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Recent census data point out that U.S.
classrooms have become increasingly diverse
with regards to race, class, gender, religion,
and ability over the past two decades (NCES,
2016). In response to these changes, social
studies scholars and practitioners (e.g., Aron-
son & Laughter, 2016; Banks & Banks, 2010;
Gay, 2013) have argued for the incorporation
of culturally responsive, culturally sustain-
ing, and anti-biased curricula and pedagogies
in social studies classrooms as a means of
equipping students with the skills, knowl-
edge, and dispositions needed to be produc-
tive citizens within in a global, pluralistic,
and democratic society. Notably, much of the
existing scholarship (e.g., Gay, 2013; Ham-
mond, 2014; Irizarry, 2017; Ladson-Billings,
2001) related to incorporating culturally re-
sponsive and culturally sustaining pedago-
gies and curriculum in elementary social
studies classrooms has tended to focus pri-
marily on issues of culture, race, gender,
class, and language. Very little has been dis-
cussed related to designing and implement-
ing pedagogies that respond to ability diver-
sity in early childhood (P-2) social studies
classrooms.

In order to help children develop a re-
spect for all forms of diversity in the world,
it is critical for social studies teachers to cre-
ate curricular and pedagogical opportunities
and experiences that reflect, affirm, and in-
clude the histories and experiences of indi-
viduals from a wide variety of different back-
grounds and identities (Tisdall, 2012; Wat-

son, 2012; Watson, 2017; Watson et al.,
2015). In keeping with this line of thinking,
it is my contention that multicultural picture
books can and should be used to promote
anti-ableist ideas in early childhood students
(Bishop, 1990; Bishop, 2003). In this article,
I discuss several reasons why it is important
to discuss ableism with young children. Next,
I outline some strategies to assist elementary
social studies teachers as they use multicul-
tural picture books to promote anti-ableism
in their classrooms. Lastly, I conclude with
examples of multicultural picture books that
early childhood social studies teachers might
incorporate in their lesson planning processes
as they seek to promote anti-ableist attitudes,
knowledge, and sentiments in their class-
rooms. It is important to note here that I fully
recognize and acknowledge the fact that the
term “disabled” is a somewhat problematic
term, as it is often used to describe and define
people with disabilities in deficit ways (Harry
& Klingner, 2007). In an effort to respond to
this issue in a humanizing manner, I pur-
posely choose to prioritize the person/child
over the disability in this article. Hence, I use
the phrases “people or children with disabili-
ties” as opposed to “disabled people or chil-
dren” throughout this article.

Defining Ableism and Anti-Ableism
In short, ableism is defined as the

process of developing and acting on negative
attitudes, beliefs, and stereotypes towards
people with disabilities (Bogart & Dunn,
2019). Unfortunately, ableism is pervasive in
many aspects of U.S. society such as: busi-

ness, media, literature, entertainment, sports,
and education. Some examples of ableist
views include but are not limited to the belief
that children with disabilities are sad, burden-
some, pitiful, and even evil (Baglieri &
Shapiro, 2017). Because schools are micro-
cosms of the larger society, children often
consciously and unconsciously take in these
beliefs with little or no resistance or disrup-
tion from adults or peers (Adams & Erev-
elles, 2016).

Anti-ableism is the process of using
strategic actions, theories, and practices to
identify, resist, and combat multiple and in-
terconnected forms of prejudice, discrimina-
tion, inequality, inequity, and oppression to-
ward people with disabilities. Anti-ableism
typically involves actions aimed at disrupting
and abolishing one or more of the following
categories of ableism: internalized ableism,
interpersonal ableism, and institutional
ableism (Artiles, 2013; Watson, 2018). Inter-
nalized ableism pertains to the internal belief
that one’s identity or group membership
makes them “better” than others who do not
share the same identity or group status. In
other words, this is when people who are not
disabled begin to view people with disabili-
ties as being inferior or having less value in
society. The second category of ableism, in-
terpersonal, occurs when people commit in-
dividualized acts of prejudice, discrimina-
tion, and violence against people with dis-
abilities. Specific examples of interpersonal
ableism include bullying, name calling, using
slurs, and threats. Lastly, institutionalized
ableism is when discriminatory views and ac-
tions toward people with disabilities are writ-
ten into and carried out by the policies and
practices that make up and govern various in-
stitutions in society such as: housing, govern-
ment, medicine, education, politics, media,
sports, etc. To this end, efforts toward recog-
nizing, resisting, and reversing ableism might
occur at each of these different levels.

Promoting Anti-Ableism in the Elemen-
tary Social Studies Classroom

Why discuss ableism with young
children? There are multiple reasons why
teachers should discuss ableism with elemen-

tary students. First, fewer than half of all 3 to
5 year olds in the United States are learning
in classrooms with children with disabilities
(Barton & Smith, 2015). Consequently, many
children do not have the opportunity to de-
velop positive, supportive, and authentic re-
lationships with children who have a disabil-
ity. Exposing non-disabled children to di-
verse picture books that center and celebrate
children with disabilities, promotes tolerance
and can help combat negative and biased atti-
tudes and stereotypes about people with dis-
abilities (Altieri, 2008; Bishop, 1990;
Bishop, 2003). Diverse picture books provide
opportunities for children who are not dis-
abled to learn about children with disabilities.
At the same time, diverse picture books also
provide opportunities for children with dis-
abilities to feel affirmed, valued, and cele-
brated in the social studies classroom. In a
similar manner, diverse picture books can
help eliminate stigmas related to being a per-
son with a disability in society (Lalvani &
Bacon, 2018). Pennell et al. (2018) point out
that, unlike other forms of diversity, the label
“dis-ability” often has a negative stigma at-
tached to it. People who are labeled as being
disabled are often perceived to be inferior
and or in need of benevolence from non-dis-
abled people (Lalvani & Bacon, 2018). As a
result, children with disabilities are often
stigmatized, ridiculed, bullied, and even dis-
criminated against by other children. Inter-
estingly, literacy scholars point out that read-
ing inclusive picture books can help children
develop positive attitudes for and toward di-
verse individuals in the world (Ostrosky et
al., 2015). In other words, reading diverse
picture books can help children develop a
deep respect and affirmation for people with
disabilities in the world. Furthermore, these
qualities are absolutely critical for children to
become humane citizens within a pluralistic
and democratic society (Bishop, 1997).

Using diverse picture books (involv-
ing positive, nuanced, and diverse represen-
tations of people with disabilities) can pro-
vide opportunities for early childhood teach-
ers to disrupt and dismantle ableism within
the social studies curriculum as a whole. Un-
fortunately, in far too many early childhood
classrooms, the histories, experiences, and

Using Diverse Picture Books to
Combat Ableism in Elementary
Social Studies Classrooms

Terry Husband
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perspectives of children and adults with dis-
abilities are often absent from the formal and
informal curriculum that is delivered (Lal-
vani & Bacon, 2018). As a result, children
with disabilities often feel alienated and or
isolated in schools (Lalvani, 2015). Several
scholars contend that ableism in educational
contexts can only be dismantled if teachers
are willing to construct spaces where chil-
dren are taught to value and appreciate “all”
human beings in society in an explicit man-
ner (Connor & Gabel, 2010). To this end, us-
ing high quality and nuanced picture books
that have children with disabilities as the pro-
tagonist help teachers create these anti-
ableist social and educational spaces in the
classroom (Botelho & Rudman, 2009).

Strategies for Using Anti-Ableist Picture
Books

Inevitably, the dynamics and demo-
graphics in every early childhood classroom
will vary from school to school and context
to context. For that reason, there is not a sin-
gle and universal way of using diverse pic-
ture books to combat ableism. Nonetheless, I
outline a few helpful strategies early child-
hood teachers might consider as they en-
deavor to create and implement social stud-
ies curricula and pedagogies that reflect,
honor, and affirm the experiences of children
and adults with disabilities:

● Consider topics related to family
life as a starting point--- It is com-
mon for early childhood teachers to
teach about family life in their social
studies curriculum. When teaching
about different family structures,
early childhood teachers might con-
sider using diverse picture books to
showcase and affirm the experiences
of people with disabilities. This will
help children develop an understand-
ing that people with disabilities have
many of the same family experiences
as people without disabilities. For ex-
ample, in an effort to help children
understand how children with disabil-
ities interact with their family mem-
bers on a regular basis, a teacher
might read the picture book entitled,
My Brother Charlie by Holly Robin-
son Peete. This book captures the ex-

periences of a girl who has a twin
brother who is autistic and sometimes
has difficulty communicating his
thoughts and feelings. A book like
this might help children better under-
stand what life is like to live with a
family member who has a disability.

● Invite people with disabilities to
read and share their experiences
with the class---If possible, early
childhood teachers might consider
inviting people with disabilities to
read diverse picture books and share
their personalized and nuanced expe-
riences with the children in the class-
room. This is a powerful way to de-
stigmatize the notion of disability in
the minds of young children. For ex-
ample, to help children develop a de-
stigmatized understanding of what it
means to be diagnosed with ADHD, a
teacher might read Eddie is Enough
by Debbie Zimmett. This book tells
the story of a third-grade boy who
consistently finds himself in trouble
at school until the teacher discovers
that he hasADHD. The teacher works
with the family of the boy and makes
appropriate teaching and learning ac-
commodations. As a result of these
accommodations, the young boy be-
gins to thrive socially and academi-
cally at school.

● Make connections between ability
diversity and other forms of diver-
sity in and across the social studies
curriculum---It is not uncommon for
teachers to discuss racial, cultural,
and linguistic diversity in many class-
rooms. However, it is much less com-
mon for teachers to discuss ability di-
versity. When reading and learning
about cultural, racial, and linguistic
diversity, teachers should consider
making connections to ability diver-
sity. This will help children make
long lasting and deeper connections
between the concepts of diversity, in-
clusion, and equity. For example, to
help children better understand the
connection between ability and other
forms of diversity, a teacher might

read and discuss the book Intersec-
tional Allies by Chelsea Johnson,
LaToya Council, and Carolyn Choi.
Essentially, this book explains the
ways in which physical diversity is
connected to other forms of diver-
sity in the world. It also encourages
children to take a position of ally-
ship as they work for justice and eq-
uity alongside people who have a
different social identity and posi-
tion.

● Apply broader critical literacy
concepts and approaches---When
teaching about the histories, per-
spectives, and experiences of people
with disabilities, teachers might
consider using a thematic approach
and teaching through broader lenses
and concepts such as fairness, jus-
tice, discrimination, and social ac-
tion. This will help children make
deeper understandings of various
forms of oppression and marginal-
ization in society. This can also help
children better understand how so-
cial action can be used to combat in-
justice against people with disabili-
ties. For example, to help children
better understand the power and po-
tential of taking social action toward
the injustice that many people with
disabilities often experience in soci-
ety, a teacher might read the book
All the Way to the Top: How One
Girl’s Fight for Americans with Dis-
abilities Changed Everything by
Annette Bay Pimentel. This book
tells the story of Jennifer Keelan, a
disability rights activist, who helped
organize and participate in public
protests that brought more aware-
ness about the injustices people with
disabilities were experiencing. Ulti-
mately, these protests lead to the
passing of the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act in 1990.

● Ensure that children have access
to diverse picture books with dis-
abled protagonists outside of the
classroom---Teachers might con-
sider partnering with the school li-

brarian to ensure that the school li-
brary is filled with significant num-
bers of picture books that represent
the experiences of people with dis-
abilities. In addition, teachers might
contact his/her book fair vendor to
make sure that children have the op-
portunity to purchase books about
people with disabilities.

● Critically interrogate diverse pic-
ture books for quality--- In as much
as it is important for early childhood
teachers to incorporate diverse picture
books that represent the experiences
of children and adults with disabilities
in positive, meaningful, and nuanced
ways in their social studies class-
rooms, it is equally important for early
childhood teachers to take effort to
carefully and critically analyze the
messages within these books. It is im-
portant to note here that all picture
books with children and adults with
disabilities as main characters are not
the same in terms of quality. Unfortu-
nately, there are still some books on
the market today that portray the ex-
periences of people with disabilities in
a stereotypical and deficit manner.
Some questions early childhood
teachers might consider as they are se-
lecting these types of books include
but are not limited to the following
questions:

○ Does the book portray people
across the disability/ability
continuum in rich and authen-
tic ways?

