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This qualitative case study examined the efforts of one elementary public school 

teacher to implement a social justice curriculum unit in her fourth grade social studies 

classroom.  The study was guided by two research questions and one sub-question.  With 

the first research question, I examined the role of the teacher in an elementary public 

school classroom implementing social justice.  With the second research question, I 

explored the manner in which social justice education was implemented in the elementary 

social studies and incorporated into a standards-based public school classroom.  This 

study also examined the barriers to implementation faced by the teacher in a public 

school setting. 
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The data collection for this case study included daily observation notes over a six-

week period, multiple interviews with the teacher participant, and classroom and unit 

artifacts.  Four themes emerged from the data analysis.  The first three themes each 

addressed the first research question and examined the role of the teacher in a classroom 

implementing social justice education.  These themes examined the role of the teacher in 

terms of establishing a socially-just climate, creating a child-centered curriculum that 

allowed for voice and choice, and recognizing that education is value-laden.  The fourth 

theme addressed the second research question and sub-question and examined the 

implementation of the social justice curriculum unit in a fourth grade standards-based 

public school classroom.   

The findings of the study suggest that the teacher has a pivotal role in the 

implementation of social justice education, as the teacher both serves as a model for 

social justice and sets the context for social justice education to emerge in the classroom.  

The findings also suggest that the teacher may have to negotiate and/or circumvent 

standardized curricula to implement a social justice curriculum unit.  The findings of this 

case study further suggest that the structure and substance of the social studies at the 

elementary public school level may not adequately support social justice education.  

Finally, although there are many conceptualizations of social justice education, the 

findings of this study suggest that the teacher’s own perception of social justice education 

impacts its implementation in the classroom. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 In 1932, Teachers College professor and political/social activist George S. Counts 

challenged both the Progressive Education Association and American public school 

educators with his publication of Dare the School Build a New Social Order?  Counts’ 

speeches affirmatively answered his posed question and called upon schools to relinquish 

neutrality and boldly address the social issues of the time.  In describing what he viewed 

as “the educational problem” (p. 33), Counts (1932) wrote:  

If the schools are to become really effective, they must become centers for 

the building, and not merely for the contemplation, of our 

civilization…We should give to our children a vision of the possibilities 

which lie ahead and endeavor to enlist their loyalties and enthusiasms in 

the realization of the vision.  Also our social institutions and practices, all 

of them, should be critically examined in light of such a vision (p. 33-34). 

 Counts was a member of the social reconstructionist movement, a social justice-

oriented curricular reform movement that gained prominence in the 1920’s and early 

1930’s.  The social reconstructionist movement was led predominantly by faculty 

members of Teachers College that included Harold Rugg, John L. Childs, Jesse Newlon, 

and William Heard Kilpatrick.  The social reconstructionists believed that “there should 

be an activist role for teachers to facilitate social reform” (Lagemann, 2000, p. 123) and 

advocated for schools that would become the building blocks of social change.  Although 

writings about social justice date back centuries to Plato and Aristotle, in the early 20
th
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century, the social reconstructionists brought this philosophical belief in social justice to 

the debate over American public school curricula. 

 Social justice-oriented education waned in popularity with the continuing 

Depression and the start of World War II, but elements of social reconstructionist beliefs 

remained in education long after it lost its prominence in the struggle for curriculum.  In 

the second half of the twentieth century, tenets of education for social justice could be 

found in the emerging reconceptualist movement (Pinar et al., 2004).  In recent decades, 

educational literature that has examined issues of gender, race, sexuality, and/or 

disabilities often applied a social justice framework.  In the opening chapter of Teaching 

for Diversity and Social Justice (1997), Lee Anne Bell presents this framework: 

We believe that social justice education is both a process and a goal.  The 

goal of social justice education is full and equal participation of all groups 

in a society that is mutually shaped to meet their needs.  Social justice 

includes a vision of society in which the distribution of resources is 

equitable and all members are physically and psychologically safe and 

secure.  We envision a society in which individuals are both self-

determining (able to develop their full capacities), and interdependent 

(capable of interacting democratically with others).  Social justice involves 

social actors who have a sense of their own agency as well as a sense of 

social responsibility toward and with others and the society as a whole (p. 

3).    
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 In contemporary literature, education for social justice has often been applied to 

the areas of civic/citizenship education, democratic education, multicultural education, 

cultural studies, gender studies, and community service-learning.  Rahima Wade (2004) 

described social justice education as student-centered, collaborative, experiential, 

intellectual, analytical, multicultural, value-based, and activist.  Contemporary educators 

committed to social justice have examined with their students political, economic, social, 

and/or environmental issues, both locally and globally.  Nearly seventy-five years after 

George S. Counts asked, “Dare the school build a new social order?” present-day 

educators committed to social justice have continued his call for schools that seek to 

build, and not merely to contemplate, civilization. 

 My personal interest in education for social justice stemmed from my educational 

background and experiences, both at public and private institutions.  The education I 

received from kindergarten through the 12
th

 grade was typical of an American middle-

class public school child.  I attended my neighborhood preschool and elementary school, 

before attending the nearer of two junior high schools in my small town.  In high school, 

I attended the same large, public secondary school as did all teenagers in my hometown.  

It was also the same public high school attended by both of my parents thirty years 

earlier.   

 The memories of my public school education are also, I believe, typical of an 

American child.  I remember loving recess and the opportunity to be outdoors and to play 

with my friends, and I remember feeling restless and bored in the classroom.  Our 

curricula, all of it, as I remember, came straight out of our textbooks.  I remember 
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reading from the textbook in science, reading from the textbook in social studies, and 

rarely working collaboratively or making connections to the larger world outside the 

classroom.  Although I had caring and hardworking teachers, years later when I reviewed 

Wade’s (2004) description of social justice education, I realized all that my public school 

education lacked.   

 Looking back, however, I was an excellent student, obedient and people-pleasing 

by nature, and often teased by my friends as being the ‘teacher’s pet.’  Early on, I was 

identified as being ‘gifted’ and my teachers also felt I was an excellent citizen (I received 

a trophy for it).  This allowed me a few additional opportunities not available to my 

school mates, such as being pulled out of the classroom to work with the gifted teacher, 

and being chosen to run the school store.  Our principal apparently believed I was the 

most qualified and responsible student to entrust with this important duty.  I have to 

admit, I took the job very seriously, and still remember our navy blue Maryville 

Mustangs pencils.  What I remember most about these extracurricular responsibilities, 

however, is the small bit of freedom it allowed me.  Unlike my friends, I could leave the 

monotony of the classroom for part of the school day.  Although I excelled at school, I 

often felt disconnected from and frustrated by my education.  By high school, this 

disengaged feeling had increased, and I planned my coursework in a manner that would 

allow me to graduate early and leave my secondary school behind. 

