom management, and teacher-student 

relationships. Steve felt comfortable with his classroom practice. However, he cited school 

context factors that he believed undermined citizenship education in the school. 

Although Katie, Gary, and Matt expressed different goals and priorities in their work 

as teachers of social studies, each of these participants’ practice was consistent with their 

stated goals. Katie and Matt were more or less satisfied with their ability to put their goals 

into action. Katie wanted to promote an orderly classroom with high student engagement 

and interest. Matt wanted to help students see how they are living in multiple communities 

and can contribute to them. However, like Steve, they both described context factors that 

they believed hindered citizenship education at the school. 
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Gary also described context factors that he believed hampered citizenship education 

efforts at the school. However, he expressed doubts about his ability to implement activities 

consistent with his goal to helping students engage in civil discussion of controversial 

issues. 

Each of the participating teachers demonstrated high degrees of consistency between 

their own political engagement outside of school, their conceptions of citizenship, and their 

decision-making relevant to education for citizenship. Matt and Gary both described high 

levels of ongoing political engagement and active participation. On the other hand, Katie 

and Steve described more limited political engagement, restricted to keeping current with 

events and voting regularly.  

The data suggest a conclusion relevant to consistency. Each teacher’s level of 

political engagement, conception of citizenship, teacher talk, and classroom behaviors were 

congruent with one another, except for the discrepancy between Steve’s statements about 

social studies goals, on the one hand, and his other ideas and his behaviors, on the other. 

Factors that Facilitate or Mitigate Education for Citizenship 

Each of the participating teachers described factors that they believed supported 

education for citizenship at the school. In particular, Katie described student community 

service activities. Gary and Steve described a community expectation that the school 

develop the community’s future leadership. Matt perceived less pressure on teachers to 

avoid controversy at this school than elsewhere. All of the teachers described the students in 

general as outspoken and confident. 
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Each of the teachers expressed concerns about factors that they perceived as 

hindering citizenship efforts at the school. Katie focused on poor teacher modeling but also 

observed racial and gender differences among her students’ willingness to express views. 

Gary and Steve described adult favoritism toward particular groups of students in the school. 

Gary linked favoritism to the relative status attached to some of the multiple curricular paths 

available at the school. He also described student social class issues as being salient. Matt 

perceived the school as not devoting enough resources and effort toward connecting students 

with members of the community outside of the school. 

The data support a final conclusion relevant to institutional school factors. These 

teachers perceived school institutional practices and context factors as impacting education 

for citizenship at the school. They described particular issues and concerns that inhibited 

education for citizenship. These particular issues and concerns were consistent with their 

conceptions of citizenship itself and of education for citizenship. 

Significance: Potential Impact on Adolescents’ Political Socialization 

The findings from this study are consistent with the findings in the literature that 

assert that adolescent political socialization is a complex process and one in which social 

studies learning experiences may often play only a limited role. While the focus of this study 

was not on the political socialization of students at Stevens High School per se, both teacher 

interviews and classroom observations suggested that many students at the school could 

demonstrate interest in political events and social issues, had formed opinions about them, 

were willing to express their opinions, and were willing to consider alternative points of 
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view. That is, when provided with opportunities by their teachers, at least some students 

were exhibiting behaviors consistent with participatory citizenship. The clear presence of an 

open classroom climate in Gary’ s and Matt’s classrooms, and the potential for an open 

classroom climate in Katie’s, permitted students to engage, at least sometimes, in discussion 

activities. Such activities would be consistent with experiences described by Ehman (1969), 

Blankenship (1990), and Hahn and Tocci (1990) as promoting student political interest. The 

presence of an open classroom climate is associated with positive democratic political 

socialization outcomes. In this study, classroom observations supported the building 

administrator perception instrument and the analysis of the CSSI-R. There was variance in 

the classroom climate across the four participating teachers. Both Gary’s and Matt’s 

classrooms appeared to demonstrate very open classroom climates. For example, students 

raised questions in Matt’s classroom about substance, presentation style, and omissions in 

President Obama’s State of the Union speech. Although Gary’s classroom practices are 

more structured, nearly every student participated in his Socratic seminar; a range of views 

and perspectives were shared and listened to, and students shared relevant personal 

experiences and demonstrated a high level of self-disclosure. In Katie’s classroom, little 

extended discussion was observed, but students were quick to ask content-related questions 

or seek clarification.  

According to administrator perceptions, Steve’s classroom climate would have likely 

been the least open, and my observations confirmed that student participation was limited. 

There was no evidence of extended discussion observed. Teacher behaviors I observed in 

Steve’s classroom suggested a more closed classroom climate and no opportunities for 
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students to demonstrate or practice such interest. Across the four cases, therefore, this study 

helps explain the findings of Langston and Jennings (1968) and Ehman (1969) that the 

number of social studies classes taken, in itself, does not impact positive political 

socialization for students. Classroom climate varies in ways that matter. 

During our interviews, each of the participating teachers was able to compare his or 

her own political leanings with those of the students as a group, though they disagreed about 

whether their tendencies to agree or disagree with their students were obstacles to their 

work. Steve was confident that he was able to “play devil’s advocate,” so he was 

unconcerned. On the other hand, Gary felt he had to make a special effort to structure 

activities to make sure that views other than those he and his students tended to share would 

emerge. Classroom observations demonstrated that Gary’s efforts were reflected in 

classroom practice. 

Each of the participating teachers also perceived that characteristics of the school 

and community shaped education for citizenship at Stevens High School. All of them would 

likely agree with Matt’s comment in one of our interviews: “there’s lots of missed 

opportunities around here” (Interview, 2/9/10), though for differing reasons. Matt was 

frustrated that the school did not do more to expose students to successful individuals in the 

community, although he made special efforts to secure resources to do so for his own 

classroom. He expressed his lack of understanding about why he saw fewer such 

opportunities at Stevens High School than he had in his previous parochial setting. The 

differences Matt perceived appear consistent with Sehr’s contention (1997) that adolescents’ 
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experiences of school-based civic education require specific institutional focus, practices, 

and activities to fully promote students’ growth as democratic citizens. 