○ Does the book provide power-
ful learning opportunities for
non-disabled children to learn
about children with disabili-
ties in positive and meaningful
ways?

○ Does the book capture and
portray children with disabili-
ties as they are engaged in ev-
eryday activities?

○ Does the book have rich liter-
ary content and elements?

○ Does the book provide nu-
anced representations of peo-
ple with disabilities?
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○ Does the book illustrate characters and
adaptive equipment accurately?

Conclusion
In this article, I have called for early childhood

teachers to reflect on the books they commonly use in
their social studies classroom and to consider includ-
ing diverse picture books that represent, affirm, and
celebrate the experiences of children and adults with
disabilities (see Table 1). Not only will doing so cre-
ate social and intellectual spaces for children with dis-
abilities to feel less alienated and less isolated, it will
also provide opportunities for children without dis-
abilities to learn about children and adults with dis-
abilities in positive and humane ways. Furthermore, it
is my hope that through these processes children will
develop the skills, knowledge, and dispositions
needed to recognize ableism and work toward becom-
ing anti-ableist agents and activists in their local com-
munities and within the broader society.

Terry Husband is a Professor of Early Childhood Lit-
eracy at Illinois State University. He teaches under-
graduate and graduate courses related to literacy the-
ory, literacy pedagogies, and student diversity in P-12
classrooms. His research interests include social jus-
tice pedagogies in early childhood classrooms and lit-
eracy development in Black boys. Prior to his current
position, he taught 1st and 2nd grade in Columbus
City Schools for 10 years.
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Table 1: Examples of Anti-Ableist Picture Books

We’re All Wonders (1 – G4.0.1) R.J. Palacio, 2017

My Three Best Friends and Zulay (K – H2.0.2) Cari Best, 2015

My Friend Suhuna (1 – G4.0.1) Shaila, Abdullah

Peg (2 – H2.0.2) Maddie Stewart, 2002

My Brother Charlie (2 – H2.0.2) Holly Robinson Peete, 2010

The Deaf Musicians (2 – H2.0.3) Peete Seeger, 2006

Susan Laughs (2 – H2.0.3) Jeanne Willis, 2000

The Sound of Colors: A Journey of the Imagination (K – C5.0.1) Jimmy Liao, 2006

My Friend Isabelle (2 – C5.0.1) Eliza Woloson, 2003

The Junkyard Wonders (2 – E1.0.1) Patricia Polacco, 2010

In this article we advance an argument
about the value of an integrative approach to
disciplinary literacy in social studies. We
first review research that has discussed what
disciplinary literacy means in four of the so-
cial studies subjects: economics, geography,
history, and civics. We then build on this
scholarship to identify for social studies
teachers common practices that cross disci-
plinary boundaries through an examination
of the case of gerrymandering. We use the
C3 Framework’s inquiry arc to show how
students can engage in inquiry practices
from across the four core social studies dis-
ciplines, while engaging in the model of in-
quiry that the framework suggests. Address-
ing democratic problems with an integrative
approach to disciplinary literacy provides
students with opportunities to engage in lit-
eracy practices deemed valuable within the
separate social studies disciplines, while
leveraging the opportunities inherent in the
social studies disciplines’ common prac-
tices.

Disciplinary literacy—the idea that aca-
demic disciplines have specialized knowl-
edge and ways of knowing—has been part
of the educational landscape for over a
decade (Moje, 2008; Shanahan & Shanahan,
2008). Research has shown that disciplinary
literacy practices are important for many
school subjects (Doerr & Temple, 2016;
Fang, 2013; Smagorinsky, 2015). In 2013,
with the release of the National Council for
Social Studies’ College, Career, and Civic
Life (C3) Framework, disciplinary literacy
became an integral part of the social studies
curriculum, as the C3 Framework called for

the use of disciplinary literacy practices
across the social studies disciplines in order
to address “the interdisciplinary challenges
of our world” (National Council for the So-
cial Studies [NCSS], 2013, p. 6).

However, much of the research on
disciplinary literacy in social studies has fo-
cused on the individual disciplines—mainly
history, geography, economics, and civics/
political science. Fewer studies have ad-
dressed how separate disciplinary literacies
can be integrated for meaningful and effec-
tive social studies teaching and learning or
where there is shared ground among the dis-
ciplines (Barton, 2017).

This article begins to address this
gap by examining how shared literacy prac-
tices from across the core social studies dis-
ciplines can support meaningful inquiry into
social and political issues. We first review
what scholars have written about disci-
plinary literacy for separate social studies
subjects. Our goal here is to highlight the
salient ways of knowing, thinking, and com-
municating deemed most valuable within
disciplinary “communities of practice”
(Moje, 2015), recognizing that these com-
munities of practice have contributed the
knowledge and texts that students will en-
gage with when they address interdiscipli-
nary problems. We then build on this schol-
arship to identify for social studies teachers
common practices that cross disciplinary
boundaries. Last, we use the case of gerry-
mandering to illustrate how an integrative
disciplinary literacy approach might be ap-
plied in a social studies classroom using an

What an Integrative Approach to
Disciplinary Literacy Can Mean
for Classroom Practice in Social

Studies
Tamara L. Shreiner, Lauren McArthur

Harris, & Brian Girard
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inquiry design model (IDM) (Grant et al.,
2015).

Disciplinary Literacy Knowledge and
Practice in Core Social Studies Disci-

plines
Disciplinary literacy is more than the

knowledge base of each field; it encom-
passes the questions that drive inquiry in the
field, organizing concepts, methods of in-
quiry (how scholars in the field answer the
questions), and forms of knowledge sharing
(e.g. writing, creating data representations).
In the following sections, we showcase what
researchers have argued literacy practices
entail in each of the core social studies disci-
plines.

Economic Literacy

Economic literacy is the ability to
analyze and produce a variety of texts repre-
senting contemporary and historical eco-
nomic information in order to evaluate and
solve economic problems at various levels
of society (Akhan, 2015; Anthony et al.,
2015; Miller &VanFossen, 1994, 2008).
Fundamental to economic literacy is under-
standing concepts such as money, opportu-
nity costs, inflation, poverty, and recession
(Council for Economic Education, 2010;
Miller & VanFossen, 2008). Economically
literate people apply such concepts to work
with visual representations of economic
data, including time series or line graphs
that show how economic variables change
over time, or scatterplots that show relation-
ships between economic variables (Council
for Economic Education, 2010; Goodwin et
al., 2017). They read and create theoretical
explanations of economic phenomena
through models, such as simplified stories,
images, figures, graphs or equations, high-
lighting some aspects of reality while ignor-
ing others or assuming all other variables re-
main constant (Goodwin et al., 2017). In ad-
dition, economically literate people compre-
hend and analyze multiple historical ac-
counts and supply historical examples of
economic phenomena. Inquiry might entail
investigations of economic events like the
Great Depression or the 1970’s oil crisis,
which requires careful consideration of the

historical context, causes, and consequences
(Council for Economic Education, 2010;
Goodwin et al., 2017; Niederjohn & Schug,
2008).

Economically literate people are able
to frame and clarify economic problems by
considering historical and contemporary
context and intentions. They can develop a
theoretical framework for the problem and
apply relevant economic models, concepts,
principles, and facts to determine the pol-
icy’s likely consequences, or to explain the
actual consequences. In assessing conse-
quences, economically literate people de-
velop a complex causal chain, using if-then
scenarios, and returning to policy goals
(Miller & VanFossen, 1994). Furthermore,
economically literate people use economic
reasoning guided by understanding of con-
cepts such as choice and opportunity costs
(Niederjohn & Schug, 2008; Schug, 1996)
to analyze economic policy and decision-
making, something that perhaps gets lost in
supply and demand curves.

Geographic Literacy

Geographic literacy is the ability to
read and interpret the Earth-bound space and
spatial interconnections represented by
maps, globes, aerial photographs, and satel-
lite data in order to reason about past and
contemporary problems (de Blĳ, 2012;
Johnson et al., 2011; Morin, 2012; National
Geographic Society, 2016; National Re-
search Council, 1997). Geographically liter-
ate people can understand and apply geospa-
tial concepts from simple (e.g., location, di-
rection, distance) to complex (e.g., distor-
tion, projection, interpolation) (Golledge et
al., 2008; Lobben & Lawrence, 2015). They
use spatial reasoning to evaluate patterns,
distributions, diffusions, circulations, inter-
actions, juxtapositions, changes and continu-
itites, and relationships across space and
time (de Blĳ, 2012; Gersmehl, 2014). Be-
cause they look for connections not only be-
tween different physical locations, but also
between physical locations and human ac-
tivities, geographically literate people use
written texts, photographs of locations and
people, magazines, and local news sources

to understand human behaviors (Johnson et
al., 2011).

Maps are critical tools in geography.
They mediate a person’s spatial understand-
ing of the world by modeling vast spaces
that humans can never directly experience
(Uttal & Sheehan, 2014). Geographically lit-
erate people understand that maps are im-
perfect two-dimensional representations of
three-dimensional space that present spatial
data in a structured and scaled way
(Golledge et al., 2008). They further recog-
nize that maps are only partial representa-
tions of space, created by individuals who
intend to represent space within a particular
frame and whose interpretations of space
can be influenced by information available
at the time a map was made and by their
motivations and biases (Gregg & Leinhardt,
1994). Geographically literate people recog-
nize that maps are distorted, and understand
why and to what degree they are distorted
based on the scale of the map and the pro-
jection type (e.g., Mercator or Robinson
projections). This understanding then allows
them to overcome the distortion and use
maps as representational systems for reason-
ing about the earth’s surface (Golledge et
al., 2008). Reasoning with maps also re-
quires that they recognize the symbol sys-
tem used to communicate data on the map,
the relationships among symbols, and the
way that the map is layered with physical,
political, historical elements (Bausmith &
Leinhardt, 1998; Gregg & Leinhardt, 1994;
Uttal & Sheehan, 2014). Understanding the
system used to communicate information on
a map allows geographically literate people
to make meaningful connections among the
layers of the map, draw inferences, and rea-
son about a problem (Bausmith & Lein-
hardt, 1998).

Historical Literacy

Historical literacy is the ability to an-
alyze, interpret, and use a variety of primary
and secondary texts, both verbal and visual,
and construct evidence-based narratives, ex-
planations, and arguments about the past.
(Nokes, 2012). Literate practices in history
begin with an understanding that history is

interpretation based upon remnants from the
past, that historical accounts can differ
across time and space, and that interpreta-
tions are dependent on individual authors’
biases and worldviews. When reading or
writing historical accounts, historically liter-
ate individuals employ historical empathy
and perspective, and draw upon ideas about
significance, change, continuity, causes, and
consequences (Lee, 2005; Nokes, 2012).

One initial step in working with texts
is to classify them by type—as letters, news-
papers, political cartoons, images, or ac-
counts—which will then help one decide
how to approach and analyze the text (Lein-
hardt & Young, 1996). Before reading a text,
historically literate individuals source the
text, which involves identifying the author
and his/her biases and motivations, when the
document was produced, and where the doc-
ument was produced (Leinhardt & Young,
1996; Rouet et al., 1997; Wineburg, 1991).
Closely related is contextualizing, which in-
volves zooming out from the immediate
context of the document itself and consider-
ing what other events are occurring at the
time, as well as what preceded and followed
the event represented by the document
(Leinhardt & Young, 1996; van Drie & van
Boxtel, 2008; Wineburg, 1991). Research
has shown that when reading documents,
historians engage in a close textual reading,
considering the meaning of words and pas-
sages, connecting the documents to their
background knowledge and historical theo-
ries, and making inferences (Leinhardt &
Young, 1996). Historians also corroborate
documents, checking for internal consisten-
cies, comparing them with other documents,
and looking for discrepancies in information
among documents (Leinhardt & Young,
1996; Rouet et al., 1997; Wineburg, 1991).
In working with multiple texts, historians
recognize that all documents have biases
and limitations but that these limitations do
not necessarily render the document useless
(Rouet et al., 1997; Wineburg, 1991).