 For college, I chose a Jesuit university in San Francisco, and it was here that my 

mind was awakened again and I remembered how much I loved learning.  It was both the 

freedom to choose my coursework, and the philosophy of the Jesuit institution, that re-
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inspired me.  I was encouraged continually to reflect on my life, my community, and the 

larger global community, and to seek connections between these.  Perhaps the greatest 

difference is that I was expected to care about what I studied, and for the first time in 

years, I did.  I was also expected to apply what I was learning to the world around me, 

and to connect my life, my education, and my work in a manner that would positively and 

humanely impact the world.  For the first time, I also participated in community-service 

learning, and this experience changed the direction of my life and led me into teaching. 

 Upon graduation, I decided to become an elementary school teacher, based on my 

undergraduate experience as a volunteer tutor in inner-city San Francisco.  I returned to 

my undergraduate Jesuit university and entered a teacher preparation program and a 

Master’s program.  There I was surrounded by like-minded pre-service teachers.  We did 

not want to be typical teachers; we wanted to change the world.  My friends and I would 

talk often of our dream of starting our own school.  At our dream school, there would be 

no specific division of subjects, no ranking and categorization, and no rote learning.  Our 

curricula would be thematic and connected to ‘real-world’ issues and problems.  Our 

students would learn to work collaboratively and to be problem solvers. 

 After a decade of elementary teaching in the public school system, I again felt 

disillusioned by public school education.  As standardization encroached, I felt less 

freedom to design curricula and to examine topics with my students thematically and in-

depth.  My final two years of teaching were in a third grade classroom, in which all 

students were required to pass a standardized reading test before promotion to fourth 

grade.  Like my third grade students, the constant test preparation left me feeling restless 
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and uninspired.  Sadly, our standardized curricula also made few connections to the 

outside world or to current events and offered little opportunity for real-world 

application.  Also, as a high-performing school in an affluent area, we were apparently 

providing the best education a public school can give.  Our yearly rating by the Texas 

Education Agency confirmed this fact.  Yet, as I remembered the vision my friends and I 

shared of our ‘dream school,’ I was perpetually aware of what our ‘exemplary’ school did 

not offer.  As we worked on our practice TAKS tests and rushed through our crammed 

curriculum, I would at times be reminded of the famous anti-drug advertisement from my 

youth that warned us that “a mind is a terrible thing to waste.”  I wondered if we were in 

fact wasting the minds of our naturally curious and bright young students. 

 I feel now that I have come full circle in my education and I am again dreaming 

of what could be, rather than what most often is, in the elementary public school 

classroom.  That potential of what could be in an elementary public school context served 

as the basis for this dissertation study. 

Purpose of the Study 

 In the field of education for social justice, the vast majority of literature has 

focused on various conceptualizations of social justice education at the middle, 

secondary, and college-level (Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 1997; Ayers, Hunt, & Quinn, 

1998; Glennon, 2004; Gutstein, 2003; Vincent, 2003).  Scant research exists on the 

efforts of elementary public school teachers who implement education for social justice 

in their kindergarten through fifth grade classrooms (Chilcoat and Ligon, 2000; Wade, 

2007).  The dearth of empirical research on education for social justice implemented at 
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the elementary level provided the rationale for this study.  The purpose of this study, 

therefore, was to examine the efforts of one fourth grade public school teacher to 

implement a social justice curriculum unit in her social studies classroom.  Specifically, 

this study examined the following research questions:  

1) What is the role of the teacher in an elementary public school classroom 

implementing social justice education? 

2) How is social justice education implemented in the elementary social studies 

and incorporated into a standards-based public school classroom?   

A) What are the limitations and/or barriers to implementing social justice 

education in an elementary public school setting?   

Design of the Study 

 The dissertation study was a qualitative case study of one fourth grade elementary 

classroom implementing a social justice-based social studies curriculum unit.  According 

to Yin (2003), “a case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context” (p. 13).  The case study method is appropriate 

for evaluative research that aims to explain presumed causal links, describe an 

intervention and the real-life context in which it occurred, or illustrate certain topics 

within an evaluation (Yin, 2003, p. 15).  This descriptive, single case study of one fourth 

grade classroom was conducted from October 2006 to January 2007.  The investigator 

and teacher participant co-developed a social justice curriculum unit and the teacher 

implemented the unit in a fourth grade social studies classroom.  Data collection included 

direct observations in the classroom; interviews with the teacher participant; teacher 
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participant notes and lesson plans; a researcher’s journal; and artifacts that included the 

following: the co-developed social justice curriculum unit, student work samples, and 

email communications.  The data gathered through observations, interview transcripts, 

and written documentation was coded to identify patterns and themes, according to the 

sequence of steps for qualitative data analysis as identified by Miles and Huberman 

(1994).  The credibility of the data was ensured through substantial engagement in the 

classroom setting, persistent observation, member checks with the teacher participant, 

and triangulation of the data through multiple sources (Mertens, 2005). 

Significance of the Study 

 In closing, it is important to state why I believe in the relevance of this study.  In 

our nation, the vast majority of children are educated in public schools.  Rigorous, 

experiential, collaborative, student-centered, and value-based education cannot be left to 

the domain of private schools.  Nor should these characteristics be reserved for high 

school and college-level education.  Currently, many academic skills are learned in 

isolation, and our public school curricula are largely fact-driven.  Our American 

conception of being successfully educated is typically the mastery of multiple-choice 

assessments.  These facts should cause us to consider the central question of curriculum 

theory: What is the purpose of education?    

 As I wrote this dissertation, a war persisted in Iraq; a centuries-long struggle 

continued in the Middle East; gas and food prices continued to rise in the United States, 

adding to the enduring financial stress on many American families; the gap between the 

rich and poor in our nation continued to widen; and many in our national and global 
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society began to fear and to discuss the damaging environmental impacts of our modern 

civilization.  Understanding that these crises will be inherited by the next generation, I 

believe the purpose of education should be to inspire and to enable children to become 

critical thinkers and problem-solvers.  As George S. Counts stated in 1932: 

If life were peaceful and quiet and undisturbed by great issues, we might 

with some show of wisdom, center our attention on the nature of the child. 