Steve expressed concerns about institutional favoritism, particularly in terms of male 

athletes enjoying special privileges within the school and the school drawing off student and 

teacher talent from other schools. Gary also expressed concern about Stevens High School 

enjoying a privileged position within the community and about an inequitable distribution of 

resources because of elitist programming within the school, but he situated his concerns in 

terms of students’ relatively low socio-economic status compared with other secondary 

schools in the metropolitan area. Katie’s concerns focused exclusively on school-level 

issues, a willingness on the part of staff to not hold students accountable for academic 

honesty. The perceptions that Katie, Gary, and Steve expressed in our interviews are 

consistent with the ideas expressed by Sehr (1997) that schools’ institutional practices in 

programming and in grouping students may undermine stated commitments to education for 

citizenship.  

Significance: Democratic Citizenship and Education for Citizenship 

The findings of this study are consistent with reports of the multiple and 

contradictory ways that individuals think about citizenship and education for citizenship. 

However, the data suggest that teachers’ ideas about their own roles as citizens are enacted 

in their thinking and practices as educators for citizenship. I have not found that relationship 

described in the literature. 
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The ways in which the four participating teachers described democratic citizenship 

point out the false consensus described by Longstreet (1985) and Ross (2001). With the 

exception of Gary, who rejected the use of the term citizenship itself, the teachers in this 

study perceived some of their efforts as being at least supportive of education for 

citizenship. Across all four cases, it appears that the participants in this study demonstrate 

three different conceptions of citizenship. These differences relate to three dimensions: the 

scope of citizenship across time and space; the degree to which citizenship is an ongoing or 

occasional role or responsibility; and the behaviors required of citizens in a democracy. In 

each of the four cases, it appears that their ideas about citizenship make a difference in their 

decision-making and practice. It also appears that these three conceptions of citizenship are 

not only enacted in these teachers’ school lives, but also in their lives as citizens beyond 

school. 

Citizenship as Ethical Behavior: Katie and Steve 

Katie and Steve both described their own levels of political engagement as being 

moderate. Katie felt a responsibility to vote regularly; Steve also describes himself as a 

regular voter. However, these teachers do not perceive themselves as particularly politically 

active. Katie expressed her view that democratic citizenship implied individual freedom to 

choose the level of one’s political engagement. Her overriding concern was that her 

students, as citizens, demonstrate ethical behavior: honesty and respectful relationships with 

others. Indeed, her concern about students’ discussions potentially getting unruly suggests a 

tendency to avoid potential controversy and conflict, as does her concern about potentially 
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indoctrinating students. Individual students might choose to participate in debate or other 

activities if they wished to pursue an interest in issues or develop skills at making 

arguments. She hoped that her students would participate in charity towards others, as a 

means of contributing to the community, though she viewed such actions as matters of 

individual choice and not a function of what happens in a classroom. Although he defined 

citizenship as being, in part, active, Steve expressed concerns about student behavior, 

couched in terms of students failing to demonstrate responsibility. He also physically 

excluded particular students as a classroom management measure. His concerns about 

potentially damaging his own relationships with students suggested a tendency to avoid 

controversy in his classroom. He also believed he successfully avoided revealing his own 

political views in the classroom. 

In Katie’s and Steve’s classrooms, students are experiencing expectations that 

citizens follow rules and demonstrate respectful behavior to others. Their goals suggest 

concerns about issues of maintenance of order and responsibility noted in elementary 

teachers by Brint et al., (2001). Both of these teachers described some attention to elections 

in their classroom during presidential election years. Just as they themselves limit their 

political engagement to periodic participation, attention to political and social issues occurs 

only periodically in these classrooms.  

Citizenship as the Local and Interpersonal: Gary 

Gary is highly engaged in political activities in the local community. He has 

volunteered for political campaigns and regularly makes political campaign contributions. 
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He speaks with passion about his political views, and he hopes that his students will see that 

enthusiasm and emulate it. One of his overriding concerns is that students, as citizens, learn 

how to express their views and learn how to listen to others with whom they disagree. He is 

concerned about students being respectful, but he feels an obligation to help students 

become better at maintaining positive relationships with others, even when they disagree.  

Gary’s decision-making as a teacher reflects his own citizenship behaviors. He uses 

examples from the local community as analogies to historical events and situations. He 

designs lessons where students play the roles of historical figures who disagree or discuss 

potentially controversial issues that are prominent in their own lives and in their community. 

Gary has expectations that all students will participate in these activities; he does not 

typically allow his students to choose to not participate. In his classroom, students are 

experiencing expectations that citizens are responsible for being aware of issues of concern 

in their community, responsible for expressing their own views with civility, and responsible 

for respectfully listening to the views of others. His ideas about education for citizenship are 

consistent with the practices described by Hahn and Tocci (1990), Hahn (2010), and Hess 

(2010). 

Citizenship as Connection to Communities: Matt 

Matt’s discussion of his goals for his students and our conversations about the 

concept of citizenship emphasized the idea of the connectedness of the citizens with others 

and responsibility toward others. His long-standing interest in politics and world affairs 

came through during interviews and other conversations. He views political engagement as 
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an obligation to use one’s talents and gifts for the benefit of the community. His work on 

campaigns, his candidacy for local office, and his decision to become a member of a local 

civic organization demonstrate a high level of ongoing political engagement. His conscious 

effort at accessing a wide range of news sources also demonstrates this commitment. His 

goals for his students include their ability to identify with the perspectives and situations of 

other people within the local community, around the world, and across time. 