When writing or otherwise commu-
nicating historical arguments, historically
literate people attempt to weave together a
meaningful and coherent story, while sup-



porting their claims with evidence that has
been vetted through a process of sourcing,
contextualizing, and corroborating (Schneider
& Zakai, 2016). Historical writing is a cyclical
process of finding evidence, fitting it together
through writing, and identifying gaps in evi-
dence. Rather than ignoring available coun-
terevidence that does not fit neatly into an ar-
gument, historians account for contrary evi-
dence by adjusting the claims they make
(Monte-Sano, 2010; Schneider & Zakai,
2016).

Civic Literacy

Scholars have defined civic literacy as
understanding history, law, governmental pro-
cesses, and current events, and being able to
use such knowledge to reason about political
problems and participate in civic life
(Carnegie Corporation of New York & CIR-
CLE, 2003; Partnership for 21st Century
Learning, 2007). People who are civically lit-
erate can parcel out responsibility for human
activities and practices among families, mar-
kets, and states, recognize citizens’ rights and
responsibilities, and evaluate the legitimacy of
governing units in exercising certain powers
(Freeden, 2008). They also understand the sig-
nificance of values and principles that under-
gird democratic societies. They know that peo-
ple can have different conceptions of the same
value (e.g., justice as fairness versus justice as
desert) and that real-life situations sometimes
involve tensions between core political values
(e.g., justice and liberty), thereby requiring
prioritization of certain values over others
(e.g., justice over liberty) (Freeden, 2008;
Swift, 2006). Furthermore, civically literate
people recognize and can articulate different
conceptions of the “good life,” and competing
viewpoints, arguments, and claims in society
(Freeden, 2008).

A key part of civic literacy is identify-
ing social and political problems, and how
such problems affect different individuals (Ep-
stein, 2014). In reasoning about civic and po-
litical issues, civically literate people can use a
variety of texts, including survey and polling
data, graphs of political trends and relation-
ships, case studies, newspaper articles, and
opinion pieces (Barbour & Wright, 2015).
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They comprehend and use texts like the U.S. Con-
stitution, The Federalist Papers, Supreme Court
cases, and historical accounts (Shreiner, 2009).
They are careful to source and contextualize histori-
cal and contemporary documents to consider under-
lying values and assumptions, question authors’
claims and assertions, and analyze political signifi-
cance and implications (Barbour & Wright, 2015).
When using visual representations of data to ad-
dress an issue, civically literate people apply similar
heuristics: considering the source, exploring contex-
tual factors at play when data was gathered, ques-
tioning the methodologies, and critically evaluating
the arguments implied by the data (Shreiner, 2009;
2014).

Common Practices Across Disciplinary Litera-
cies: The Case of Gerrymandering

Though the core disciplines of social studies
have some distinctive content and practices that
warrant their place as separate branches of aca-
demic knowledge, they also share practices and ac-
ceptable forms of evidence that can connect them in
meaningful service to the interdisciplinary problems
that we face as citizens (Barton, 2017). These inter-
weaving elements are not only complementary in
the pursuit of understanding social problems, but
also align with critical literacy practices, through
which readers consider how existing authority and
power structures are communicated and reinforced
through text (LaDuke et al., 2016).

Our aim in this section is to suggest how
students could employ these overlapping disci-
plinary literacy practices while investigating a topic
from the social studies curriculum: gerrymandering.
Additionally, we connect the practices to the C3
Framework steps of the inquiry arc (see Figure 1),
which highlights disciplinary literacy practices es-
sential for inquiry in social studies. We also include
a sample IDM for gerrymandering in the Appendix.
Figure 1

Adapted from: National Council for the Social Studies [NCSS]. (2013). The
college, career, and civic life (C3) framework for social studies state stan-
dards: Guidance for enhancing the rigor of K-12 civics, economics, geogra-
phy, and history.

C3 Framework Inquiry Arc
1. Developing questions and planning
inquiries;
2. Applying disciplinary concepts and tools;
3. Evaluating sources and using evidence;
4. Communicating conclusions and taking
informed action.

laying out proposed responses or solutions.
(Jones & Read, 2005; Voss et al., 1983). In-
deed, disciplinary experts acknowledge the
value of interdisciplinary knowledge and in-
formation in framing and addressing prob-
lems. For example, historians use geography
and economics to understand contextual fac-
tors and human motivations, while geogra-
phers consider the historical, political, and
economic aspects of people’s culture to bet-
ter understand human-environment interac-
tions.

To frame a problem for gerryman-
dering, students can look not only at its his-
tory but also at recent developments. They
might begin with the 2019 U.S. Supreme
Court decision to decline cases regarding
limitations on gerrymandering, and then ex-
amine reasons why the Court’s decision was
considered so important. Students might
consider how increasing partisanship over
time (Abramowitz 2012; Fiorina et al.,
2005; Iyengar et al., 2012) and the self-sort-
ing of people by political affiliation (Bishop,
2008; Chen & Roden, 2013) has contributed
to the problem of gerrymandering. Addition-
ally, students can examine state-specific
cases to illuminate reasons for concern. For
example, in a 2018 Pennsylvania case, the
state legislature failed to meet its court-ap-
pointed deadline for a new legislative map,
so the Pennsylvania Supreme Court drew a
new map in their stead. There were notable
disparities between voting outcomes and
representation in the Pennsylvania Congress
before and after the Pennsylvania Supreme
Court drew new district lines. In the 2016
House races in Pennsylvania, slightly more
people voted for Democrats than voted for
Republicans in aggregate, but the Congres-
sional delegation resulted in five Democrats
and 11 Republicans. In the 2018 election
with new districts, the delegation to Con-
gress became nine Democrats and nine Re-
publicans (of course, the result was compli-
cated by midterm elections which generally
favor the opposition to the President’s
party).

Gerrymandering that distorts votes
such as in the case of Pennsylvania is a
democratic problem, and addressing it is

Gerrymandering, the practice of
drawing district lines to favor one’s political
party or views, presents a robust concept to
investigate with an integrative disciplinary
approach. Indeed, all four disciplines have a
role to play in understanding and addressing
the issue of gerrymandering. Gerrymander-
ing has been a part of United States politics
since the early republic, and its historical
evolution has been interwoven with changes
in political parties, industrialization, and
race relations. It is also a contentious con-
temporary issue, at the center of policy de-
bates about how we might fix a seemingly
broken electoral system and heal the parti-
san divide in the U.S. For example, in 2018
five states held ballot measures on gerry-
mandering; whereas in the previous decade
only a total of five states had done so
(Wines, 2018).

Because gerrymandering is a geo-
graphic enterprise, it necessarily involves
the use of maps and geospatial data. Eco-
nomics has a role to play as well, since ger-
rymandering can be analyzed by using eco-
nomic reasoning principles, and has recently
been shown to have an economic impact on
constituents in a district (Akey et al., 2018).
Additionally, the concept allows for a criti-
cal literacy perspective because it warrants
an examination of how language used in
gerrymandering debates reflects the social
construction of power, and provides oppor-
tunities for students to “consider actions that
can be taken to promote social justice”
(Lewison et al., 2015, p. 3). In sum, gerry-
mandering represents a good case through
which to examine integrated disciplinary lit-
eracy practices in social studies and connect
to the C3 Framework’s inquiry arc.

Problem-framing

A common practice among the major
disciplines of the social studies is to frame
and address problems as a first step in the
inquiry process. “Developing and planning
inquiries” is the first step in the inquiry arc.
Inquiry across the social studies disciplines
requires naming a problem, considering its
historical and contemporary context—in-
cluding antecedents and causes—and then
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complicated. There are competing goals and
rationales for how to draw districts, includ-
ing different notions of place identity, be-
liefs that districts should be compact or that
political entities like townships should not
be divided, and arguments that lines should
be drawn by the existing majority in govern-
ment versus drawn to maximize political
competitiveness. The fundamental problem
is: What is the fairest way to draw congres-
sional districts? A teacher could pose this
question for students and then encourage
them to ponder it from different angles, in-
vestigating when and how the problem arose
and considering proposed solutions (see Ap-
pendix). Alternatively, students can begin
with an examination of contextual informa-
tion—such as the Michigan case in the sam-
ple IDM—and frame a problem about gerry-
mandering for themselves.

Using Disciplinary Tools and Concepts
with a Variety of Texts

Literate people in all the core social
studies disciplines read and critically ana-
lyze a wide variety of textual forms. Al-
though each discipline may privilege some
types of texts over others—for example,
data maps in geography, or historical news-
paper articles and political cartoons in his-
tory—the texts that people use in each disci-
pline may nonetheless be verbal, visual,
graphic, or oral. Those who are literate in
these disciplines can move between differ-
ent texts, integrating information and con-
clusions they draw from them to reach their
own conclusions. In making sense of these
texts, they use disciplinary concepts and
tools as suggested by the C3 Framework.
For example, literate people across disci-
plines apply the heuristics of sourcing, con-
textualizing, and corroborating, recognizing
that authors have their own motivations, bi-
ases, and theoretical frameworks. Further-
more, they all use understandings of key
substantive concepts from their disciplines
as a lens through which to make sense of in-
formation in various texts—whether it is
recognizing opportunity costs and tradeoffs
in economics, or acknowledging different
conceptions of justice articulated in political
theory.

Students could use a variety of texts
and disciplinary concepts and tools to ad-
dress the question about gerrymandering
posed above. For example, students could
consider how the issue of gerrymandering
has changed over time by reading about its
history through secondary sources such as
historian David Stebenne’s (2012) article,
“Re-mapping American Politics: The Redis-
tricting Revolution Fifty Years Later” (see
Appendix), or the Smithsonian Magazine ar-
ticle (Trickey, 2017) on the history of the
term “gerrymandering.” Students could also
use some of the primary sources featured in
these articles, including the 1812 Boston
Gazette print where the term gerrymander-
ing was coined, or an 1820 broadside com-
menting on the results of Massachusetts’
1912 redistricting plan (see the Choices Pro-
gram curriculum for additional historical
sources http://www.choices.edu/teaching-
news-lesson/gerrymandering-one-person-
one-vote/). To put the current debate in a
more recent historical context, students
could read the opinion in the 1963 Supreme
Court case Baker v. Carr which decided,
first, that legislative apportionment is an is-
sue for the courts, and, second, that legisla-
tive districts should be reapportioned with
equal population across districts (see Appen-
dix). In reading these texts, teachers could
encourage students to use historical and con-
temporary information to source and contex-
tualize, and to critically analyze the use of
language and images in communicating
messages about fair political representation.

Students could also use a variety of
static and interactive data visualizations, ap-
plying multiple disciplinary concepts to un-
derstand and formulate arguments about
gerrymandering. For example, they can use
maps to apply geographic concepts like
movement and regions while evaluating
how shifts in population distribution
throughout different states have influenced
gerrymandering. Or, they can apply eco-
nomic concepts like choice and tradeoffs as
they consider the different political goals
people have, and how these varying goals
lead to different ways of gerrymandering
district lines. In addition, students can ana-
lyze graphs and charts that help them better

understand the issues of partisanship and po-
litical polarization that have influenced ger-
rymandering. The sample IDM in the Ap-
pendix contains several examples of data vi-
sualizations for students to analyze.

Forming Evidence-based Arguments

All of the core social studies disci-
plines value evidence-based arguments and
explanations. Preferences for communicat-
ing arguments and explanations may differ
among disciplines, but scholars nonetheless
address problems with arguments and expla-
nations supported by empirical evidence and
sound reasoning. Showing how evidence is
being used is also essential. As the C3
Framework suggests, by the end of 12th

grade students can “identify evidence that
draws information directly and substantively
from multiple sources to detect inconsisten-
cies in evidence in order to revise or
strengthen claims” and also “refine claims
and counterclaims attending to precision,
significance, and knowledge conveyed
through the claim while pointing out the
strengths and limitations of both” (NCSS,
2013, p. 55).