But with the world as it is, we cannot afford for a single instant to remove 

our eyes from the social scene or shift our attention from the peculiar 

needs of the age (p. 29). 

Summary 

The Introduction provided a rationale for the study and presented the study’s two 

guiding research questions, as well as one sub-question.  The chapter also placed 

education for social justice in a historical context and provided a brief overview of the 

design of the study, as well as background information to explain my personal connection 

to the topic and reason for choosing it to examine in a dissertation study.  The next 

chapter describes the conceptual framework for the dissertation study and a review of the 

literature. 
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Foundations of Social Justice 

 Theories of justice date back centuries to the philosophical writings of Plato and 

his student, Aristotle.  Aristotle’s writings greatly impacted Western political theory and 

emphasized distributive justice, one aspect of social justice that continues to be debated 

today.  According to Aristotle, a society could be considered just if its benefits and 

burdens were distributed evenly for the common good of all its members.  Plato, 

however, may have been the first philosopher to develop theories of justice within the 

context of education (Griffiths, 2003).  In the Republic (380 B.C./1992), Plato writes: 

Education isn’t what some people declare it to be, namely, putting 

knowledge into souls that lack it, like putting sight into blind eyes…It 

isn’t the craft of putting sight into the soul.  Education takes for granted 

that sight is there but that it isn’t turned the right way or looking where it 

ought to look, and it tries to redirect it appropriately (p. 190). 

Plato’s Republic states that the purpose of education is to change people’s desires, and 

thereby lead them to true happiness, which comes from “being ruled by the rational part 

of my soul” (Plato, 380 B.C./1992, p. xvii).  According to Plato, this rational soul, in turn, 

will be just and virtuous. 

 In contemporary philosophy, the conception of social justice has been greatly 

influenced by John Rawls’ 1971 publication, A Theory of Justice.  Rawls (1971) writes 

that “justice is the first virtue of social institutions” (p. 3).  In examining social justice, he 

writes: 
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Our topic, however, is that of social justice.  For us the primary subject of 

justice is the basic structure of society, or more exactly, the way in which 

the major social institutions distribute fundamental rights and duties and 

determine the division of advantages from social cooperation…The 

intuitive notion here is that this structure contains various social positions 

and that men born into different positions have different expectations of 

life determined, in part, by the political system as well as by economic and 

social circumstances.  In this way the institutions of society favor certain 

starting places over others. These are especially deep inequalities (Rawls, 

1971, p. 6-7).  

According to Mapel (1989), Rawls’ 1971 work brought the issue of social justice to “the 

center of Anglo-American political philosophy” (p. 1).  Rawls’ principles of justice, and 

his conception of ‘justice as fairness,’ continue to dominate contemporary philosophical 

and political theories of justice in the United States.  

 Gewirtz (2006), Cribb & Gewirtz (2003), Fraser (1997), and Young (1990) and 

others have extended the work of Rawls (1971) to emphasize the plurality and 

multidimensionality of social justice.  Gewirtz (2006) re-categorizes social justice as 

encompassing distributive, recognitional, and associational justice.  Distributive justice 

“refers to the principles by which goods are distributed in society” (Gewirtz, 2006, p. 74; 

Cribb & Gewirtz, 2003, p. 18).  Fraser (1997) terms this ‘economic justice’ and defines it 

as the absence of exploitation, economic marginalization, or deprivation.  Recognitional 

justice is defined by Gewirtz (2006) as the absence of cultural domination, non-
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recognition, or disrespect, each attributed to cultural imperialism.  This aspect of social 

justice is foundational in cultural studies and multicultural education that examines 

relationships between culture and power in society.  The third form of justice in 

Gewirtz’s (2006) framework is associational justice, which is defined as:  

the absence of patterns of association amongst individuals and amongst 

groups which prevent some people from participating fully in decisions 

which affect the conditions within which they live and act (Cribb & 

Gewirtz, 2003, p. 19). 

Young’s (1990) social justice framework does not include associational justice, but her 

discussion of democracy, representation for the disadvantaged, and collective discussion 

and decision-making closely resembles Gewirtz’s (2006) and Cribb & Gewirtz’s (2003) 

description of associational justice.   

 Fraser (1997) and Gewirtz (2006) each also argue that there are often tensions 

within and between these different facets, or dimensions, of social justice.  For example, 

Fraser (1997) identifies a “redistribution-recognition dilemma” (p. 13) that potentially 

brings two facets of justice in tension with each other.  Cribb & Gewirtz (2003) write:   

Much work in policy sociology operates implicitly with an understanding 

of social justice as having all three facets.  However, attempts to engage 

adequately either implicitly or explicitly with the tensions between these 

are rare.  At best the tensions are acknowledged but attempts to engage 

with their practical consequences are few and far between.  Thus, for 

example, whilst the conflict that Fraser identifies between a politics of 
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redistribution and a politics of recognition might be accepted as valid, 

there seems to be a reluctance to grapple with how such tensions might be 

resolved or accommodated in practice (p. 19-20). 

 The multidimensional nature of social justice is also explored by Griffiths (2003), 

Vincent (2003), and Hytten (2006).  For example, Griffiths (2003) describes the 

framework for social justice in education as “extremely complicated” and “fragmented,” 

due to “its complex interconnections, its many levels, its unknowns” (p. 13-14).  Vincent 

(2003) contends that “defining a ‘grand narrative’ of social justice, meaningful to us all” 

(p. 3) is one of the great dilemmas in the social justice framework.  In a review of three 

books that examine education for social justice (Dimitriadis & Carlson, 2003; Dolby & 

Dimitriadis, 2004; Ibáñez-Carrasco & Meiners, 2004), Hytten (2006) also recognizes the 

broad, fragmented, and multidimensional nature of the current social justice framework.  