In his classroom, Matt’s orientation toward the concept of citizenship is manifested 

in content choices and other classroom decisions. He regularly brings in examples from 

current events that relate to an issue or situation being studied; those events may be 

occurrences in the school itself, local issues, national happenings, or events in other parts of 

the world. Classroom talk emphasizes the idea of community, and he calls students’ 

attention to examples of individuals who make an impact on communities, at various levels 

and in markedly different spheres. He couches behavior expectations and directions for 

activities in terms of taking responsibility for the well-being of others in the classroom. In 

his classroom, students are experiencing citizenship as active awareness of the multiple 

communities in which they live together. His conception of citizenship demands that 

individuals make positive differences in their communities based on their individual skills 

and talents. 

 Matt’s thinking about citizenship is consistent with ideas about student engagement 

in open discussion of controversial issues (Hahn, 2010; Hess, 2010). However, it is also 

consistent with flexible and multiple loyalty commitments described as cosmopolitan 

citizenship (Banks, 2009; Mitchell & Parker, 2008). 
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Taken together, the participating teachers’ ideas about citizenship and education for 

citizenship represent the range of ideas described by Gibson (2001). Some of the teachers 

reflected a relatively passive view of citizenship as obedience to authority, respect toward 

others, and participating periodically by voting. Others view citizenship more actively, in 

terms of engagement with broader communities and/or developing the capacity to engage in 

civil conversation about issues of concern. As Gibson points out, these behaviors are not 

mutually exclusive. Indeed, at different times and in different contexts, citizens need to 

display each of these behaviors. In short, as a group, the teachers in this study reflected the 

broad range of views about citizenship that are held within American society as a whole. 

Having been politically socialized within the society, it should be no surprise the teachers 

are neither better nor worse than their fellow citizens.  

Significance: Teacher Beliefs 

The data within and across the cases reported in this study support the descriptions of 

the nature and importance of teacher beliefs described in Chapter 2. Specifically, the beliefs, 

perceptions, and attitudes of the teachers in this study do appear to be drawn from critical 

incidents and experiences with students, to sometimes be consistent with their decision-

making, and to sometimes be in contradiction with one another. The teachers in this study 

also demonstrated a range in their self-awareness about their beliefs, perceptions, and 

attitudes consistent with ideas in the literature about teacher beliefs in general.  

The literature describes the complexity of teacher beliefs (Richardson, 2001; Tobin 

& LaMaster, 1992). It also contends that teacher beliefs are powerful in terms of shaping 
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teacher decision-making and that teachers tend to form perceptions from particularly 

powerful memories of critical incidents. The teachers in this study perceived that students’ 

views were generally aligned with those of their parents and churches, and often reinforced 

by their peers at school. Interview data revealed that each of the participating teachers felt 

that she or he was able to describe the predominant political leanings of the student body, 

and each gave examples of individuals who took less popular positions in classroom 

discussions. These teachers had drawn conclusions about their students, formed perceptions, 

and acted on their perceptions, as proposed by Ernest (1989) and Ross et al. (1992). During 

our interviews, each participant recalled specific classroom incidents. For example, Katie 

recalled an incident when she felt a need to intervene to assert a student’s right to express an 

unpopular position during a discussion about civil rights, and Gary described the reaction a 

student evoked from his peers during a discussion about poverty and personal responsibility. 

Steve and Matt also recalled specific incidents with particular students and articulated how 

they had altered their responses. Some of the literature about teacher thinking (Goodman, 

1988; Nespor, 1987) asserts that memories that influence teacher perceptions and thinking 

are episodic, and each of the teachers in this study related vivid episodic memories, some 

very recent (Matt), some from the last two years (Gary and Katie), and some from more than 

ten years ago (Steve).  

The literature asserts that teacher beliefs about different aspects of students, teaching, 

and learning are related. The data sets from this study are often consistent with such 

assertions that beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes form structures; perceptions relevant to one 

aspect may impact beliefs in another (Pajares, 1992). In this study, Katie’s stated concerns 



133 

about management (her perception that she would not want things to “get out of hand”) were 

related to her ideas about instructional planning (her reluctance to engage students in 

extended discussion more often). Similarly, Gary’s belief that social studies needs to be 

personally meaningful to students appears to be related to ways in which his planning of 

student activities has changed over time (e.g., refining a business plan project in economics 

to make it more authentic; the dialogue activity during the study of the Protestant 

Reformation as an interpersonal relations activity).  

On the other hand, the data sets from this study also support ideas in the literature 

about inconsistency between different aspects of individual teachers’ belief systems 

(Goodman, 1988; Judson, 2006; Richardson, 2003). For example, Steve’s stated goals for 

the social studies (critical thinking as a means toward democratic citizenship) do not appear 

to be consistent with his descriptions of his planning practices (uncritical use of text 

materials), his goals in planning (the “need to keep them busy”) or his perception of his role 

as a successful teacher (not wanting to make students uncomfortable or mad at him). His 

classroom behaviors appear to be consistent with his statements about planning practices, 

goals in planning, and self-perception of having positive relationships with students. His 

classroom behaviors do not appear to be consistent with his statements about critical 

thinking as a means toward democratic citizenship. 

Inconsistency across different aspects of individual teachers’ beliefs systems has 

been ascribed to teachers having not reflected upon their own beliefs (Goodman, 1988). In 

this study, Katie and Matt had greater difficulty in addressing interview questions that asked 

them about conceptual definitions (e.g., citizenship) than Gary did. In interviews, Gary 
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described keeping a daily journal, and he also expressed uncertainty about his practice. 

These behaviors would suggest that he had engaged in more systematic reflection about his 

practice than the other participants had. 