In the case of gerrymandering stu-
dents could use evidence to make claims
about the fairest way to draw legislative dis-
tricts. For example, websites like Flowing
Data and FiveThirtyEight (see Appendix)
offer resources to help students consider dif-
ferent ways to approach redistricting based
on different goals—for example, by drawing
district lines to promote highly competitive
elections or by using an algorithm to pro-
mote district compactness. Using these web-
sites as a starting point, students could hold
a deliberative forum about the pros and cons
of each of these different approaches. They
could then build upon insight gained
through such deliberations and choose his-
torical, economic, and geographic evidence
from sources mentioned above to develop an
argument—and a counterclaim to their argu-
ment—about the fairest way to draw dis-
tricts.

Students’ arguments in answer to the
question about gerrymandering could be a

written essay or take other forms, such as a
policy recommendation white paper. Stu-
dents in states with citizens’ redistricting
commissions, such as the one that was
passed in Michigan through a 2018 ballot
initiative (Egan, 2018), could either write
letters arguing for a particular approach, or
pretend they are on the commission and
write speeches to give to fellow commission
members. Students could also work together
to create blogs on a class website, imagining
they are a team made up of an economist,
geographer, historian, and political scientist
using different forms of evidence, including
verbal and visual, to build a case for a par-
ticular solution. No matter the form of the
argument presented, students would be able
to practice economic literacy skills by rea-
soning about choices and tradeoffs, geo-
graphic literacy skills by creating a map
with their proposed district lines, historical
literacy skills by incorporating multiple
sources of evidence to establish a historical
context, and civic literacy skills by demon-
strating their knowledge of government and
by appealing to values like justice and prin-
ciples like rule of law.

Taking Action

Although each of the disciplines refer-
enced above have ways of communicating
knowledge to larger audiences, one area that
the disciplinary literacy scholarship does not
spend as much time is on students using
their skills to take action in their communi-
ties. The C3 Framework, however, includes
taking informed action as the final step in
the inquiry arc. For example, by the end of
12th grade, students should be able to
“present adaptations of arguments and ex-
planations that feature evocative ideas and
perspectives on issues and topics to reach a
range of audiences and venues outside the
classroom” (p. 60). In the case of gerryman-
dering, students could draw upon their un-
derstanding of gerrymandering’s historical
causes and consequences, as well as con-
temporary goals and debates, and then apply
their own personal notions of fairness to de-
velop an action plan.
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One potentially compelling outlet for
action as a culmination of a gerrymandering
inquiry arc (included in the IDM) would be
to have students communicate their conclu-
sions by writing a letter to their governor or
state legislative representative to make a
case for what they believe to be the fairest
way to redraw district lines, using claims,
evidence, and reasoning. Alternatively, stu-
dents could create a short video documen-
tary to inform the public about the history of
gerrymandering and current debates. Draw-
ing on the Michigan example above, for ex-
ample, students could send their letter to the
citizens’ redistricting commission or create,
and perhaps present, comments at a public
meeting of the commission. No matter the
product, students could use interdisciplinary
evidence to support their argument.

Conclusion
Scholars have mostly focused on disci-

plinary literacy in each of the core social
studies disciplines by identifying specific
characteristics central to them. To be sure,
each of the social studies disciplines offers
specialized concepts and skills useful for an-
alyzing and understanding the myriad of
questions and problems that we regularly
face as citizens in a democratic society.
However, we argue that weaving the disci-
plines together offers a more powerful way
to tackle complex problems than any disci-
plinary approach on its own. We further ar-
gue that an integrated disciplinary approach
need not be a disconnected mishmash of
lessons or investigations. Indeed, the disci-
plines themselves honor and use concepts
from different disciplines, and they share
practices that lend themselves to an integra-
tive approach. This article has attempted to
illustrate how using an integrative approach
to tackle a democratic problem provides stu-
dents with opportunities to engage in liter-
acy practices deemed valuable within the
separate social studies disciplines, while
leveraging the opportunities inherent in the
social studies disciplines’ common prac-
tices. The different disciplinary lenses used
in this approach also give students the op-
portunity to critically analyze monodisci-
plinary answers to multidisciplinary prob-
lems, providing them with a range of disci-

plinary concepts and ways of knowing with
which to make sense of an issue. Classroom
experiences such as the one we have sug-
gested with the case of gerrymandering have
the potential to provide students with rich
learning experiences that will prepare them
well for the challenges of civic life.
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Let’s face it–
the current state of world af-
fairs does not create an envi-
ronment of empathy and

compassion. Pockets of single-issue
unity have divided communities,
states, and the nation. Cries of,

“What about me?” send a message that I am
more important than you are and that my

needs are greater than yours. As adults, we
have failed to model the collaboration we ex-
pect from our students. The young are told
what to think rather than how to think.

As educators, we have amazing opportu-
nities to teach students the skills needed to think
critically and analyze information before draw-
ing conclusions. We have the privilege of
weaving the human story into what can some-
times be a dry, boring subject area. We have the
privilege of helping our students tell their sto-
ries. The human story makes us pause when we
look at a historical situation; we see what hap-
pened to real people in a real historical setting.
Stories must be told and literature can help us
do that, whether novels, non-fiction or primary
sources. Some of the information here is my
own original thought. Most of it is a conglomer-
ation of ieas I seen, heard, run across, or read
about over a span of five years.

Many social studies teachers already in-
corporate a wide variety of readings: primary
sources, excerpts, novels. They also bring writ-
ing such as journals and diaries into the picture
alongside their research and argument writing
activities. This approach augments application

of the Common Core State Standards for Literacy
in Social Studies. This approach allows for differ-
entiation as literature of different reading levels can
be shared without diluting the social studies con-
tent. Different writing tasks can be assigned. When
selected texts are presented within the appropriate
historical context, stu-
dents learn to see even
historical fiction as
examples of real peo-
ple living through the
social, economic and
political environments
of a multitude of eras.
They see the human
story unfold amid the
names, dates, and
events. They evaluate
the intended and unin-
tended consequences of both personal and political
decisions. When they write from their own per-
spective, or by putting themselves in the shoes of
another person, those evaluative skills motivate
them to reflect on the story they are telling com-
pared to the story they want to tell.

In elementary school, teaching with histori-
cal fiction helps educators teach students the differ-
ence between fact and fiction while honing reading
and writing skills, and creating empathetic stu-
dents. In Seven Reasons I Teach with Historical
Fiction, Tarry Lindquist recounts one teacher’s rea-
sons for incorporating literature, including the fact
that it puts people back in history. She also cites
the value of accurate picture books for young read-
ers who are attempting to visualize what clothing
or transportation looked like during a period of
study. People love stories. For those students who
like to read, incorporating historical fiction intro-
duces a genre they might not have encountered.
For those who dislike reading or struggle with it,
engaging content that highlights the struggles and
successes of another child can provide the motiva-
tion to stick through a text to the very end. They

want to know what happens next. They want to
know what this child they are beginning to relate to
will do.

In middle school, literature that accompanies
the content can bring to life the study of cultures

and civilizations that
seem so distant. Using
human stories bridges
the disconnect between
then and now by bring-
ing events to life. Last
year, we sought to in-
clude an important
piece of literature in
our sixth-grade geogra-
phy class. Enter Jules
Verne and Around the
World in Eighty Days.

In our curriculum, it is more like Around the World
in 180 Days, but the kids are loving it. We changed
the order of our regions of study and followed
Phileas Fogg around the world, learning about cul-
tures, people and political systems. We added an
artistic map of the world to the walls with an icon of
the novel to document Phileas’ travels. A nice audio
version of the text provides periodic read-a-louds to
help students understand a vernacular they are unac-
customed to. One book, woven into the fabric of ev-
erything they do, has created interest and curiosity
without creating additional “work” for anyone. It
does not require worksheets, tests, or essays. We are
not teaching “the book.” Instead, we are teaching
students to draw connections and parallels, to sepa-
rate fact from fiction, to understand people and the
role each plays in history.

High school literature integration is power-
ful, but please consult your English department.
Perhaps a text can be moved from English to social
studies, or the English classes might agree to let one
go. In my ninth grade U.S. History class, students
read excerpts from Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, and
The Book Thief by Markus Zusak andWarriors

Don’t Cry by Melba Pattillo Beals in their en-
tireties. These were long-term readings and
students had summative projects to do for
each; the tasks leading up to the projects
meant I had to let go of some of my traditional
assignments. It was simultaneously scary and
empowering. It was worth it as I watched students
struggle with, “Why did they do that?” over and
over again.

I was not so naïve as to believe every fresh-
man would read The Jungle in its entirety just be-
cause I said so. I knew I could get everyone to read
something in it. I wanted them to understand the im-
migrant experience, the worker experience, the
slums of the time period. Structuring the process in
a weekly book club format, I reallocated one 45-
minute class period to a book club session six dif-
ferent times spread over eight weeks. The summa-
tive piece was each student’s choice from among
three options:

● On a poster board, provide 15 quotes from
the novel that illustrate whether the novel
was more about the plight of immigrants, or
more about the meatpacking industry. All
quotes must support the same position. Pro-
vide a brief explanation for each quote ex-
plaining how it supports your position.

● Use a Venn diagram to show the similarities
and differences between what Sinclair
hoped to accomplish with his book and
what he actually accomplished. Provide ci-
tations for the actual accomplishments
based on your research.

● Create a timeline with at least 15 actual,
significant, historical events from the time
period. Estimate dates for five events from
the book and insert them appropriately in
your timeline. For each of the actual events,
provide a brief description as to why you
consider it significant. For each fictional
event, explain why you chose the date.

Educator Corner
With Jennifer Smielewski
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In U.S. History, students also read The Book Thief
by Markus Zusak andWarriors Don’t Cry by Melba
Pattillo Beals. Holocaust and World War II literature
like The Book Thief is easy to get students to engage
with. In the novel, readers repeatedly see aspects of
the brutality of humans, and their beauty. In one
project option, students are asked to choose, based
on the book and their views of current events,
whether humanity is brutal or beautiful. They have
to provide examples from the books, history, and
current events to support their position. It is argu-
ment writing without quite as much writing and it’s
beautiful to see their thought processes emerge.
Warriors Don’t Cry stimulates so many questions
among freshmen who cannot understand why peo-
ple treat others the way they do. Ironically, they ex-
hibit the same behaviors in areas that are important
to them. During a read-aloud time, I have had the
privilege of hearing a student say, “I can’t read that
out loud. It feels like I’m saying it.” Knowing, in
that moment, a student understood the power of
words and her own beliefs made the initial effort re-
quired to initiate any of this worth it.

Several years ago, I had the opportunity to de-
velop a senior elective for our social studies depart-
ment. Great Wars is a year-long study of World War
I, the Interwar Period, and World War II. Needless
to say, we created a class that did a deep dive into
every aspect of war, its causes and consequences, as
well as the actual combat side of war. Human be-
ings with stories emerged in the history. Students
read the young adult version of Unbroken: A World
War II Story of Survival, Resilience, and Redemp-
tion by Laura Hillenbrand. Presented with themes
and questions, students were asked to explain the
behaviors and growth of those featured in the story.
They are asked where they see character traits such
as heroism and selfishness. One particular student
noted the changes each went through during their
ordeal, exhibiting different character traits at the
end than they at the beginning.

I felt Mac was far to[sic] selfish and did not
try to help the group but instead was think-
ing about himself at the beginning. However,
he started to accept death more and more
and then he was a much less selfish person.

People change. Whether fiction or non-fic-
tion, the people in our stories change. Recognizing
their growth over time provides opportunities for

discussion about how we grow. Our students will
not be the same in 10 years. Hopefully, they will be
better versions of their current selves. I know they
have made me a better version of myself.
Before you embark on a literature journey with your
students, make sure you know your readers. Know
their reading levels. Set reasonable expectations.
You might need to address vocabulary in some
texts. If your students use e-readers, don’t bother
with vocabulary assignments. Encourage them to
long-press on unfamiliar words and read the defini-
tion in context. Coordinate with other teachers and
departments. Explain to your administrators, parents
and students up front what you are doing and why.

History is a collection of stories. Stories tell
the tales our history books gloss over as we inter-
weave the names, dates, and essential facts to create
replicas of real experiences. Our students relate to
the characters they read about and analyze the
choices those characters made and the consequences
that ensued. Students can apply and hone their criti-
cal thinking skills to their own decision-making
while writing their own stories for the history
books.