She writes:  

In part, this reflects one of the primary challenges of social justice work: 

its richness and variety cannot be easily reduced, and its advocates are 

often not speaking to each other or drawing from the same traditions 

(Hytten, 2006, p. 225) 

Hytten affirms the argument of Fraser (1997), Cribb & Gewirtz (2003) and Gewirtz 

(2006) that different facets, or dimensions, of social justice may be unaligned and/or 

potentially in conflict with each other. This lack of alignment and frequent tension 

between different aspects of social justice further complicates the contemporary social 

justice framework.    
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Social Justice in the Curriculum 

 Social justice entered the debate over the American public school curriculum 

early in the twentieth century.  The social reconstructionists, led by George S. Counts, 

Harold Rugg, and William Heard Kilpatrick, were the first to specifically include social 

justice as a purpose and an aim of education.  They envisioned an activist role for 

teachers and sought to reform the school curriculum, which they believed should address 

and, if necessary, act upon current social issues. The social reconstructionist movement 

began in the 1920’s and gained prominence in the early 1930’s, as the United States 

struggled with a severe economic depression.  In speeches to the Progressive Education 

Association and educators across America, Counts argued that schools should not be 

politically neutral.  In his 1932 publication, Dare the School Build a New Social Order? 

Counts “took the view that the school could act as a critic with respect to other social 

agencies and could undertake new tasks when those social institutions were not 

functioning successfully” (Kliebard, 2004, p. 163).   Counts and his social justice-

oriented contemporaries favored a dramatic expansion of the traditional role of education 

and the scope of its curriculum.  In a 1962 publication, Counts further expressed his 

belief about the role of education in society:   

All human experience demonstrates that education in any living society is 

never neutral…We must abandon completely the naïve faith that the 

school automatically liberates the mind and serves the cause of human 

progress.  In fact, we know that it may serve any cause, that it may serve 
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tyranny as well freedom, ignorance as well as enlightenment, falsehood as 

well as truth, war as well as peace, death as well as life…In the course of 

history, education has served every purpose and doctrine conceived by 

man.  If it is to serve the cause of human freedom, it must be explicitly 

designed for that purpose (Counts, 1962, p. 54). 

 Counts’ colleague and friend, Harold Rugg, also became a major figure in the 

social reconstructionist movement.  In 1932, the same year that Counts famously 

addressed the Progressive Education Association, Rugg publicly declared, “The world is 

on fire, and the youth of the world must be equipped to combat the conflagration” 

(Kliebard, 2004, p. 169).  Rugg sought to change the social studies and to reconstruct its 

curriculum to address current social problems.  Kliebard (2004) explains: 

From a psychological point of view, he saw a curriculum organized 

around real social problems as having the potential for replacing the 

passivity that characterized not only social studies classrooms but 

schooling generally with an active concern for social justice (p. 168). 

Beginning in 1929, Rugg authored a successful issue-oriented social studies 

textbook series, Man and His Changing Society.  Rugg’s textbook series explored 

specific social themes, such as the disparity between rich and poor and issues surrounding 

immigration. Over the next decade, Rugg sold well over one million copies of his 

textbook series, but the series was attacked by business associations and conservative 

groups and columnists as being anticapitalist and subversive.  These attacks eventually 

led to the demise of his social studies textbook series, but its publication stands as the 



 

16 

social reconstructionists’ greatest curricular achievement in inculcating social justice 

ideals in the classroom.  

 By the early 1940’s, social reconstructionism waned in popularity, due in large 

part to the United State’s entrance into World War II and the corresponding new political 

climate that viewed all social criticism as un-American and unpatriotic.  Tenets of social 

reconstructionist beliefs remained in curriculum theory, however, and re-emerged in later 

decades as ‘radical or critical curriculum theory,’ or ‘politically-oriented curriculum 

theory’ (Pinar et al., 2004).  This ‘reconceptualist’ view of curriculum theory advanced 

the earlier argument of the social reconstructionists that curriculum is not politically 

neutral.  The reconceptualist movement also argued that understanding curriculum 

requires that it be situated historically and placed in a larger political, social and 

economic context.  Like the earlier social reconstructionists, the reconceptualists viewed 

curriculum as value-laden, potentially emancipatory, and inherently connected to the 

social issues of the time.  In Understanding Curriculum (2004), Pinar et al. further 

explain the reconceputalist view of the American school and curriculum: 

Political theorists tend to view American society as rife with poverty, 

homelessness, racism, and political oppression.  While they tend to blame 

these problems on the economic system, i.e. capitalism, they do regard the 

schools as participating in this general system of injustice and suffering.  

There is a visionary element among political theorists, as they tend to call 

for an empowered citizenry capable of altering their circumstances in 
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favor of a more just society.  The school in general, and the curriculum in 

particular, play important roles in both oppression and reform (p. 244). 

This contemporary theoretical framework aligns with the earlier social reconstructionist 

view of curriculum as value-laden and capable of advancing either oppression or reform.  

Contemporary curriculum theory recognizes that schools inevitably impose values upon 

students.  Contemporary reconceptualists, like the earlier social reconstructionists, 

examine what and whose values are imposed by the school, and particularly, by the 

curriculum. 

Contemporary Social Justice Education 

 In the contemporary framework, social justice education draws upon and is 

interwoven with various fields of study, including but not limited to: multicultural 

education, community service-learning, cultural studies, gender studies, democratic 

education and critical pedagogy.  Griffiths (2003) states that the social justice theoretical 

framework can be applied to “work on gender, environment, race, social class, inclusion, 

exclusion, and so on” (p. 45).  This dissertation study examines education for social 

justice as it draws upon and interconnects with community service-learning, democratic 

education and critical pedagogy.  As Wade (2001) explains, education for social justice, 

democratic education, and community service-learning are interrelated and share many 

common features within the social justice framework.  Each of these strands “share the 

common goal of developing citizens who have the skills, knowledge, and will to 

participate in their communities and build a better world” (Wade, 2001, p. 23).  These 

strands also overlap and influence each other in the broader field of social justice 
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education and social justice-oriented classrooms would likely incorporate elements of 

both democratic education and community service-learning.  Critical pedagogy is also 

relevant to this study to examine the role of the teacher in an elementary classroom 

committed to education for social justice, including the examination of teacher-student 

interactions.     

The definition of social justice education offered by Adams, Bell, & Griffin 

(1997) in Teaching for Diversity and Social Justice is frequently cited in contemporary 

social justice education literature and served as one definition guiding this study: 

We believe that social justice education is both a process and a goal. The 

goal of social justice education is full and equal participation of all groups 

in a society that is mutually shaped to meet their needs. Social justice 

includes a vision of society in which the distribution of resources is 

equitable and all members are physically and psychologically safe and 

secure. We envision a society in which individuals are both self-

determining (able to develop their full capacities), and interdependent 

(capable of interacting democratically with others). Social justice involves 

social actors who have a sense of their own agency as well as a sense of 

social responsibility toward and with others and the society as a whole.  