Significance: Teacher Beliefs about Social Studies 

The purpose of this study was to investigate questions about secondary social studies 

teachers’ perceptions of citizenship and education for citizenship. The data from this study 

support previous studies that propose that teachers adopt different stances toward the goals 

of social studies (Adler, 1984; Barr et al. 1977; Goodman & Adler, 1985). It is also 

consistent with previous studies that note inconsistencies between teachers’ expressed 

beliefs about social studies and its goals and their practice (Adler, 1984; Angell, 1998; 

Goodman & Adler, 1985; Johnson, 1990; Wilson, Konopak & Readence, 1994). However, 

the data from this study do not consistently support conclusions about reasons for such 

inconsistency. This study does support the conclusions in the literature that teachers’ prior 

experiences are powerful influences on their perceptions of social studies. 

Teacher perceptions of their goals as social studies educators and their actual 

practice reflected different stances toward social studies. For example, Katie’s and Steve’s 

planning practices and classroom activities were consistent with a content-coverage 

approach associated with the transmissionist tradition described by Barr et al. (1977). 

However, Katie and Steve differed in their reasons for adopting that stance. Steve referenced 

institutional constraints. He cited the demands of state testing and college entrance exams as 

being important considerations in planning, which would be consistent with assertions that 
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external constraints prevent teachers from implementing what they would otherwise do 

(Cornett, 1990; Misco & Patterson, 2007; Van Hover & Yeager, 2004). However, Steve’s 

perception that experts (e.g., textbook publishers) should make decisions about curriculum 

and instruction, and Katie’s description of her perception of needing to cover content as self-

imposed would suggest that other factors may be at work. Possible factors might be these 

teachers’ conceptions of history as a discipline, as hypothesized by Evans (1988, 1990) or 

their broader views about what constitutes teaching and learning, as suggested by Adler 

(1984). 

Neither Gary nor Matt cited a need to cover content as a concern during their 

planning. Both consulted building curriculum guidelines. However, both also engaged 

students in more inquiry-like activities, more consistent with either the social science 

tradition (conducting school surveys, developing business plans) or reflective inquiry 

tradition (assessing historical figures’ motives, comparing religious practices) described by 

Barr, et al. (1977). In these cases, these teachers attributed inconsistency between their 

stated goals and practice to different factors. Gary explained his inability to do more with 

discussion of controversy in his own classroom to his lack of pedagogical skill. Matt 

expressed frustration at not receiving sufficient institutional support for his efforts to engage 

students more directly with individuals in the local community. It should be noted, however, 

that both of these teachers took specific actions to overcome these perceived barriers. Gary 

sought out resources to teach himself about discussion protocols, and Matt successfully 

gained special funding to support a field trip for his students. 
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The literature suggests that the skills and experiences that teachers bring with them 

before their teacher education, certain aspects of teacher education program, as well as the 

teaching context impact social studies teachers’ beliefs about social studies and the 

consistency with which they act upon those beliefs.  

All of the teachers in this study cited influences from experiences prior to their 

teacher education programs as being important in their thinking about their goals and 

practice. Gary emphasized his having grown up in the school community. Katie described 

her own shyness as a high school student and her interest in sociology in college. Matt 

described the influence of secondary teachers who helped him become enthusiastic about 

politics, and Steve attributed his interest in history to his undergraduate professors.  

Three of the four teachers in this study (Gary, Matt and Steve) described specific 

influences from their teacher preparation programs. Gary described a specific lesson plan 

model. Matt cited the support of his peers in his alternative certification cohort. Steve 

described his teacher preparation as having an urban focus, which resulted in spending most 

of his career at this school. Katie, however, made no mention of specific influences from her 

teacher preparation; indeed, she indicated that she rejected what she had been taught and 

learned to teach on her own. This study does not directly address the impact of pre-service 

teacher preparation on teacher beliefs and practices. However, I infer that teacher 

preparation appears to have had, at best, only a very limited impact on these teachers’ ideas 

about social studies goals and practice. 



137 

Recommendations 

I frame this discussion in three areas. First, I argue that any discussion of 

recommendations must emerge from a genuine shared social vision of education for 

democratic citizenship. Second, I propose two recommendations that address matters of 

educational policy and may be relevant to national, state, and local decision-makers. Finally, 

I propose two recommendations that address implementation issues and may be more 

relevant to teacher educators and school personnel and others engaged in pre-service teacher 

preparation and in-service social studies teacher professional development. The overarching 

idea is to influence the decision-making of individual teachers through consistent and 

systematic focus on the concept of citizenship and the demands of education for citizenship. 

The National Council for the Social Studies (1992) asserts that social studies is a integrative 

field of study with a special focus on the development of civic competence. Such focus 

should drive curriculum decisions, institutional practices in the school, pre-service teacher 

preparation, and in-service teacher professional development. It should also undergird the 

broader civic mission of schools in our society. 

A Genuine Commitment to Education for Democratic Citizenship 

Ultimately, the promotion of education for democratic citizenship is a matter of will. 

While I am not optimistic that any or all of these factors are likely to be addressed, I offer 

this analysis as a description of the task at hand, based on my understanding of the literature 

and my reflection on my experiences in this study. 
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There are several broader contextual factors that obstruct education for democratic 

citizenship in American society. Its system of schooling is deeply fragmented in ways that 

stratify communities according to race, ethnicity, and social class. Concerns about economic 

competitiveness and narrowly defined academic achievement have constricted school 

curricula and driven redistribution of resources. Finally, the circumstances around the 

decline of earlier efforts at education for democratic citizenship are instructive. Taken 

together, it seems clear that powerful social groups are not supportive of educating all 

students as thoughtful, engaged, and active citizens.  

