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The teaching of social studies has long been considered an 
important avenue for promoting citizenship in the public 
schools. In The Nature of the Social Studies, the authors 

noted that the transmission of citizenship values and beliefs have 
served as a principle method of creating loyal citizens.1 In the 
elementary school, instilling these values, skills, and knowledge 
helps to socialize the next generation of citizens. However, others 
have observed that this personally responsible notion of citizenship, 
whereby students are taught to be obedient and exhibit good moral 
character, dominates most classroom activities and discourse.2

Rahima C. Wade, a frequent contributor to NCSS publications, 
has stressed that the public schools must not only socialize students 
to be productive members of society, but also provide students with 
the abilities to change that society as needed.3 

Drawing on the work of John Dewey and George Counts, William 
B. Stanley elaborated further (in Social Education) on the tension 
between transmission and transformation. Transformative citizen-
ship education, according to Stanley, referred to types of “educa-
tion that are critical of the dominant social order and motivated 
by a desire to ensure both political and economic democracy.”4 In 
other words, transformative citizenship education is about helping 
students grow into citizens who tackle barriers to greater democracy, 
like poverty, racism, and ignorance, to promote a more just world. 

As we enter the second decade of the millennium, we wondered 
what evidence of teaching for active citizenship, transformative 
citizenship, and social action in elementary school social studies 
existed in the literature. We examined issues of Theory and Research 
in Social Education, The Social Studies, Social Education, and 
Social Studies and the Young Learner from 2000 to 2008. Our 
research yielded 37 articles, of which 20 were published in Social 
Studies and the Young Learner during the period studied. 

A Review of the Literature
The findings of our review of the literature suggest that elementary 
teachers can teach for transformative citizenship. The lesson plan 
activities and ideas that represented transformative citizenship 
education occurred in grade 1-5 classrooms. Jennifer James warned 

that, unfortunately, many elementary teachers have inherited a 
“discourse of protection,” in which teachers avoid engaging students 
in interpretations of the historical past or teaching inquiry-based 
lessons as a way to protect their innocence and prevent interaction 
with potentially disconcerting ideas.5 As an observer in an elemen-
tary classroom for a semester, Omiunota N. “Nelly” Ukpokodu 
referred to many missed opportunities in which the teacher could 
have taken the lesson in the direction of transformative citizenship, 
but did not.6 

Elementary teachers and preservice teachers need to be more 
aware of opportunities to engage in transformative citizenship. We 
hope that our work in this area will inspire more critical citizenship 
education and prepare our children for a changing and diverse 
global world. The 20 articles found in Social Studies and the Young 
Learner present promising practices and highlight challenges for 
teachers. In them, three themes emerged: citizenship education for 
perspective consciousness, citizenship education for fostering com-
munity awareness and global mindedness, and citizenship education 
for social action. In each category, we report what teachers and 
researchers did and provide additional possibilities for teachers.

Developing Perspective Consciousness
Merry M. Merryfield defined perspective consciousness as being 
able to “analyze the perspectives of others as part of understanding 
how different people view events and issues.”7 For example, Jonette 
Ford and Eryca Neville described how they challenged their fifth-
grade students with questions like, “Whose voices are heard and 
whose are missing?” and “Is hearing more than one side of a story 
important?”8 Likewise, while advocating issues-centered teaching, 
Kim E. Koeppen stressed that teachers should “facilitate critical 
thinking about alternative viewpoints.”9 Hence, being able to see 
different perspectives of issues in society emerged as a significant 
component of teaching for transformative citizenship.

What the Teachers Did
■■ Brought critical literacy consciousness to the study of the 

Civil Rights Movement that leads to the understanding that 
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Encouraging Social Action 
For articles representing aspects of transformative citizenship, teach-
ing for social action surfaced as a dominant mode for citizenship 
education. Social action referred to the ability of students to advocate 
for a social issue and/or take specific actions in the community on 
behalf of that issue or concern. For example, Cynthia Tyson and 
Todd W. Kenreich22 and Gary Fertig23 suggested using children’s 
literature or biographies to provide illustrations of social action and 
advocacy. Other articles described different kinds of social action, 
such as community service or resolving community or local issues.

What the Teachers Did
■■ Shifted one-time charitable projects into opportunities to 

bring about social justice by analyzing the social problem 
through research; became involved in addressing the cause 
of the problem and not just the immediate issue. For exam-
ple, teachers can turn a litter pick-up activity into a larger 
project with a social justice orientation.24

■■ Provided the framework to investigate children’s literature 
with a teaching activity to identify and understand social 
action. A seven-step plan for an initial lesson was 
included.25 

■■ Utilized a biographical study to explore social justice in 
American history. A graphic organizer to aid the study was 
provided.26

■■ Defined discrimination and segregation to frame a study of 
the desegregation of the South; utilized literature and other 
media to personalize the study of a child, Ruby Bridges, 
and her personal confrontation with inequities during the 
Civil Rights era.27 

Additional Possibilities for Teachers
■■ Facilitate an inquiry project in which students investigate 

issues of inequity in the community and determine how 
they can participate in solving the problem.

■■ Invite community organizers and leaders as guest speakers.
■■ Show social action leadership evidenced by children 

around the world via film, books, or children’s literature.
■■ Connect school character education programs with social 

action goals.
■■ Facilitate democratic classrooms in schools.

Next Steps
In sum, we have reviewed how teachers and teacher educators 
represented citizenship education in Social Studies and the 
Young Learner during the first decade of the new millennium. 
Particularly promising, in the articles we looked at, is the emphasis 
on social studies content for life in a democracy. The elementary 
teachers and researchers showcased above offer wonderful pos-
sibilities for teaching transformative citizenship in elementary 
classrooms. While challenges persist, we envision continued growth 
in elementary social studies for transformation in the future. 
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New series from 
Books to Inspire Learning

COLONIAL QUEST is a dynamic new 
series for second and third graders that 
introduces them to various aspects 
of colonial life. Each book contains 
creative illustrations, interesting facts, 
“words to know,” and “then and now” 
sidebars that highlight the differences 
between modern and colonial life 
and inspire kids to consider how their 
experiences might have been different 
growing up in colonial America. 

Titles in the series include: 
Homes • Food • Jobs • Clothes • 
Children • Traditions • Farms • Towns 

Specs: 6x9 • color • 32 pages •  
Case Bound • Perfect Bound • eBook

Reading Level: Grade 3 Interest Level: Grades 1-3

Distributed by Independent Publishers Group 
www.ipgbook.com
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Proposals are written and submitted online, and wll be
available in late November at www.socialstudies.org. 
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