The process for attaining the goal of social justice we believe should also 

be democratic and participatory, inclusive and affirming of human agency 

and human capacities for working collaboratively to create change (p. 3-

4).    
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The definition offered by Adams et al. (1997) includes and incorporates each of 

Gewirtz’s (2006) three dimensions of justice: distributive, recognitional, and 

associational justice.  Wade (2001) adds to this definition and states, “At the core of 

social justice lies both the belief in the equal worth of each person as well as the 

willingness to act from a place of both morality and care in upholding that belief” (p. 25).  

Social justice education, she contends, must begin with students’ lived experiences, 

including their concerns and dreams, and “then move toward multiple perspectives and 

action directed toward social change” (Wade, 2004, p. 65).  Wade (2001) also views 

critique is an integral and necessary part of social justice education.  She argues that with 

a social justice curriculum, “students are invited to question the status quo, examine 

underlying values and assumptions, and explore their own role in relation to social 

problems” (Wade, 2001, p. 25).  She further contends that social justice-oriented 

educators should serve as guides who provide students with opportunities to choose 

issues, brainstorm ideas, analyze and reflect on problems, and plan a course of action. 

Wade (2004) characterizes education for social justice as student-centered, collaborative, 

experiential, intellectual, analytical, multicultural, value-based, and activist.  She defines 

each of these “essential” characteristics of social justice education: 

• Student-centered: Social justice education requires creating a classroom 

community in which students feel valued and respected to openly share 

ideas and work together on issues of importance to them. 
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• Collaborative: Students collaborate with each other and with 

community partners to solve problems, mediate conflicts, and create 

change. 

• Experiential: Students experience key concepts and ideas through active 

participation in the community and the school. 

• Intellectual: Students are immersed in challenging intellectual work as 

they apply the skills and knowledge of their academic curriculum to real-

life issues. 

• Analytical: Students critique prevailing norms and underlying 

assumptions, consider whose voices are left out, and how best to affect 

change. 

• Multicultural: Social justice education is concerned with a conscious 

focus on including the history and perspectives of all people, including 

those with different ethnicities, physical abilities, religious beliefs, 

genders, sexual orientations, and socioeconomic situations. 

• Value-based: Social justice educators recognize that every significant 

decision has a value base and that multiple perspectives are informed by 

different values. 

• Activist: Students need real opportunities to work for social justice in 

their lives and to make key choices about issues of concern to them and 

strategies for social change (Wade, 2004, p. 65). 
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Wade’s (2004) characterization of education for social justice draws upon the 

earlier work of Bigelow, Christiansen, Karp, Miner, and Peterson (1994).  In Rethinking 

Our Classrooms (1994), they argue that in a social justice-oriented classroom, the 

curriculum and classroom practices must reflect each of the following characteristics:  

• Grounded in the lives of students: The curriculum should be rooted in 

children’s needs and experiences. Students should probe the ways their 

lives connect to the broader society, and are often limited by that society.  

• Critical: Students must learn to pose essential critical questions: Who 

makes decisions and who is left out? Who benefits and who suffers? Why 

is a given practice fair or unfair? What are its origins? What alternatives 

can we imagine? What is required to create change? Students must be able 

to link scholastic learning to real-world problems. 

• Multicultural, antiracist, and pro-justice: A social justice curriculum 

must strive to include the lives of all those in our society, especially the 

marginalized and dominated, and engage children in a critique of the roots 

of inequality. 

• Participatory and experiential: Concepts need to be experienced first-

hand and provoke students to develop their democratic capacities: to 

question, to challenge, to make real decisions, to collectively solve 

problems.  
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• Hopeful, joyful, kind, and visionary: Classroom life should seek to 

make children feel significant and cared about and strive to be the kind of 

democratic and just society envisioned. 

• Academically rigorous: A social justice classroom equips children not 

only to change the world but also to maneuver in the one that exists, 

through the use of a critical and activist curriculum. 

• Culturally sensitive: Critical teaching requires that teachers admit to not 

knowing it all and call upon culturally diverse colleagues and community 

resources for insights into the communities they seek to serve (Bigelow, 

Christiansen, Karp, Miner, & Peterson, 1994, p. 4-5).       

Another conceptualization of social justice education is presented by Maxine 

Greene (1998).  In the Introduction to Teaching for Social Justice (Ayers, Hunt, & Quinn, 

1998), Greene describes the aims of education for social justice: 

Teaching for social justice is teaching for the sake of arousing the kinds of 

vivid, reflective, experiential responses that might move students to come 

together in serious efforts to understand what social justice actually means 

and what it might demand.  That means teaching to the end of arousing a 

consciousness of membership, active and participant membership in a 

society of unfulfilled promises – teaching for what Paulo Freire used to 

call “conscientization” (1970), heightened social consciousness, a wide-

awakeness that might make injustice unendurable (p. xxix-xxx). 
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The definitions and conceptualizations of social justice education presented by 

Adams et al., 1997; Wade, 2001, 2004; Bigelow et al., 1994; and Greene, 1998 share 

similar and at times, overlapping, characteristics.  These definitions and characterizations 

comprise the social justice education framework that guides this dissertation study.      

Democratic Education and Social Justice 

 The tenets of democratic education are also foundational to the education for 

social justice framework.  This is reflected in both Greene’s (1998) description of social 

justice education as seeking to arouse “vivid, reflective, experiential responses” (p. xxix) 

from students and in the characteristics of social justice education described by Wade 

(2004) and Bigelow, Christiansen, Karp, Miner, & Peterson (1994).  The adjectives 

chosen by Wade (2004), Greene (1998), and Bigelow, Christiansen, Karp, Miner, & 

Peterson (1994) echo a Deweyan philosophy of democratic education, which dates back 

to the Progressive era and a late nineteenth-century educational philosophy.  According 

to Parker (1996): “John Dewey took the argument for a liberatory democratic education 

further than anyone before or since has done” (p. 5).  Dewey (1916) described democracy 

as “more than a form of government; it is primarily a mode of associated living, of 

conjoint communicated experience” (p. 87).  In order to participate in this experience, 

this democratic way of life, Dewey (1916) contended that schools must provide children 

the opportunity to learn what a democratic way of life means and how it might be led.  In 

this regard, Dewey viewed education as a social function and the social aspect of 

education as both the means and the ends of democratic education.  In further describing 

Dewey’s educational beliefs, Vontz, Metcalf, & Patrick (2000) write: 
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The school, as one social institution in the life of the child, should be an 

embryonic community in which students are able to form positive social 

relationships. If the school helped students to better understand their social 

experiences – to break down the barriers that kept them isolated, kept 

them from knowing – then people could potentially reconstruct society in 

some more favorable direction in the future (p. 21). 