Jen Smielewski is in her 17th year as a second-career
educator in mathematics and social studies. She is
passionate about literature integration and the potential
it carries for applications in social studies and the
sciences. She has a bachelor of applied arts degree in
journalism and political science from Central Michigan
University, a bachelor of science in education in
mathematics and history from Baker College, and a
Master of Arts in K-12 school administration from
Central Michigan University.
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A recent survey, designed by historians and
Holocaust survivors and commissioned by the non-
profit Claims Conference of 11,000 Americans aged
18-29 found a pervasive lack of knowledge about
Nazi atrocities against Jews in the 1930s and during
the Holocaust (Conference on Jewish Materials
Claims, 2020). Findings from this recent study in-
clude:

● 63% of respondents were not aware that six
million Jews had been murdered, with only
36% believing two million or fewer had
been killed.

● 48% of the respondents could not name a
single concentration camp or ghetto (there
were over 40,000) that Jews were taken dur-
ing the Holocaust.

● 11% believed Jews caused the Holocaust
and should be blamed for it.

● 10% believed the Holocaust didn’t happen
or are not sure.

While research reporting U.S. students’ lack
of knowledge and understanding of the Holocaust is
not new (Totten & Fienberg, 2016), these findings
suggest some initiatives taken by states to mandate
Holocaust education may not be enough. For in-
stance, Illinois became the first state in the nation to
enlist this mandate in 1990. Yet, Claims Conference
survey results disaggregated find more than half of
Illinois survey respondents could not identify a sin-
gle concentration camp or ghetto. Renee Silberman,
a docent at the Illinois Holocaust Museum and Edu-
cation Center, expressed her frustration in an inter-
view with the Chicago Tribune (Dorfman, 2020,
September 30) at the survey results pointing to-
wards the ineffectiveness of this mandate:

I was really disappointed because even with
mandatory Holocaust education in Illinois
— and we have had it for so many years —
it is really upsetting to know that young peo-

Using the Despair to Empowerment
Curricular Curve in Cultivating Informed
Civic Action: Lessons from a 10th grade
Unit on the Holocaust

ple still don’t understand that this actually
happened.
Results disaggregated for the state of Michi-

gan also points towards additional efforts needed,
outside of the state’s mandate. In 2016, the Michi-
gan Legislature and Governor passed House Bill
4493 resulting in Public Act 170 that required
school districts to include age-appropriate instruc-
tion in grades 8 to 12 about the Holocaust (98th

Michigan Legislature, 2016). Yet, the Claims Report
finds still 14% of Michigan respondents believed
Jews were responsible for the Holocaust; a score
amongst the worst in the nation on this item. Fifty-
nine percent of Michigan respondents did not know
that six million Jews were murdered in the Holo-
caust, and 46% were not able to name a concentra-
tion camp or ghetto. Michigan respondents weren’t
alone, as other states with Holocaust Education
mandates reported lackluster performance like Ore-
gon, New York, and Virginia.

AQuestion of Pedagogy: From Despair to Em-
powerment

While mandates may be a part of the solu-
tion to ensure youth understand and learn from the
Holocaust, additional efforts should be paid to how
the Holocaust is taught in U.S. classrooms and com-
munities. In an article for National Affairs, Ruth
Wisse, a former professor of Yiddish and compara-
tive literature at Harvard, described the dark side of
Holocaust education and pedagogy (Wisse, 2020).
Her research finds the perversity of educators teach-
ing about hate to prevent hate. She notes “A peda-
gogical fixation by educators on teaching hate has
been associated with societies like fascist Germany
and Soviet Russia that wish to direct blame and hate
against designated alien or undesirable groups”
(Phillips, 2020, October 20, para. 4). Instead of edu-
cators memorializing hate, especially, of the Nazi
German perpetrators’ murder and hate towards Jews
and other groups during the Holocaust, all in the
name of preventing future iterations of hate, Wisse

Brad Maguth, Hannah Bendelewski, & Jay
Austin
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recommends educators stop showing indifference or
apathy towards current acts of violence and discrim-
ination.

To improve our instruction when teaching the
Holocaust, we sought out instructional tools to pro-
mote youth empowerment and engagement over de-
spair and apathy. This led us to Berman’s (1990) De-
spair to Empowerment Curricular Curve. Berman
observed that too often social educators (inclusive of
the social studies) saturate students with depressing
historical problems, along with accompanying dis-
heartening accounts, that humans have and currently
face. Students learn accounts of human misery and
can easily be overwhelmed, desensitized to, or apa-
thetic toward the problem because they rarely are
given the opportunity to apply learnings gleaned to
solve complex problems. History in classrooms can
digress into the worst humans have to offer one an-
other, as one horrible conflict, depression, disease,
or episode follows one another (one chapter after
another) to suck the life and industry out of youth
(Maguth et al., 2019).

Berman’s proposed curve draws from a so-
cio-constructivist paradigm that captures the impor-
tance of learners interpreting meaning based on their
experience, including curricular experiences (Vygot-
sky, 1978/1995). Instead of the teacher pouring
knowledge into passive students—like an empty
vessel to be filled—students in a constructivist class-
room actively engage in curricular experiences that
build on previous knowledge, promote inquiry and
interactivity, make connections between the past and
today, and apply their learning in a real-world con-
text. Berman does acknowledge that after students
gain a “threshold of knowledge,” they must have a
creative outlet to apply these understandings to
move away from despair and towards empower-
ment. An empowering curriculum moves beyond
students simply learning about a mass murder/geno-
cide, conflict, economic depressions, and diseases
and provides them with the opportunity to draw
from gained understandings on suffering to take in-
formed action on current issues. Such an instruc-
tional approach fights the normalization and desen-
sitization of youth to injustice, conflict, and grief.
Instead of fostering complacency, youth are pre-
pared to apply their learning to take informed action.
Students are allowed to explore problems that cur-
rently affect them, their family, neighborhood, our
country, and planet to act and help others.

Table 1
Elements of despair and empowerment curriculum

The Despair to Empowerment Curricular
Curve below depicts despair and empowerment on
opposite sides of a curve. Time is represented on the
x-axis, and the y-axis represents the scope of self-
empowerment.

If not given the opportunity to delve deeply
and meaningfully into a subject, like the Holocaust,
students can fall into information glut and hopeless-
ness (despair) as they traverse from one horrible
episode or chapter in history to another in social
studies. Berman contests rarely are learners afforded
the opportunity to apply gained learnings to take in-
formed action despite such activities moving learn-
ers beyond despair and information glut and toward
empowerment.

Figure 1
Despair to empowerment curricular curve
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The College, Career, and Civic Life Frame-
work (C3 Framework) is a framework for educators
that can help operationalize Berman’s (1990) De-
spair to Empowerment Curricular Curve. The C3 ad-
vances an inquiry-oriented social studies curriculum
that successfully prepares youth for college, career,
and active civic life. In these inquiry-laden units,
students develop questions and help plan the in-
quiry, draw from the social studies disciplines (con-
cepts and tools), evaluate sources and use evidence,
and communicate conclusions all to take informed
action (NCSS, 2013). The C3 Framework aligns
with Berman’s research and provides educators with
an inquiry-laden framework to construct problem-
based units in which students draw from content and
tools in the social studies disciplines. Specifically,
empowerment in social studies education can easily
be aligned to the C3 Framework’s inquiry arc that
uses questions in the exploration of key issues faced
by people in communities overtime (Grant, 2013).
The importance of asking the right question is em-
phasized by Berman (1990) when he writes, “…edu-
cating young people for the development of social
consciousness means posing a set of questions that
emphasizes their social development” (p. 76). The
C3 Framework provides students with the opportu-
nity to ask such questions by stepping out of their
shoes to better understand the perspectives and con-
cerns of people from different cultures and commu-
nities.

Research into Practice: The Holocaust & the De-
spair to Empowerment Curve

Below, the authors describe a tenth-grade
U.S. History curricular unit on the Holocaust, which
showcased elements of the empowerment curricular
curve. Before learning about the curve, the authors
planned and implemented a traditional unit on the
Holocaust that unknowingly featured many “de-
spair” elements. This traditional despair unit is de-
scribed below.

This traditional unit on the Holocaust started
with the teacher asking students to take off one of
their tennis shoes and put it in a clear plastic pro-
duce bag. Afterward, learners were asked to ex-
change their shoe with a classmate. Once ex-
changed, students were informed they needed to in-
vestigate their classmate’s shoe and record their an-
swers to the following questions:

● What markings are visible? Any logos,
names, or color scheme? What’s its style? Is
there any wear, tear, or debris?

● If someone was to locate this shoe 75 years
from now, what story would this one shoe
tell them about its owner? Who they are?
Their interests?
Afterward, students discuss the picture be-

low (Figure 2) of mounds of shoes that were stolen
from Jews murdered by the Nazis at the Dachau
concentration camp. Each of these shoes represents
a life stolen, with family, friends, and communities
impacted. The Nazis confiscated and seized Jewish
property that included clothing, medication, tools,
luggage, glasses, food, and other valuables.

Figure 2
Source A: View of a large pile of victims' shoes piled
at Dachau

United States Holocaust Memorial & Museum.
(2020). View of a large pile of victims' shoes piled
up outside barracks in the Dachau concentration
camp. Retrieved at https://collections.ushmm.org/

search/catalog/pa1158439

This picture helps in introducing the Holo-
caust as the systematic, state-sponsored persecution
and murder of six million Jews by the Nazi regime
and its collaborators (United States Holocaust
Memorial and Museum [USHMM], 2020). By the
end of the war in 1945, Nazi Germans and their col-
laborators killed nearly two out of every three Euro-
pean Jews as part of the Final Solution, with 3 mil-
lion Polish Jews murdered (Friedlander, 2009). The
Nazis considered Jews to be an inferior race that
posed the deadliest menace to the German volk
(people). Soon after coming to power, the Nazis
adopted measures to exclude Jews from German
economic, social and cultural life and to pressure
them to emigrate. World War II provided Nazi offi-
cials with the opportunity to pursue a comprehen-
sive, “final solution to the Jewish question” in an at-
tempt to annihilate all Jews in Europe.

Afterward, students were asked to review the
table below (Table 2) from the United States Holo-
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caust Memorial and Museum which provides statis-
tics on the number of people murdered, by group af-
filiation, during the Holocaust. Guiding questions
for discussion included: What groups of people were
targeted by the Nazis? And, why did the Nazis target
Europe’s Jews and others during the Holocaust?

Table 2
Source B: The number of dead

U.S. Holocaust Memorial and Museum. (2020).
Documenting numbers of victims of the Holocaust
and Nazi persecution. Retrieved at https://encyclo-
pedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/documenting-
numbers-of-victims-of-the-holocaust-and-nazi-per-

secution

Upon reviewing this table, we discussed the
Nazi rise to power in Germany in January 1933 and
their belief the Aryan race was superior to all others.
During the Holocaust, German authorities targeted
mainly Europe’s Jews and other groups because of
their perceived racial and biological inferiority.
Other groups persecuted included Roma (Gypsies),
people with disabilities, groups of Slavic people
(Poles, Russians, and others), Soviet prisoners of
war, Blacks, Communists, Socialists, Jehovah's Wit-
nesses, and homosexuals.

In the next activity, students were asked to
review one of the three pictures below (Figure 3,
Figure 4, and Figure 5) independently on the history

of antisemitism in Europe. Then, learners were
placed in a larger group with other students that ana-
lyzed the same source to discuss what they learned.
After discussing their source in their group, students
from each group report to the entire class key infor-
mation presented in their source. Through this
Think, Pair, Share activity, and its accompanying
analysis, students come to understand the enduring
challenges of antisemitism in early Europe and how
such murderous and incendiary attitudes didn’t just
emerge in Germany upon Hitler’s rise to power in
the 20th Century.