Gotham (2002) identified how economic, political, and social factors gave rise to 

racial segregation in American schools. Using Kansas City, Missouri, as an example, he 

described how political fragmentation of school governance across multiple districts, federal 

housing policies, and real estate practices that played into racial fears and political resistance 

led to the failure of desegregation efforts in American cities. Ultimately, federal efforts to 

assure equitable schools for all children ended in 1995 when the United States Supreme 

Court retreated from effective remedies to promote desegregation. One result has been to 

entrench an educational system that provides very different resources and opportunities to 

students based on social class and race. At Stevens High School, Matt described lack of 

resources for getting students connected to their community. Gary expressed concerns about 

his students perceiving that they were less worthy than suburban students. The impact of 

these circumstances on education for citizenship is two-fold. First, inequitable resources 

hinder it. Second, inequities promote the division between the rulers and ruled described by 

Levine (2009). 
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The demise of policy efforts to promote equity through desegregation has been 

followed by another trend: increasing use of testing and sanctions to promote school 

accountability. The implementation of federal accountability measures has had the effect of 

narrowing curricula in ways that impair education for citizenship. 

Within the current climate of school accountability, one perverse consequence has 

been that sanctions associated with the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 (NCLB) create 

incentives for schools to de-emphasize goals not subject to sanctions. In the case of Stevens 

High School, one social studies teaching position was eliminated at the start of the school 

year prior to this study, despite stable enrollment. The result has been increasing class sizes 

(up to 35 students) in some social studies classes. This example is consistent with reports of 

de-emphasis on social studies and other subjects reported elsewhere (National Center for 

Educational Policy, 2007; NCSS, 2007). As Moe (2003) explains, rewarding only some 

goals among multiple goals provides incentives for individual agents to make minimal 

efforts toward goals for which they will not be rewarded. In other words, what gets tested 

and rewarded (or not punished), gets taught.  

Giroux (2005) attributes these developments to a number of “anti-democratic 

tendencies” (p. xvii) in American life. In particular, he warns about the rise of a market 

fundamentalist ideology that promotes individualism at the expense of the common good 

and replaces social relations with economic ones. Such an ideology undermines democratic 

values. He also describes Bush administration policies on education: 

The third antidemocratic dogma is visible in the relentless attempt on the part of the 
Bush administration to destroy critical education as a foundation for an engaged 
citizenry and a vibrant democracy. The attack on critical education is evident not 
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only in the attempt to standardize curricula, privatize public schools, and use the 
language of business as a model for running schools, but also in the ongoing effort to 
hand over those larger educational forces in the culture to a small group of corporate 
interests. Schooling is reduced to training, rote learning and, with regard to poor 
minorities in poverty stricken neighborhoods, becomes a form of warehousing. 
Teachers are now viewed as either technicians, depoliticized professionals, or if they 
belong to a teachers’ union, as Education Secretary Rod Paige has pointed out, 
members of a “terrorist organization.” (p. xxi) 

While the specific policy mechanisms may be new, battles over social studies 

classrooms as public spaces promoting democratic inquiry into social issues clearly are not. 

In the 1930s and 1940s, the issues-centered Rugg textbook series was widely adopted. This 

text was an expression of the social reconstructionist wing within the broader progressive 

education movement. The series was intended to support teachers in leading discussions of 

social issues and controversies. By the end of World War II, the efforts of the American 

Legion and the National Association of Manufacturers to remove the Rugg textbook series 

from public schools were ultimately successful (Evans, 2004, 2007). In the 1960s, the new 

social studies movement, exemplified by materials such as Man, A Course of Study,sought 

to engage students with the central concepts and modes of inquiry of history and the social 

sciences. Advocates of this movement were essentially interested in promoting more 

challenging content and promoting students’ ability to think well. While the new social 

studies movement was not explicitly promoting student inquiry into controversial issues, it, 

too, came under attack by such groups as the John Birch Society and the Heritage 

Foundation. Federal funding for further marketing and development of such materials was 

ended (Evans, 2004).  
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These two examples are instructive for several reasons. First, they are examples of 

attempts to implement alternatives to the dominant transmissionist tradition described by 

Barr et al. (1977). Second, there is no evidence that either the Rugg textbook series or the 

new social studies materials made lasting, widespread changes in students’ experiences of 

social studies in schools. That is, neither reform effort was able to substantially alter teacher 

practice. Therefore, they offer examples of the reflexive conservatism of teachers’ practice 

(Lortie, 1975). Finally, these examples demonstrate the persistent resistance of powerful 

groups toward making social studies classrooms into democratic spaces, as well as a 

persistent use of patriotism or Americanism as a rationale in that opposition. It would seem 

that many in power would prefer their citizens to be subjects. That is, they would prefer 

most people being unaware, or uncritical, or to behave, in one educator’s words, like the 

ruled, rather than the rulers (Meier, 2009).  

However, adolescents’ experiences in specific classrooms matter. Transmissionist 

social studies and powerful opposition to critical social studies may operate at the level of 

school systems. School systems may be increasingly stratified by race and social class. Still, 

teachers’ specific decisions about what to teach, how to teach it, and about classroom 

climate appear grounded in their individual beliefs. Thornton (1989) described the 

importance of teachers’ decisions as instructional gatekeepers. For teachers like Matt and 

Gary, individual decisions seek to promote student social awareness and to provide students 

with practice in speaking up and listening to one another. Moe (2003) described the potential 

power of teacher autonomy. Ideally, educational accountability efforts in the USA could 

support the efforts of teachers to foster democratic citizenship, as educational policy efforts 
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do elsewhere. Within specific institutional settings, according to Hahn (2010), teachers vary 

and their decisions matter.    

Curricular Mandates and Education for Citizenship 

Each of the participants referenced curricular mandates as having at least some 

impact on their instructional decision-making. Again, I am not particularly optimistic that 

state or federal officials will redirect curricular mandates in ways that would provide 

incentives for promoting education for citizenship. However, I offer these ideas from 

reflecting upon the experiences of the teachers at Stevens High School. 

At this school, teachers themselves had collectively identified broad topics to be 

addressed in specific social studies courses. The relative weight that individual teachers gave 

to the relatively broad topics mandated for particular social studies courses at this school 

varied. Further, Lortie (1975) cautions us that vertical lines of authority are not always 

effective at shaping teacher behavior, and Moe (2003) describes how teachers’ individual 

goals enacted with autonomy can undermine policy directed from outside of the classroom. 