 In addition to social relationships, Dewey also emphasized freedom of interaction, 

active participation, and the practice of reflective thinking as necessary components of 

education in a democratic society.  Patrick, Vontz, and Nixon (2002) write: “In reflective 

thinking and learning, people learn as they think, and think best when confronted with 

problems that are real and relevant, and that pose meaningful questions” (p. 96).  

Through reflective thinking, students formulate ideas about how to deal most effectively 

with problems relating to social situations.  This better enables students to participate in 

social life and further prepares them for democratic citizenship. 

 In the 1940’s and 1950’s, progressive educational ideas came under came under 

increasing criticism and in 1955, the Progressive Education Association disbanded.  

Dewey, however, remained firm in his convictions.  In his publication The Philosophy of 

Education: Problems of Men (1946/1956), Dewey again emphasized the need for 

democratic ideals following the atrocities of World War II: 

It means that we should take seriously, energetically and vigorously the 

use of democratic schools and democratic methods in the schools; that we 

should educate the young and the youth of the country in freedom for 
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participation in a free society.  It may be that with the advantage of the 

great distance from these troubled scenes in Europe we may have learned 

something from the terrible tragedies that have occurred there, so as to 

take the idea of democracy more seriously, asking ourselves what it 

means, and taking steps to make our schools more completely the agents 

for preparation of free individuals for intelligent participation in a free 

society (p. 88). 

 Present-day literature on democratic education (Apple, 1993; Apple & Beane, 

1995; Bastian, Fruchter, Gittell, Greer, & Haskins, 1986; Engle & Ochoa, 1988; 

Goodman, 1992; Parker, 1996, 2001, 2002; Sehr, 1997; Soder, Goodlad, & McMannon, 

2001; Wolk, 1998) continues to advocate for an issues-centered social studies curriculum 

that emphasizes reflective thinking, critique, and real-world application.  Proponents of 

democratic education seek to move beyond the traditional social studies curricula that 

emphasizes knowledge that, or replicative knowledge, to knowledge to (Ryle, 1949/2000; 

Broudy, 1964), which enables students to act upon what they have learned.  Democratic 

education advocates engaging students in problem-solving and decision-making 

curricula, as opposed to fact-based curricula.  By engaging in real-world problem-solving 

and decision-making, students engage in democratic acts and acquire the knowledge 

necessary for “intelligent participation in a free society” (Dewey, 1946/1956, p. 88).   

 Democratic education also examines the in/equality of structural systems in 

schools and classrooms and the politics of knowledge presented in curricula, including 

the “hidden” curricula favorable to the dominant culture (Apple, 1993; Apple & Beane, 
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1995; Goodman, 1992; Sehr, 1997).  Beane and Apple (1995) contend that bringing 

democracy to the “official” curricula requires “emphasizing access to a wide range of 

information and the right of those of varied opinion to have their viewpoints heard” (p. 

13).  Educators committed to a democratic, participatory curriculum, they contend, must 

recognize “that knowledge is socially constructed, that it is produced and disseminated by 

people who have particular values, interests, and biases” (Beane & Apple, 1995, p. 13).  

Therefore, a democratic school and/or classroom must commit to implementing a critical, 

participatory curriculum and must be structurally arranged to “bring democracy to life” in 

the educational setting (Beane & Apple, p. 9). 

 The work of Engle & Ochoa (1988) is significant because it places democratic 

education specifically in an elementary social studies context.  Their work is framed by 

two assertions: first, the social studies are linked incontrovertibly with the democratic 

ideal (p. 3); and second, the social studies are concerned exclusively with the education 

of citizens (p. 13).  This democratic ideal, they contend, encompasses more than 

patriotism, loyalty, and obedience, but also includes critique of the state and a willingness 

to participate in the improvement of society.  The democratic ideal also includes each of 

the following: respect for the dignity of the individual; the right of individuals and groups 

to participate in decision-making; the right of all citizens to be informed; the maintenance 

of an open society that allows for changes and improvements; and independence of the 

individual from the group to exercise independent judgment (Engle & Ochoa, 1988).  

Education committed to the democratic ideal, they contend, involves developing the 

knowledge and skills necessary to become problem-solvers and recognizing the moral 
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and ethical dimension inherent in every social problem.  Engle and Ochoa (1988) further 

explain: 

We believe that citizen problem-solvers in a democracy are best educated 

by the continuous inclusion in their schooling of real-life situations that 

require the making of informed and morally responsible decisions (p. 27). 

 Engle and Ochoa (1988) also assert that the education of democratic citizens 

requires both socialization and ‘countersocialization.’  Socialization involves the 

transmission of societal values and beliefs and it is the primary method of citizenship 

education for younger students.  This common form of early education is unreflective and 

dependent on the influence of authority figures.  Countersocialization, on the other hand, 

involves “questioning the validity of alternative truth claims and resolving social 

problems” (Engle & Ochoa, 1988, p. 13).  Through countersocialization, which occurs 

more frequently at the secondary level, students develop critical thinking skills and learn 

independent responsibility.  This method of education is less common, but Engle and 

Ochoa (1988) explain its importance to democratic education: 

Citizens of a democracy must be allowed room for doubt, even of their 

own most cherished beliefs.  They must be encouraged to question.  They 

must be able to withstand the socializing process.  An important 

responsibility of education in a democracy is the countersocialization of 

youth.  Countersocialization serves as the very crux of liberal education 

and the lifeblood of democratic education.  Students are taught how to be 

skilled critics of the society rather than unquestioning citizen-soldiers who 
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obey whoever is in power without raising a question.  It is the tolerance of 

democracy for the countersocialization process that sets it apart from 

authoritarian systems.  It is the tolerance of democracy for questioning and 

critical citizenship that makes the system work (Engle & Ochoa, 1988, p. 

11). 