Figure 3
Source C: Medieval anti-Semitism

Wolgemut, Michel and Pleydenwurff, Wilhelm,
Martyrdom of Simon von Trent (1493), woodcut,

Hartmann Schedels Weltchronik (Nuremberg World
Chronicle), Katz Ehrenthal Collection, U.S. Holo-
caust Memorial Museum https://collections.ushm-

m.org/search/catalog/irn545179

The picture above is a 1493 illustration of
the Blood Libel from Medieval Europe perpetuating
the claim that Jews murdered Christian children and
used their blood for religious offerings. Due to exist-
ing antisemitism, Christians would allege Jews mur-
dered Christian boys for their blood for religious rit-
uals. This slander often led to attacks on Jewish
communities despite the fact that human sacrifice
and the use of even animal blood for any purpose
are strictly forbidden according to Jewish law.
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Figure 4
Source D: Medieval anti-Semitism

Representation of a massacre of the Jews in 1349
Antiquitates Flandriae (Royal Library of Belgium

manuscript 1376/77)

The picture above is an illustration published
in the 13th Century that shows two Jews about to be
put to death as revenge for the death of Jesus, who
looks on at the top left. In Medieval Europe, a ru-
mor emerged that Jews collectively murdered Jesus
which has been used to justify violence against Jews
for centuries. Historians, as well as Christian theolo-
gians and leaders, have concluded these claims are
baseless and incorrect.

Figure 5
Source E: Medieval anti-Semitism

Artist unknown, Execution of the Faithful (c.1250),
illustration in Bible Moralisée, Gallica digital li-
brary, Bibliothèque National de France https://

www.wsj.com/articles/the-return-of-anti-semitism-
1422638910

The drawing above is of the Strasbourg mas-
sacre on February 14, 1349, where several hundred
Jews were publicly burnt to death, and the rest of
them expelled from the city due to Christians blam-
ing them for the Black Death. This plague killed 25
million in 14th century Europe, roughly 40 percent
of the population. Due to antisemitism, Jews were
shunned and tortured for misguided beliefs of their
being responsible for the Bubonic plague.

In the final section of this unit, students were
asked to review the following images (Figure 6, Fig-
ure 7, and Figure 8) focused on antisemitism within
20th century America. Specific questions included:

1. Who and what is depicted in the image?
2. What are people in the image doing?
3. How does this image relate to the Holocaust?
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Figure 6
Source F: American Nazis in the
1930s

American Nazis in the 1930s—The German Ameri-
can Bund. Retrieved at https://www.theatlantic.com/
photo/2017/06/american-nazis-in-the-1930sthe-

german-american-bund/529185/

Six and a half months before Adolf Hitler in-
vaded Poland, New York City’s Madison Square
Garden hosted a rally organized by the German
American Bund to celebrate the rise of Nazism in
Germany. This picture depicts this rally where more
than 20,000 attendees raised Nazi salutes toward a
30-foot-tall portrait of George Washington flanked
by swastikas.

Figure 7
Source G: Hitler in TIME magazine

Time Magazine retrieved from https://time.com/
magazine

Hitler appeared on the cover of TIME Maga-
zine on multiple occasions — most famously per-
haps on Jan. 2, 1939, when he was named Man of
the Year. Before and during World War II, anti-

semitism was a prevalent attitude in America and
reached high levels in the late 1930s and into the
1940s. According to the American Institute of Public
Opinion Poll, two-thirds of Americans believed
Jews were at fault for their persecution by the Nazis
in Europe. Rampant unemployment resulting from
the Great Depression, and isolationist attitudes after
World War 1, also led Americans to oppose allowing
Jewish exiles from Germany into the U.S.

Figure 8
Source H: M.S. St. Louis

Passengers aboard the M.S. St. Louis ocean liner.
Retrieved at https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/con-

tent/en/photo/passengers-aboard-the-st-louis

On May 13th, 1939, the German ship the
M.S. St. Louis sailed from Hamburg, Germany for
Havana, Cuba carrying mostly German Jewish pas-
sengers. Enroute the Cuban government revoked the
ship’s landing certificate and forced the ship to leave
its harbor. Desperate, the ship sailed toward Miami,
Florida pleading for assistance. U.S. authorities re-
fused to allow the M.S. St. Louis’ passengers to dis-
embark, and the ship sailed back to Europe. Of the
937 passengers, 254 were murdered in the Holo-
caust

The traditional unit previously described, in-
clusive of its embedded activities and assessments,
placed a focus on the death, destruction, discrimina-
tion, and human plight that was prevalent during the
Holocaust. Upon learning about the Despair to Em-
powerment Curve, we began to understand how this
traditional unit could easily leave students feeling
powerless, overwhelmed, and desensitized to human
suffering. While the unit provided insights and
knowledge into the Holocaust, we knew the unit
needed updates to ensure students did not walk
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rights does it protect? In what way(s) has our com-
munity not lived up to this article? Finally, what
concrete steps can be taken by our community to
better live up to it? As an extension, educators could
have youth present their PSAs at locations outside
of school (virtually or in-person) such as community
events, or, neighborhood spaces to better inform oth-
ers and take action on this issue. Examples of stu-
dent work are included below.

Figure 10
Student poster on UDHR Article 7 with relation to
local community displayed

Figure 11
Student poster on UDHR Article 26 with relation to
local community displayed

Comments and feedback from learners after
completing this new activity suggest their apprecia-
tion for having the opportunity, beyond recall, to
make real-world connections between course con-

tent and current issues in their community. One stu-
dent noted, “I like how this project brought the his-
torical problems we’ve been studying to life in our
school and community today.” Instead of serving as
passive receptacles of knowledge, youth were pro-
vided with the opportunity to actively leverage their
social studies research and talents to take action to
help others. Another student explained, “I like how
we gained confidence and learned how to jump in to
make our community better.” By adding this new
component, we heard from students a sense of em-
powerment in gaining confidence and comfort in us-
ing their civic voices to collaborate with others to
better the human condition.

We believe the addition of this new section
better-provided learners with the opportunity to con-
front indifference or apathy towards current acts of
discrimination and/or injustice. It moves our tradi-
tional unit closer towards an empowering curricu-
lum where youth simply don’t learn about harm and
injustice but are provided with an outlet to draw
from gained understanding on suffering to take in-
formed action via a community issue. Such an in-
structional approach moves the unit closer to help-
ing prepare youth to fight the normalization of injus-
tice, violence, and suffering.

Conclusion

A strong and meaningful social studies edu-
cation is front and center in the fight against youth
feeling powerless and indifferent (NCSS, 2013). In
teaching the Holocaust, new approaches and tools
are needed that move beyond memorializing and re-
call of hate and towards pedagogies that cultivate
civic action to confront existing violence and injus-
tice. After all, the American Jewish community ex-
perienced the highest level of antisemitic incidents
last year since tracking began in 1979, with more
than 2,100 acts of assault, vandalism, and harass-
ment reported across the United States (Anti-
Defamation League, 2019). Berman’s Despair to
Empowerment Curricular Curve may be one such
conceptual device for use in the movement towards
civic empowerment in social studies. The use of this
curve helped the authors to plan and enact an in-
quiry-oriented tenth grade U.S. History unit on the
Holocaust. Too often information glut and hopeless-
ness (despair) are manufactured in social studies
classrooms. In an attempt to combat this problem,
instructional time was devoted to providing youth
with an empowering curricular experience that in-
volved applying gained learnings to take informed
action in their community. Future empirical research
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away with an overall impression of the normaliza-
tion of death, destruction, and hopelessness.

To try and move students beyond despair, we
added a new section immediately after the comple-
tion of the M.S. St. Louis ocean liner activity above.
This section was added to our traditional unit to help
fight the normalization and desensitization of human
destruction and suffering. It also provided learners
the opportunity to make real-world connections and
take informed action to events unfolding today. As a
disclaimer, we fully understand additional on-going
edits are warranted to better embed empowerment
elements throughout the entire unit, not just to its
conclusion. Described below is the initial and imme-
diate edit made after learning about the Despair to
Empowerment Curricular Curve.

In this new section, we asked students to re-
view the United Nations Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR). In part, this document ap-
proved in 1948 was a response to the atrocities of
the Holocaust. This milestone document outlines the
fundamental rights all people deserve, during peace
and war. It also inspires people locally and globally
to take action in the face of injustice and to be up-
standers in working to protect human rights for all
(United Nations, 1948).

After providing an introduction to the
UDHR, students were asked to select one of its arti-
cles for a deeper investigation. In this segment,
learners were asked to identify an article of the
UDHR they felt their community had not lived-up
to. For instance, one student selected Article 7 that
reports all humans must be equal before the law and
are entitled without any discrimination to equal pro-
tection of the law. In Ohio, the state where the au-
thors teach, numerous studies find the state’s appli-
cation of the death penalty have disproportionality
affected people of color (Death Penalty Information
Center, 2020). Other UDHR articles students se-
lected included the treatment of refugees and mi-
norities, protections of freedom of speech, assembly,
and religion, and the right to an education. Teachers
may want to share the poster below which provides
a listing of all 30 articles.

Figure 9
Source I: United Nations Universal Declaration of
Human Rights

Irish Times. (2018). United Nations Declaration of
Human Rights. Retrieved at https://www.ihrec.ie/ap-
p/uploads/2018/12/HumanRights-A1Poster-reduced

.pdf

Once students connected the rights refer-
enced by this global document to the needs of our
local community, students were asked to create a
public service announcement (PSA) about it. This
announcement centered on the construction of an in-
formative poster for display and presentation in the
main corridor of the high school during Human
Rights Day. These large (24” x 36”) posters were
hung in one of the most heavily trafficked sections
of the school. We also had an unveiling ceremony
for the posters where students were able to present
them to their classmates, to school administrators,
and for the videotaped school announcements that
played for all students during homeroom that day.

Posters needed to include the following in-
formation: What UDHR article did you select, and



36 SPRING 2021 Great Lakes Social Studies Journal

is warranted to better understand how the teaching and
learning of social studies can broker civic empowerment
while minimizing despair; especially, when teaching
about a topic as important as the Holocaust.

Brad Maguth is Professor of Social Studies Education in
the LeBron James Family Foundation School of Edu-
cation at The University of Akron. His research inter-
ests include inquiry-based global learning and in-
structional technology

Hannah Bendelewski is a graduate student studying cur-
ricular and instructional studies with an emphasis in
social studies education at The University of Akron.

Jay Austin is an accomplished high school social studies
teacher at Barberton City Schools (Barberton, Ohio).
He teaches 10th grade Honors U.S. History.
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Schools actively and passively socialize
students for participation in democracy (see Av-
ery, 2007; Barton & Levstik, 2004; Goodlad,
1996; Guttman, 1999; 2000; Parker, 1996b;
2002; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004a; 2004b). Ad-
ditionally, we know that how teachers conceptu-
alize and teach about democracy matters be-
cause this influences how a teacher enacts the
curriculum (Carr, 2006; 2008; Parker 1996a;
1996c; Ross & Yeager, 1999; Westheimer &
Kahne 2004b). However, evidence of how
teachers infuse democracy into the curriculum
and the classroom is limited (Carr, 2006; West-
heimer & Kahne 2004b), which leads to con-
cerns (see Goodlad 2008a, 2008b; Neumann,
2008). Therefore, it is essential to aid preservice
social studies teachers in the development of
conceptions of democracy as a complex, cultural
activity. If future teachers hold a complex con-
ception of democracy, they will teach their stu-
dents the complexity of democracy as an activ-
ity.

Literature Review

The research on preservice teachers’ con-
ceptions of democracy and citizenship displayed
that many preservice teachers believed that citi-
zens had only a limited number of actions they
could take in a democracy. These actions fo-
cused on voting, following laws, staying in-
formed, respecting the rights of others as well as
preserving their rights, and occasionally per-
forming community service (Boyle-Baise, 2003
Carr, 2006; Kickbusch, 1987; Ross & Yeager,
1999; Yeager & van Hover, 2004). This limited
view of the role of citizens in a democracy fit

within Parker’s (2002) traditional and West-
heimer and Kahne’s (2004) personally responsi-
ble citizen frame.