However, for teachers like Katie and Steve, who appeared to have interpreted these 

mandates as demanding a content coverage orientation toward curriculum decisions, 

mandates that would demand sustained student inquiry into social issues with a values 

dimension would seem likely to impact the experiences of students in their classrooms. 

Recent federal policy proposals seek to revamp educational accountability measures and call 

for promotion of students’ critical thinking in the USA (White House, 2010). Although 

“critical thinking” is not defined in this proposal, the term at least provides an opening for 
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engaging students in activities that would require them to weigh alternatives and develop 

well-reasoned solutions in cooperation with others. For teachers like Matt, such mandates 

may promote efforts at making his students’ engagement with social issues even more 

meaningful. For teachers like Gary, having curricular expectations that require student 

encounters with social issues would provide validation for his efforts to engage students in 

civil discussions of controversial issues.  

Kahne and Middaugh (2008, 2010) propose a framework including specific 

curricular supports for civic education. They include opportunities for students to learn 

about ways to improve their own communities: working on community projects, learning 

about current events, meeting and learning about role models, and experiencing an open 

classroom climate. Other western democracies (e.g., the Netherlands) mandate student 

discussion of controversial social issues. Although such efforts have varying success in 

individual classrooms, students are more likely to have such experiences when official 

mandates are in place to require them (Hahn, 1998, 2010; Hahn & Alviar-Martin, 2006; 

Hahn & Tocci, 1990). 

The development of this school’s efforts at promoting consistency across teachers 

teaching a specific course would appear to be driven by biannual state testing at grades eight 

and eleven. For example, Gary and Steve were making efforts with eighth graders to align 

course activities to support student success on that test. If a state testing regime is in place, 

assessments should include student performances or tasks that would require students to 

discern and consider varying points of view and develop well-reasoned arguments on 

controversial issues. Through the 1970s, the National Assessment of Education Progress 
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(NAEP) included observational measures of student cooperation and student ability to work 

toward consensus, take clear positions, give reasons for points of view, or defend others’ 

rights to hold different views. More recent NAEP assessments have narrowed their foci to 

content measures. However, other democratic states, such as Great Britain and the 

Netherlands, have accountability schemes in place that include observational reports on 

student interactions and other student characteristics (Rothstein & Jacobsen, 2009). 

At this particular school, curriculum decisions appear to be in the hands of the social 

studies teachers as a group. It seems that the social studies teachers feel responsibility for 

aligning curriculum choices and instructional practices as external authorities encourage 

them to do so. In particular, efforts could be made to explicitly align curriculum choices and 

instructional practices toward the major purpose of social studies as described by NCSS: 

“the promotion of civic competence – which is the knowledge, skills and attitudes required 

of students to be able to assume ‘the office of citizen’ (as Thomas Jefferson put it) in our 

democratic republic” (NCSS, 1992, p. 3). If policy makers were serious about the civic 

mission of the schools, local districts, states, and the federal government could promote 

civic education through curricular mandates and accountability schemes. 

Institutional Practices and Arrangements and the Civic Mission of Schools 

All of the teachers described institutional arrangements that impacted the 

development of what they viewed as good citizenship among students. The findings from 

this study support the recommendation that schools and districts should examine informal 
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practices and formal structural arrangements. Local policymakers should critique practices 

that impact students’ equitable access to resources and opportunities in their school setting. 

Katie and Steve described concerns about informal practices in the school that 

resulted in inequitable privileges for some students or failing to hold those students 

accountable for school expectations. Gary went further and explicitly described inequities in 

resources which favored elite programs such as the International Baccalaureate and 

Advanced Placement. Each of these teachers perceived that these practices have an adverse 

impact on students’ perceptions of their worth and dignity relative to other students. Their 

concerns echo the ideas about schools reflecting the two-class, ruler vs. ruled citizenry as 

Meier (2009) warns about. Kahne and Middaugh (2010) report that students in advanced 

courses are more likely to report that they experienced service learning, issues discussions, 

field trips, or community speakers. These ideas support the cautions described by Metzger 

and Barr (1978), that students’ perceptions of political efficacy can be undermined by school 

practices. School routines may support compliance and order but fail to support political 

engagement (Fuller & Rasiah, 2005). 

Institutional structures could be expanded to promote more systematic ways to 

support education for citizenship. Katie described school charitable service opportunities. 

Steve described a Gay-Straight Alliance organization at the school. Both of these may 

support education for citizenship; however, none of the participants described ways in which 

students are involved in either meaningful school governance or sustained service learning 

projects grounded in social action. Such efforts would expand upon classroom efforts at 

education for citizenship as documented by Sehr (1997). Meier (2009) describes not only 
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meaningful student participation in school governance, but also a cross-curricular emphasis 

on habits of mind useful in getting students to consider controversies in ideas in courses 

beyond social studies. She argues that fulfilling the civic mission of schools requires schools 

to actively seek out opportunities to promote democratic practice in all they do.  

If schools were serious about their civic mission, they could consider Levine’s 

(2009) discussion of schools and civic education. He argues that good civic education 

reaches beyond schools to engage the entire community, and that students should have 

opportunities to deliberate on issues to bring about change, whether they involve 

government or not. Further, he argues that schools should provide systematic opportunities 

for students to contribute to their communities. Instead, he says, “we treat youth as crises 

waiting to happen and constantly test, treat, and discipline them” (p. 25).   