 Engle and Ochoa (1988) also maintain that efforts at countersocialization in the 

social studies should begin “before the end of the elementary school years” (p. 32).  This 

method requires that elementary social studies educators “minimize the use of authority 

and emphasize the use of reason” (Engle & Ochoa, 1988, p. 37).  This is accomplished by 

incorporating problem-oriented topics into the curricula and presenting a broader and 

more diverse perspective of traditional elementary social studies units.  Engle and Ochoa 

(1988) also assert that the elementary school teacher serves as a primary role model for 

younger students, who are more influenced by authority figures and more susceptible to 

socialization.  Therefore, the elementary social studies teacher must set an example of 

democratic living, as “the attitudes and behavior exhibited by teachers serve as powerful 

guides for young children” (Engle & Ochoa, 1988, p. 38).  To accomplish this, Engle and 

Ochoa (1988) assert that the elementary social studies teacher must show respect for 

reason and diversity; be committed to democratic values; be open to alternative points of 

view; encourage children to ask and generate their own questions and defend their points 

of view; and admit to not having every answer.  By serving as a democratic role model, 

incorporating diversity and equality into the elementary social studies curriculum, and 
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promoting student questioning, the elementary school teacher can develop the necessary 

democratic skills of problem-solving and decision-making in younger students.  

 As evidenced, the literature on democratic education continually emphasizes 

problem-solving, critique, reflection, freedom of expression, and curricula with real-

world application.  Each of these educational characteristics is also highlighted in the 

social justice education literature, demonstrating the connection and overlap between the 

two fields of study.  An example of this overlap and influence can be found in the similar 

words of Engle & Ochoa (1988) and Wade (2001).  In describing the ‘democratic ideal’ 

Engle & Ochoa (1988) write: “Democracy is best among social systems if one accepts the 

idea that respect for the worth of the individual human being is the most highly valued of 

all human attributes” (p. 23).  In defining social justice ideals, Wade (2001) writes: “At 

the core of social justice lies both the belief in the equal worth of each person as well as 

the willingness to act from a place of both morality and care in upholding that belief” (p. 

25).     

Critical Pedagogy and Social Justice 

 Another related field of study that influences the contemporary social justice 

framework is critical pedagogy.  Critical pedagogy is closely connected to democratic 

education, as the two fields share core democratic principles and goals.  Darder, 

Baltodano, and Torres (2003) write: 

Critical pedagogy loosely evolved out of a yearning to give some shape 

and coherence to the theoretical landscape of radical principles, beliefs, 
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and practices that contributed to an emancipatory ideal of democratic 

schooling in the United States during the twentieth century (p. 2). 

Darder, Baltodano, & Torres (2003), Kanpol (1997), Oldenski (1997), McLaren (1989), 

and Giroux (1983) each cite the influence of John Dewey in the field of critical 

pedagogy.  McLaren (1989) contends that “Dewey’s emphasis on democracy provides a 

language of possibility” for critical educators (p. 199).  Oldenski (1997) also 

acknowledges the democratic/social reconstructionist roots of critical pedagogy: 

Critical pedagogy has evolved from the democratic discourses in 

education originally articulated by John Dewey, George Counts, Harold 

Rugg, and other social reconstructionists, by neo-Marxist discourses of 

liberation and transformation, and by the Frankfurt school of critical 

theory (p. 62). 

In his 1989 work, Life in Schools, McLaren examined the emergence of critical 

pedagogy as a field and explained its foundational principles: 

Critical pedagogy does not constitute a homogenous set of ideas.  It is 

more accurate to say that critical theorists are united in their objectives:  

to empower the powerless and transform existing social inequalities and 

injustices (McLaren, 1989, p. 160).  

The foundational principles of critical pedagogy are each described by McLaren (1989): 

• Politics: Critical pedagogy views schooling as a political and cultural 

enterprise. Teachers must understand the role that schooling plays in 

joining knowledge and power to develop critical and active citizens. 
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• Culture: Critical pedagogy views schooling as a form of cultural 

politics, which legitimates particular forms of social life. 

• Economics: Critical pedagogy is founded on the conviction that 

schooling for self and social empowerment is ethically prior to a mastery 

of technical skills, which are primarily tied to the logic of the marketplace. 

• Theories of interest and experience: Critical pedagogues argue that the 

curriculum reflects the interests that surround it, and that it is historically 

constructed to produce and organize student experiences in particular 

contexts (p. 160-165). 

 Like social reconstructionists and later, reconceptualists, critical 

pedagogues/theorists view the curriculum as value-laden, historically situated, and 

political.  McLaren (2003) writes: “Critical pedagogy is fundamentally concerned with 

understanding the relationship between power and knowledge” (p. 83).  The curriculum, 

asserts McLaren (2003) “represents an introduction to a particular form of life” and 

“favors certain forms of knowledge over others” (p. 86).  In the context of classroom 

teaching, technical, or productive, knowledge is typically favored due to the fact that it 

can be measured and quantified by tests and scores to sort and classify students.  Critical 

pedagogues, however, favor emancipatory, or directive, knowledge.  McLaren (2003) 

describes this type of knowledge:   

Emancipatory knowledge helps us understand how social relationships are 

distorted and manipulated by relations of power and privilege.  It also 

aims at creating the conditions under which irrationality, domination, and 
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oppression can be overcome and transformed through deliberative, 

collective action.  In short, it creates the foundation for social justice, 

equality, and empowerment (p. 73). 

 In addition to the curriculum, critical pedagogy examines the role of the teacher 

and teacher-student interactions in the classroom setting.  The work of Paulo Freire has 

greatly influenced this aspect of critical pedagogy.  Freire (2005/1970) proposed a 

dialogic, or problem-posing, method of pedagogy that “values the voices and experiences 

of the students in the process of developing knowledge” (Oldenski, 1997, p. 63).  Darder, 

Baltodano, & Torres (2003) further explain: 

The principle of dialogue as best defined by Freire is one of the most 

significant aspects of critical pedagogy.  It speaks to an emancipatory 

educational process that is above all committed to the empowerment of 

students through challenging the dominant educational discourse and 

illuminating the right and freedom of students to become subjects of their 

world.  Dialogue constitutes an educational strategy that centers on the 

development of critical social consciousness or what Freire termed 

conscientização.  Within the practice of critical pedagogy, dialogue and 

analysis serve as the foundation for reflection and action.  It is this 

educational strategy that supports a problem-posing approach to education 

– an approach in which the relationship of students to teacher is, without 

question, dialogical, each having something to contribute and receive.  