Interestingly, some studies have found
that preservice teachers hold more complex con-
ceptions of democracy and citizenship (Dinkel-
man, 2000; 2001; Iverson & James, 2009; Ross
& Yeager, 1999; Yeager & van Hover, 2004).
They described democracy as a way of life, as
an institution that is undergoing constant change
and transformation, or as an activity. These com-
plex conceptions of democracy appeared in two
primary ways: a community-oriented perspec-
tive (Iverson & James, 2009; Ross & Yeager;
Yeager & van Hover, 2004) and a social justice-
oriented perspective (Dinkelman, 2000; 2001;
Iverson & James, 2009). These complex concep-
tions of democracy fit within Parker’s (2002)
progressive and advanced and Westheimer and
Kahne’s (2004) participatory and justice-ori-
ented citizen frames. It is important to note that
these studies, while demonstrating that some
preservice teachers might have complex concep-
tions of democracy, do not provide an explana-
tion of how or why these were constructed.

Previous research demonstrates that pre-
service teachers present two contrasting find-
ings. First most research found preservice teach-
ers hold a limited, traditional conception of
democracy. A few studies have shown that some
preservice teachers either have or over time de-
velop complex conceptions.

Conceptual Framework
Democracy as a Cultural Activity

There are numerous visions of democ-
racy (e.g., Barber, 2003; Dewey 1916/2011;
Guttman, 1999; Price, 2007; Urbinati & Warren,
2008), which share a commonality: citizens en-
gage in the activity of democracy. Democracy is

Dean P. Vesperman

“Just voting for the side you believe without
understanding the other argument does nothing to
further democracy”: The evolution of preservice

teachers’ conceptions of democracy
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described as a cultural construct with a cultural-
historical origin, which has undergone an un-
even pattern of evolution. Therefore, democracy
is an activity in which citizens (subject) choose
whether democracy’s purpose (object) is to pre-
serve the status quo, improve local communities,
or achieve social justice (Parker, 2002; West-
heimer & Kahne, 2004b). These visions further
reveal that democracy has numerous culturally
mediated artifacts, rules for participation and ar-
tifact use, several visions of how labor should
and could be divided, and a plethora of commu-
nities citizens inhabit (see Barton & Levstik,
2004; Dewey, 1916/2011; Gutmann, 1999; Nie
et al., 1996; Parker, 2002; Patrick, 2005; West-
heimer & Kahne, 2004b) (see Figure 1). Given
the complexity of the activity, and using second
generational activity theory (Cole & Engeström,
1993; Engeström, 1987, 1990; Sannino, 2011;
Yamagata-Lynch & Haudenschild 2009), it is
apparent that citizens in a democracy do not
hold a specific or singular (limited) role within a
democracy, nor is there only one set of rules, ar-
tifacts, community, or division of labor.
(See Figure 1)

Consequently, citizens act within a
democracy, democratic institutions, and their
community in numerous ways given particular
situations (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Gutmann,
1999; Parker, 2002, 2005; Westheimer & Kahne,
2004b). Thus, any conception of democracy or
democratic citizenship should account for the
various and complex ways that citizens might
participate within the diverse communities that
make up a democracy (Barton & Levstik, 2004;
Dewey 1916/2011; Gutmann 1999).

Democracy as Activity Frame

The work of Parker (2002) and West-
heimer and Kahne (2004b) provide a heuristic
for capturing the complexity of democracy as an
activity and the artifacts citizens use when par-
ticipating in the activity. The melding of these
two typologies provided a frame for considera-
tion of democracy as a dynamic cultural activity
(Vesperman, 2015; Vesperman & Caulfield,
2017).

Qualitative Transformations

Another key aspect of activity theory is
that subjects go through qualitative transforma-
tions as they engage in an activity (Cole & En-
geström, 1993; Engeström, 1987, 1990; Vygot-
sky, 1978). Qualitative transformations are pos-
sible when subjects engage in activity that leads
to the creation of primary contradictions (En-
geström, 1987, 1990; Vesperman & Leet-Otley,
2021; Yamagata-Lynch & Haudenschild, 2009).
Primary contradictions occur when there is a
conflict between value systems held by the sub-
ject(s) and the activity. As primary contradic-
tions appear, subjects seek to resolve the contra-
diction by replacing or modifying existing val-
ues, beliefs, norms, and conceptions (En-
geström, 1987, 1990; Vesperman & Leet-Otley,
2021; Yamagata-Lynch & Haudenschild, 2009).
Additionally, subjects may shift the object of
their participation (Chaiklin, 2003; Veresov,
2004) or how they use artifacts of an activity
(Gutierrez, 2002; Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003; Ro-
goff & Angelillo, 2002). Thus, leading to onto-
genetic evolution, which can be mapped out as
subjects engage in activity (Cole & Engeström,
1993; Griffin & Cole, 1984; Rogoff &Angelillo,
2002).

A key to uncovering preservice teachers’
or students’ conceptions of democracy and its
artifacts is to create a space for them to examine
their personal beliefs. This space allows for the
appearance of primary contradictions. Research
on the socialization of preservice teachers noted
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the importance of critical reflection about the
practical and philosophical aspects of teaching
(Flores, 2007; Niesz, 2010) and the purposes of
teaching social studies (Dinkelman, 2000, 2001;
Iverson & James, 2009). Therefore, preservice
social studies teachers need a space to reflect
upon democracy. Consequently, does the intro-
duction of primary contradictions lead to quali-
tative transformations of participants’ concep-
tions of democracy?

Research Method

This is a case study of 13 secondary so-
cial studies pre-service teachers (PSTs). The 13
participants were enrolled in consecutive social
studies methods courses at a large Midwestern
University. The demographics of the 13 partici-
pants were five women and eight men. There
were 12 Caucasian participants and one African-
American participant. The researcher observed
all class sessions and was not the instructor on
record.

This case study used a concurrent mixed-
methods research design to achieve complemen-
tarity of the data collected and to provide a more
nuanced explanation of this social phenomenon
(Greene, 2007; Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006).
An enhancement of interpretations of the quali-
tative findings with quantitative data provided a
fuller interpretation and understanding of the
data collected (Collins et al., 2006; Jang et al.,
2008). Data was analyzed using a dialectic
stance to allow tensions between the qualitative
and quantitative methods to develop an en-
hanced view of the phenomenon studied by in-
cluding data that was contradictory or contrary
to the overall findings (Greene, 2007).

The study used several elicitation tech-
niques that required participants to explore their
conceptions of democracy. The use of multiple
methods of data collection and the triangulation
of data increased the reliability of the findings.
The elicitation techniques include the use of a
pre and post-questionnaire, pre and post-inter-
views, and a pre and post-photo elicitation activ-
ity designed from using findings from previous
studies (Boyle-Baise, 2003; Yeager & van
Hover, 2004) and the work of Parker (2002),
Westheimer and Kahne (2004), and Wartofsky
(1979). Participants also journaled about democ-
racy using elicitation prompts designed using the
work of Dyment and O'Connell (2003), Hubbs
and Brand (2005), Flores (2007), and Niesz
(2010). The prompts were meant to promote

critical reflection on participant’s beliefs about
democracy and various visions of democracy.

Analysis of data from this study occurred
concurrently. I analyzed qualitative data using
open coding (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). The cod-
ing schema was developed during a pilot study
(Vesperman & Caulfield, 2017) using grounded
theory (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss,
1967). These themes were then mapped onto
democracy as activity frame. Quantitative data
was analyzed to describe overall patterns in the
qualitative findings.

Findings

Initial Conceptions of Democracy

Fifty-eight percent of all coded com-
ments during the first eight weeks fit a tradition-
al/personally responsible citizen view of democ-
racy, which had three salient points (see Table
2). Participants tended to focus on a limited set
of knowledge citizens need to participate in a

democracy.

The participants focused on the need for
citizens to acquire particular sets of common po-
litical knowledge (13% of all coded comments).
They focused on the need to know how the gov-
ernment functions including knowledge of polit-
ical parties and a strong working knowledge of
current domestic and global political events.
Participants believed the acquisition of a com-
mon set of political knowledge would become a
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foundation for further learning and create better
citizens (see Figure 2).

The participants felt that basic knowl-
edge was the basis upon which their students
would construct all other understanding of
democracy. For example, Douglas stated, “I be-
lieve it [learning about democracy] starts with
the government because it sets out the laws of
the land to decide how our society runs. But I
mean like you have the basics. You have what’s
laid out in the Constitution and the Bill of
Rights” (pre-interview). Students need to under-
stand the basics of how the government func-
tions by learning about the Constitution and Bill
of Rights. For example, Mary wrote, “First and
foremost [,] I would elaborate on the functions
of government because that is the basis of Amer-
ican government. To understand anything, those
functions have to [be] clearly understood” (pre-
questionnaire). Elaborating on the functions of
government allows their students to understand
they are part of a political system. They noted
that without this basis what students will learn in
the future could be meaningless. For example,
Micah wrote, “I would most likely spend the
most time on the functions of government. I be-
lieve to understand something[,] you have to
have a firm understanding of the basic[s] and to
discuss the other issues without making sure my
students know the basics . . . could prove fruit-
less” (pre-questionnaire). Thus, having this firm
understanding of basic information will allow
their future students to effectively and efficiently
participate in a democracy: “You need to under-
stand the basic facts of government [referring to
Federalism] to build a foundation for future
learning” (Douglas, Georgia, Victor, and Hank,
pre-photo-elicitation activity). Therefore, the ac-
quisition of a common set of knowledge was the
only way that citizens could ensure that their
vote matters. (See Table 3)

Every participant espoused the belief that
citizens, including their future students, needed
to stay informed about important political
events. They noted that many voters are not suf-
ficiently informed about important political
events. For example, Hank wrote, “students are
not informed on the topics at hand and when
they vote, they are either doing so blindly or
picking their own poison” (journal week 1). This
lack of information made voters unable to use
their right to vote effectively. Therefore, as Dou-
glas noted, “We [citizens] have to do what we
can to inform ourselves and be up-to-date on
current events, or our government representa-
tive’s policies” (journal week 2). It is the respon-
sibility of citizens to inform themselves in nu-
merous ways, including knowing the current is-
sues, ideologies of political parties, and the be-
liefs of individual candidates. Knowing about
current events was not enough; citizens also
needed to understand the implications of such
events. For instance, Mary noted, “We [teachers]
have to emphasize for our students the impor-
tance of staying current with the news, being
comfortable with questioning their sources, and
[being] willing to engaging in political debates
in an open and productive platform” (journal
week 1). They believed that teachers have a re-
sponsibility to help their students become in-
formed citizens and make informed decisions
when voting.

Evolution of Conceptions of Democracy
Over the next twenty weeks, there were

several significant shifts in the participants’ con-
ception of democracy. As the participants en-
gaged in the activity of reflection about democ-
racy and their future classrooms, their concep-
tions of democracy became more complex.

Shift Toward Progressive/Participatory Citizen
and Advanced/Justice-Oriented Citizen

Over the course of the study, there were
several shifts in how the participants conceptual-
ized democracy (see Table 4). Participants’ con-
ception of democracy shifted away from a tradi-
tional/personally responsible citizen frame to-
ward the progressive/participatory citizen and
advanced/justice-oriented frames. This shift
manifested itself in participant’s descriptions of
new sets of knowledge citizens were to use
when participating in democracy.
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Progressive/Participatory Citizen

Participants increasingly described new
sets of knowledge that fit the progressive/partici-
patory citizen frame (see Table 5). The percent
of comments coded as progressive/participatory
increased from 24% (weeks 1-8) to almost 40%
(weeks 23-28) (see Table 4). A key shift was in-
cluding the concept that citizens need to know
how to deliberate and compromise with others to
find the common good.

Participants further noted that citizens
needed to know how to deliberate issues to find
solutions to common problems. For example,
Martin wrote, “We need to move away from de-
bate - it creates conflict – we need deliberation
and work for a real solution” (journal week 21).
Citizens need to know the skill of deliberation to
find solutions to common problems. For in-
stance, Maxwell wrote, “In democracy, there
needs to be disagreement and deliberation to be
effective. Everybody has the freedom to voice
his or her opinions no matter what. I agree with
this conception of democracy because it is nec-
essary for us to hear many different perspectives
to come up with the best solutions” (journal
week 26). Democracy requires citizens to dis-
agree and yet deliberate to find the best solutions
to problems. Lastly, compromise allows for the
creation of larger groups that can work together
to solve common problems. Micah wrote, “Our
system takes a lot of compromise and working
together like a network of people” (journal week
26). Citizens need to know how to compromise
and work with others to form larger networks
and solve communal problems.