Pre-Service Teacher Preparation 

Efforts at preparing social studies teachers to be genuine educators for democratic 

citizenship require consistent focus. Teacher education programs should consistently place 

education for democratic citizenship at the center of the definition of the field. Pre-service 

teachers should experience various means of structuring discussion of controversial issues, 

both contemporary and historical, in content courses and in courses in educational topics and 

pedagogy. Pre-service teachers should also be challenged to engage in meaningful reflection 

about their ideas about citizenship, education for citizenship, the social studies disciplines, 

instructional-decision making, and the potential relationships among these. While there is 
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little evidence that pre-service teacher preparation impacts teacher beliefs (Ambrose, 2004; 

Barlow & Reddish, 2006), it may validate and reinforce prior beliefs (Levin & He, 2008).  

The results of this study are consistent with ideas in the literature that pre-service 

teacher education may have only a limited impact. However, explicit instruction in 

discussion-based pedagogical practices would have likely supported Gary’s and Matt’s 

efforts in their classrooms. Experiences that embed discussion of controversy within content 

courses may have altered Katie’s and Steve’s perceptions about the nature of their 

undergraduate disciplines and offered alternatives to a transmissionist tradition orientation 

toward social studies. According to NCSS, “All of the participants in teacher education 

programs should understand and be committed to major social studies goals, should be 

knowledgeable about powerful social studies teaching, and should model such teaching in 

their classrooms” (1992, p. 173). 

The literature does support the contention that experienced teachers’ beliefs and 

practices tend to develop together (Guskey, 1986). If teacher practices are to become more 

supportive of education for citizenship, it seems reasonable to view pre-service education as 

providing foundational ideas and strategies. Developing those ideas and strategies would be 

a task for in-service teacher development. 

In-Service Teacher Development 

The literature on in-service teacher professional development describes several 

characteristics of high-quality professional development. Shulman and Shulman (2004) 



148 

describe a conceptual model for teacher learning communities, requiring participant vision, 

persistence, conceptual understanding, skillfulness, learning, and collaboration.  

Teaching for real democratic citizenship is a demanding task. NCSS (1992) endorses 

collaborative in-service development in which teachers develop shared understandings, set 

goals, and monitor and adjust practice. This school has weekly teacher release time available 

for collaboration. It appears that Gary and Steve, who are working together on a 

collaborative action research project, value that activity. On the other hand, Katie and Matt 

did not feel that their collaboration time was well used or particularly valuable. Schools 

could provide in-service professional development that would require teachers to learn skills 

at using various means of discussion of controversial issues, practice those skills, and reflect 

upon their implementation and the impact of their implementation on students. Action 

research might be one approach; developing a system of peer coaching might be another. 

Gary and Matt both expressed concerns about wanting to develop their teaching skills and 

receiving more feedback on their practice. In-service activities centered around discussion of 

controversy would likely improve their skills and validate their current efforts.  

Research Implications 

Additional studies investigating this study’s research questions could continue to 

deepen the knowledge base about teachers’ conceptions of citizenship and education for 

citizenship. As I reflect on limitations of this study and some related issues it raises for me, I 

would propose the following ideas as potential lines for additional research. 
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Data collection for this study occurred over the course of six weeks after the school 

year was well underway. It would have been useful to have done more interviews and 

observations over an extended period of time. Teacher interview responses suggest that the 

class sessions I observed were typical of each teacher’s practice. However, additional 

observations may have revealed additional confirming or conflicting data. It also would have 

been useful to have observed initial class sessions with the participants, in order to more 

directly observe how classroom climate and expectations were established. 

The premise that students’ experiences of an open classroom climate are positively 

associated with pro-democratic citizenship outcomes is well established. Potential additional 

research might investigate ways in which different students within a class might experience 

its classroom climate. This study relied on observation and administrator and teacher 

perceptions. It would be interesting to see if student characteristics influence or mediate how 

students perceive classroom climate.  

The participants in this study were all relatively experienced teachers. If, as the 

literature suggests, experienced teachers’ perceptions differ from those of novice teachers, it 

would be useful to follow individual teachers in a longitudinal study about change and 

stability in their perceptions and practices relevant to education for citizenship. The 

literature suggests that teachers’ professed beliefs and their practices change during the 

student teaching experience and early years of teaching (Murphy, Delli & Edwards, 2004; 

Torff, 2006). The teachers in this study suggested that their practice had changed over time. 

It would be useful to document such changes and to explore their beliefs and perceptions at 

different stages in their careers.  
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In order to control for school culture and curriculum mandates, this study’s 

participants all worked at the same school site. Each of the participating teachers described 

the specific school context as an important factor in his or her work. The impact of specific 

school context on students’ citizenship learning has been described elsewhere. It would be 

useful to replicate this study across varied school settings in order to begin to describe the 

impact of specific school context factors on teacher thinking and practice as relevant to 

teaching for democratic citizenship. The teachers in the study perceived that their school 

held advantages relative to other district schools, but was less well-resourced than high-

performing suburban schools. Kahne and Middaugh (2010) document that less privileged 

schools typically fail to provide quality citizenship education, reinforcing the “civic 

opportunity gap” described by Levine (2009). 

In this chapter, I explored the significance of this study’s findings by placing my 

conclusions in the context of the review of literature developed earlier in this dissertation. I 

also used those conclusions to propose some recommendations that would better promote 

education for democratic citizenship in secondary schools. I also described some possible 

opportunities for additional research to better understand the issues surrounding high school 

social studies teachers’ beliefs and education for democratic citizenship. 



151 

APPENDIX A 

SAMPLING, DATA COLLECTION, AND DATA ANALYSIS 
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APPENDIX B 

CONSENT FOR PARTICIPATION IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
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APPENDIX C 

ADMINISTRATOR PERMISSION LETTER 

 
Dear _______________: 
 

My name is Stuart Phipps, and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of 
Missouri-Kansas City. I seek permission to conduct a qualitative study, “High School Social 
Studies Teachers’ Beliefs and Education for Democratic Citizenship,” at your school. 
Successful defense of this study will fulfill the dissertation requirement for my PhD in 
education and the social sciences. I am currently a teacher educator at Rockhurst University. 