Common good. Participants noted that
citizens needed to be able to work with others to
find the common good to solve issues within
their communities (see Table 6). Olivia stated,

“It is important to have discussions to know
what the common good is, and then decide what
is good for the future” (field observation week
16). Citizens need to know what the common
good is so they can understand how to improve
their communities. They also noted that citizens
needed to know how to work collaboratively.
For example, Douglas wrote, “My vision of
democracy is a society in which all the citizens
work together for a common goal through delib-
eration and civic participation. The more they
work together[,] the more they will see what
they really need as a society” (journal week 24).
Thus, citizens need to know how to deliberate
and find common goals to improve society. Fur-
thermore, they need to be able to work collabo-
ratively to achieve the goal of improving society
and their community. This requires citizens to
know how to listen to each other and to under-
stand multiple perspectives of a common prob-
lem. For example, Micah wrote,

I think we [Georgia, Amber, and
Micah] all believe that democ-
racy is not a simple yes or no an-
swer to a question . . . but a con-
stant deliberation on what is best
for our society. You have to hear
both sides of an argument to re-
ally understand the other side or
your own. Just voting for the side
you believe without understand-
ing the other argument does noth-
ing to further democracy or solve
an issue. (journal week 26).

The common good requires citizens to deliber-
ate, to listen to other opinions, to understand the
perspectives of others, and to work toward a
common solution.

Participants further noted that knowing
how to find the common good was important be-
cause of the diversity of opinions and people
within a community. For instance, Shelia and
Micah wrote, “It is important to have diversity
and common interest because you don’t have
common interests all the time. But working to-
wards a common interest helps in tackling is-
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sues” (field observation, week 16). They be-
lieved that diversity and common interests were
not opposing concepts, but something needed to
find solutions to common problems. Further-
more, democracy has a role in finding common
interests. Martin stated, “People have some com-
mon interests. We have a democracy because we
have differing ideas about the common good;
democracy allows us to find that common good”
(field observation, week 16). The diversity of
opinions within a community or various com-
munities helps citizens reveal the common good.

Participants focused on new sets of
knowledge they believed citizens needed to par-
ticipate in democracy (see Figure 3). They be-
lieved that citizens needed to know of the need
to work for the common good to solve problems
in various communities. Participants noted this
required citizens to know how to compromise
when working toward the common good. Lastly,
they believed that citizens needed to know how
to deliberate public issues to find the common
good.

Advanced/Justice-Oriented Citizen

Participants increasingly referenced
knowledge sets that fit within the advanced/jus-
tice-oriented citizen frame (see Table 7). The
percent of coded comments that fit within this
frame increased from almost 18% (weeks 1-8) to
almost 36% (weeks 23-28) (see Table 4). They
noted that citizens need to know of the flaws of
democracy and the need to combat these flaws.
Participants further called for citizens to have
knowledge of diversity in society and how this
diversity improves democracy and its institu-

tions. Lastly, they noted that citizens needed to
know of equality, tolerance, and justice.

Participants noted that citizens needed to
understand the flaws that exist within the current
state of democracy. Citizens needed to know
how democracy has not met various ideals or
has not yet achieved its goals. They argued that
several flaws prevent democracy from attaining
its overall goals. Mary stated, “Democracy is not
a spectator sport. There is a call to arms to no
longer be passive about issues of inequality;
people can’t allow inequality anymore. If people
don’t have the same rights, you no longer have a
democracy, [you have an] empire” (field obser-
vation, week 27). The flaws of democracy, espe-
cially inequality, could only be solved through
democracy.

Some participants noted that democ-
racy’s flaws are linked to income inequality. For
example, Mary wrote,

It's hard not to agree that there
are some seriously broken institu-
tions in this country, when we see
the kinds of wealth disparities
that we have here. Anything
seems functional when compared
to totalitarian regimes in coun-
tries fractured by civil war. Mak-
ing that comparison[,] though,
doesn't diminish the fact that
there are communities right here
where poverty, violence, and
crime are the norm, and institu-
tions designed to help them con-
sistently fail to create a solution
for the problem. (journal week 9)

Because of the flaws within democracy, some
communities are unable to solve communal
problems. Some participants noted that increas-
ing income equality became a major flaw within
a democracy. For example, Georgia wrote,

However, there are going to be
flaws in every system. For ours in
particular[,] it seems that the old
saying of the rich keep getting
richer and the poor keep getting
poorer is true. It seems especially
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[true] for those who were born into
low SES and minorit[ies] that there
are so many barriers that they have to
breach and prejudice to confront that
one could have a hard time recogniz-
ing any power that they hold in soci-
ety. If one feels like they have no
power to change their circumstances .
. . at the bottom of the social ladder,
then they might feel as if they have
nothing to lose. (journal week 9)
The flaw of increasing income inequality

prevents some citizens from having the efficacy to
press for change or have faith in democratic institu-
tions. For example, Peter stated, “Economic in-
equality prevents even having a democracy . . . [be-
cause] the poor don’t have the same opportunities as
everyone else” (field observation, week 15). Thus,
this flaw prevents the creation of a true democracy
since not every citizen can exercise his or her role in
a democracy.
Participants noted that citizens needed knowledge of
the flaw of racism. They noted that this flaw posed a
threat to the achievement of democracy's goals. Vic-
tor noted, “I do not think ‘equality’ will ever really
become reality. For one, I could simply argue that
people will always not like people, namely because
of another's difference(s). For some reason, a num-
ber of people cannot get past the fact that others are
different, and most importantly, [they cannot accept
that] there is nothing wrong with said differences”
(journal week 11). Racism prevents democracy from
achieving equality for all citizens. Participants noted
some citizens are unable to give up their discrimina-
tory or bigoted beliefs. For example, Samuel wrote,
“I want equality! But do the people really want an
equal democracy where every voice is heard and ap-
preciated with similar value and weight, or do they
only want it if [it] follows along the same ideologi-
cal principles that are similar [to] and in line with
their own? So, equality is something that people are
striving for and want in this democratic society”
(journal week 11). Not all citizens, while claiming
to want equality, actually want equality; however, it
is the goal toward which all citizens should strive.

Tied to the knowledge of the flaws of democ-
racy was the idea that citizens needed to have a
knowledge of and appreciation for diversity. They
noted that diversity improves democracy and its
ability to achieve its goals. For example, Olivia
wrote, “I think that when many people think about
democracy, they forget about the importance of di-
verse perspectives within democracy, and that is
something that hopefully will change” (journal week
16). Democracy thrives on diverse perspectives. For
instance, Victor wrote, “To put in better terms, just

because one thinks something is right does not
make it actually right. This is why it's good to
hear and genuinely be open to differing view-
points, ideas, and perspectives” (journal week
21). Differing perspectives allow for citizens to
possibly see or understand the fallibility of their
ideas and to possibly understand viewpoints that
contrast with their own. Furthermore, preservice
teachers argued that democracy thrives on diver-
sity of opinions, beliefs, and values. For exam-
ple, Martin wrote, “A society will have people
who have their own opinions, different from oth-
ers. Indeed, that is why we have democracy and
other systems of government. If we were to
agree on everything, collectively, there would be
no need for democracy for people to govern
themselves because everyone would already
know what everyone already wants” (journal
week 22). Therefore, a vibrant democracy re-
quires knowledge of the diversity of people and
their beliefs, values, and opinions. This vibrancy
allows citizens in a democracy to solve various
issues. For example, Peter wrote, “While groups
can come from different backgrounds and be-
liefs[,] . . . in actuality[,] this diversity provides a
different perspective on how to solve a situation,
allowing the democracy to work together to find
the best solution overall” (journal week 16).
Therefore, knowledge of diversity permits the
finding of common interests. Furthermore, this
knowledge allows people with common interests
to work collectively.

Participants argued that citizens needed to
know the goals of democracy, especially equal-
ity. They noted that democracy had not achieved
this goal. More importantly, citizens needed to
understand this goal and how to achieve equal-
ity. For example, Samuel wrote, “The idea of
democracy, as I see it, is to live aware of social,
racial, and economic injustices, and then use that
knowledge and power, whether in the majority
or minority, to make the world a better place
than when you left [found] it” (journal week 26).
Knowledge of these injustices allows citizens to
work to improve democracy. Participants be-
lieved that the appropriation of this knowledge
must start in schools. For example, Martin
wrote, “I would have them [future students] start
by giving their interpretations of what equality is
and what it looks like. I would also see how
equal they think American society is” (journal
week 11). Citizens need to explore the concept
of equality to ascertain if democracy has
achieved this goal yet.
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Participants noted that citizens must
know how to work towards the goals of equality,
tolerance, and justice. For instance, Amber
wrote, “A true democratic citizen will seek ques-
tions and answers, and will not just be content
always wanting to improve the government for
the equality of all” (journal week 24). Demo-
cratic citizens seek to improve democracy to
achieve equality. They noted the need for stu-
dents to begin the process of learning about
these objectives. For example, Martin wrote,

For the lesson, I will have a class
discussion based on what some of
these words mean [freedom,
democracy, and equality]. I will
use guiding questions like: “What
does it mean to live in a democ-
racy?” or “Are we really free?” I
will pull from and provide some
examples of what other people
(authors, politicians, etc.) have
said that these words mean to
them. After the class discussion,
they will have a short page or so
essay [in which] to reflect. (jour-
nal week 24)

Thus, citizens need to understand the goal of
equality and how democracy has failed to
achieve this goal. This knowledge becomes a
tool used by citizens to achieve the goal of
equality, tolerance, and justice.

Participants noted that citizens need to
have new sets of knowledge that they would use
when working toward achieving equality, toler-
ance, and justice (see Figure 4). They noted the
need for citizens to know how democracy is a
flawed system, which has prevented democracy
from achieving its goals.

Discussion and Implications

The initial findings of this study mirrored
the findings of previous studies of preservice
teachers’ conceptions of democracy and citizen-
ship (Boyle-Baise, 2003; Carr, 2006, 2008;
Kickbusch, 1987; Yeager & van Hover, 2004).
This vision of participation fits within Barber’s
(2003) conception of a thin democracy and Wes-
theimer and Kahne’s (2004b) personally respon-
sible citizen framework.

Similar to the findings of Dinkelman (2000;
2001;) and Iverson and James (2010), who
found their participants underwent qualitative
transformations of their beliefs after engaging in
critical reflections, the participant’s conceptions
of democracy changed over the 28 weeks of
journaling. The cause of this transformation can
be explained using second-generation activity
theory. When the participants engaged in their
reflections about democracy and citizenship the
activity influenced how participants reflected
upon democracy. Thus, the activity leads to
qualitative transformations (Chaiklin, 2003;
Veresov, 2004; Vygotsky, 1978). These qualita-
tive transformations of the activity led to the rise
of primary contradictions (Engeström, 1990;
2001; Russell, 1997; Yamagata-Lynch & Hau-
denschild, 2009). The primary contradictions ap-
peared when participants examined the value
systems of various visions of democracy and
their conceptions of democracy and citizenship.
In the case of this study, the participants re-
solved primary contradictions by adding more
layers to their conceptions of democracy. Lead-
ing to an ontogenetic evolution of their concep-
tion of democracy. Lastly, the participants’ con-
ceptions of how they will teach about democ-
racy went through a clear qualitative transforma-
tion.

This study demonstrates that social stud-
ies methods courses should provide preservice
teachers space to reflect upon and write about
democracy and citizenship. This space should
allow preservice teachers to consider their con-
ceptions of democracy as they enter the social
studies methods program. Next, preservice
teachers should also explore their personal prac-
tical theories of teaching social studies as they
explore their conceptions of democracy and citi-
zenship. Additionally, this study demonstrates
that we should provide a similar space to explore
democracy and citizenship to middle and high
school students. Through journaling students
would be able to consider their role as a citizen
in a vibrant and pluralistic democracy.
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