 
My study involves developing and comparing four case studies. The subjects would 

be teachers of social studies in your school. I ask for your assistance (or the assistance of 
your designee) in developing a list of your teachers who might be willing to participate in 
this study. I seek permission to survey social studies teachers in your school; data collection 
will include a series of three interviews and three classroom observations for each individual 
participant invited to participate in in-depth follow-up. Data collection procedures will non-
intrusive and respectful of participants’ time. Interaction with students in your school would 
be minimal. 

 
I will use pseudonyms to protect the confidentiality of participants and your school. 

All audio tapes, written notes and electronic records in connection with this study will be 
stored in secured locations for six years following the completion of the study. They will 
only be accessible to me. Participants will be asked to sign a consent form and will be able 
to withdraw from participation at any time. 

 
I believe that participating teachers will benefit from the opportunities to reflect on 

their practice that this study will provide. Please to not hesitate to contact me at 
stuart.phipps@rockhurst.edu if you have any questions or concerns. 

 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Stuart Phipps 
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APPENDIX D 

SSIRB APPROVAL 



156 

 



157 

APPENDIX E 

ADMINISTRATOR PERCEPTIONS OF SOCIAL STUDIES TEACHERS 

 
Please consider your perceptions student experiences in social studies classrooms in your 
school. Then rank order these classrooms by teacher name along the continua below each 
description. 
 
1. Students engage in discussion in 

their social studies classroom… 
Regularly or very 
often… 

Occasionally or 
often… 

Seldom or 
infrequently… 

Very seldom or 
never… 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    

 
2. Students are challenged to think 

critically about situations or 
issues… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Regularly or very 
often… 

Occasionally or 
often… 

Seldom or 
infrequently… 

Very seldom or 
never… 

 
3. Students feel that they are free to 

express their own views openly 
Regularly or very 
often… 

Occasionally or 
often… 

Seldom or 
infrequently… 

Very seldom or 
never… 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    

 
4. Students engage in discussion of 

subjects or issues that might be 
perceived as controversial… 

Regularly or very 
often… 

Occasionally or 
often… 

Seldom or 
infrequently… 

Very seldom or 
never… 
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APPENDIX F 

CONCEPTIONS OF SOCIAL STUDIES INVENTORY-REVISED 
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APPENDIX G 
 

INTERVIEW GUIDE: FIRST INTERVIEW  

 
Interview Date:__________________ 

 
 

Tell me about your background, and professional experience, etc. 

Tell me about your decision to become a teacher of social studies. 

Tell me about why you think that learning social studies is important for students. 

Tell me about what you think good social studies teaching looks like. 

Overall, what would you say your goals are, as a teacher of social studies? 

Tell me about particular activities in your classroom that you are particularly proud of. 

Can you share with me some examples of particular instances of good social studies 
experiences for your students? 
 
Can you share with me any particular instances of activities or experiences in your 
classroom that give students opportunities to share their opinions or ideas? 
 
Talk to me about how you make decisions about what to teach in your classroom and how 
you might teach it. Walk me through how you plan. Tell me about what you think influences 
your planning decisions. 
 
Sometimes, social studies involves issues that some people might consider controversial. 
Talk to me about some of these kinds of issues. Tell me how you address them in your 
classroom. 
 
Can you share with me a time that you had student disagreement on some issue in your 
classroom? Tell me about how you addressed it. 
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APPENDIX H 

INTERVIEW GUIDE: SECOND INTERVIEW  

Interview Date:__________________ 
 

 

Tell me about the class session I sat in on the other day. How do you think it went? 

Let’s review the notes from that class session. What would you say they tell you? 
 
When you think about that particular class session talk to me about ways in which it was 
typical of what happen in your classroom. 
 
When you think about what you would say is important in social studies, talk to me about 
ways in which particular session was consistent with those priorities. 
 
(If you thought it was inconsistent with what you think is important in social studies, talk to 
me about what ways in which it was inconsistent. Talk to me a little bit about how you 
would explain that inconsistency.) 
 
Talk to me about different social studies classes you teach or have taught. Talk to me a little 
bit about whether you think some of them promote what it is important to you in social 
studies more than others. Tell me why you think that it is. 
 
Talk to me about what you think other social studies teachers in your building are doing 
with their students. 
 
Many people would say that the goal of social studies is developing effective citizens. Talk 
to me about what that means to you. 
 
Talk to me about whether you would say that your ideas about what developing effective 
citizens means has changed over your teaching career. 
 
Talk to me a bit about whether you would say that what it takes to be an effective citizen is 
different now than it was in the past. 
 
Tell me about things that happen in your classroom that you think advance the goal of 
developing effective citizens. Talk to me a little bit about how they do that. 
 
Talk to me a little bit about things you wish would happen (or not happen) in this school that 
would promote the goal of developing effective citizens. 
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APPENDIX I 

INTERVIEW GUIDE: THIRD INTERVIEW 

 
Interview Date:__________________ 

 
 

Let’s review the notes I’ve developed from our time together. As you review the first 
interview, is there anything I left out? Anything I got wrong? 
 
As you review my notes from the class observation, is there anything that I left out? 
Anything I got wrong? 
 
As you review my notes from the second interview, is there anything I left out? Anything I 
got wrong? 
 
I also took some notes from the documents you shared with me. Does what I noted make 
sense to you? Is there anything I need to add, delete or change? 
 
So far, it looks as though these are the main ideas that I get from reviewing our work 
together? (Share individual case chart). Do these make sense to you?  
 
As you reflect on all of these materials, are there important ideas that reflect your thinking 

that I haven’t captured? That you would want to add? 
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APPENDIX J 

TEACHER OBSERVATION FORM 

 
Teacher Observed: 
Day/Date: 
Course/Grade: 
Time In: 
Time Out: 
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