Students learn from the teachers; teachers learn from the students (p. 15). 
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 Freire (2005/1970) describes the traditional teacher-student relationship as having 

a narrative character in which the narrating teacher is the Subject and the passive students 

are Objects.  In this scenario, the teacher serves as a “banker” who deposits knowledge 

into students.  Freire (2005/1970) explains: 

Narration (with the teacher as narrator) leads the students to memorize 

mechanically the narrated content.  Worse yet, it turns them into 

“containers,” into “receptacles” to be “filled” by the teacher.  The more 

completely she fills the receptacles, the better a teacher she is.  The more 

meekly the receptacles permit themselves to be filled, the better students 

they are.  Education thus becomes an act of depositing, in which the 

students are the depositories and the teacher is the depositor.  Instead of 

communicating, the teacher issues communiqués and makes deposits 

which the students patiently receive, memorize, and repeat.  This is the 

“banking” concept of education, in which the scope of action allowed to 

the students extends only as far as receiving, filing, and storing the 

deposits (p. 72). 

Freire’s (2005/1970) critique of what he terms the “banking” concept of education 

and his notion of “filling” students with knowledge is similar to Plato’s (380 B.C./1992), 

educational critique from centuries earlier: “Education isn’t what some people declare it 

to be, namely, putting knowledge into souls that lack it, like putting sight into blind eyes” 

(Republic, p. 190).  To overcome this traditional, “banking” pedagogical method, Freire 

(2005/1970) proposed the dialogic, or problem-solving, method that allows students to 
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become empowered Subjects and achieve “a deepening awareness of the social realities 

that shape their lives” (Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 2003, p. 15).  This “engaged 

pedagogy,” which requires joint student-teacher responsibility for learning, allows 

teachers to “transgress those boundaries that would confine each pupil to a rote, 

assembly-line approach to learning” (hooks, 1994, p. 13).  Freire’s problem-posing 

method of education influenced and is closely connected to contemporary literature on 

democratic education (Apple, 1993; Apple & Beane, 1995; Engle & Ochoa, 1988; 

Goodman, 1992; Parker, 1996, 2001, 2002; Sehr, 1997; Soder, Goodlad, & McMannon, 

2001; Wolk, 1998).  Tenets of both democratic education and critical pedagogy, 

including Freire’s problem-posing method of education, coincide and are incorporated 

into the broader, contemporary social justice education framework. 

Community Service-Learning and Social Justice  

 Community service-learning is also a central component of the contemporary 

social justice education framework.  Service-learning is an educational approach 

designed to incorporate community participation and structured reflection into the school 

curriculum (Billig & Waterman, 2003; Lisman, 1998; Wade, 1997, 2000, 2001; Wade & 

Saxe, 1996; Welch & Billig, 2004).  In 1993, the Alliance for Service-Learning in 

Education Reform (ASLER) presented the following definition of service-learning: 

Service-learning is a method by which young people learn and develop 

through active participation in thoughtfully-organized service experiences: 

that meet actual community needs; that are coordinated in collaboration 

with the school and community; that are integrated into each young 
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person’s academic curriculum; that provide structured time for a young 

person to think, talk, and write about what he/she did and saw during the 

actual service activity; that provide young people with opportunities to use 

newly acquired academic skills and knowledge in real life situations in 

their own communities; that enhance what is taught in the school by 

extending student learning beyond the classroom; and that help foster the 

development of a sense of caring for others (p. 1). 

Wade (2001) defines service-learning as “the integration of meaningful service to one’s 

school or community with academic learning and structured reflection on the service 

experience” (p. 26).  According to Wade (2001), service-learning incorporates both direct 

service, such as assisting individuals or groups in need, and indirect service, such as 

collecting donations or fundraising for organizations.  A third, similar, definition is 

presented by Benson and Harkavy (2003), who define service-learning as: 

an active, creative pedagogy that integrates community service with 

academic study in order to enhance a student’s capacity to think critically, 

solve problems practically, and function as a life-long moral, democratic 

citizen in a democratic society (p. 123). 

 Battistoni (1997) contends that there are “two distinctive ethical foundations for 

service-learning: philanthropic and civic” (p. 132).  The philanthropic view emphasizes 

charity, altruism, and character-building through helping others less fortunate.  The civic 

view of service-learning emphasizes mutual responsibility and the interdependence of 

rights and responsibilities (Battistoni, 1997).  As Battistoni (1997) explains: 
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The idea is not that the well-off ‘owe’ something to the less fortunate, but 

that free democratic communities depend on mutual responsibilities and 

that rights without obligations are ultimately not sustainable.  Here the 

focus is on the nurturing of citizenship and the understanding of the 

interdependence of communities (p. 133). 

Wade (2001, 1997), Lappe & DuBois (1994), and Barber (1992) also regard the civic 

view of service-learning as foundational to democratic education.  Barber (1992) 

contends that service-learning enables students to realize the obligations required of 

citizens in a democratic society.  He explains: 

Service is something we owe to ourselves or to that part of ourselves that 

is embedded in the civic community.  It assumes that our rights and 

liberties are not acquired for free; that unless we assume the 

responsibilities of citizens, we will not be able to preserve the liberties 

they entail (Barber, 1992, p. 246). 

 Wade (2001) contends that the philanthropic, or charitable, view of service-

learning is a shortcoming in traditional service-learning educational programs.  One 

shortcoming of traditional, or philanthropic, service-learning is that it emphasizes 

meeting individual needs rather than affecting broad-based changes in policies, 

community practices, or in the students themselves.  She argues that another shortcoming 

of philanthropic-oriented service-learning is “too often, service-learning projects stop 

short of questioning why those needs exist in the first place” (Wade, 2001, p. 26).  

Incorporating service-learning into the social justice education framework requires 
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“going beyond serving individual needs” (Wade, 2001, p. 26).  Community service-

learning within the social justice education framework requires that students also: 1) 

consider the root causes of structural inequalities to examine why the need exists and, 2) 

take action to address the root cause(s) of the problem.  Wade (2001) writes: 

Students should be encouraged to question why the problem exists, how 

they and others may unknowingly perpetuate the problem, and what steps 

citizens can take individually and collectively to effect change (p. 26). 

 Kinsley (1997) and Wade (2007) acknowledge that implementing community 

service-learning with social justice education may present a greater challenge for 

elementary school educators, due to the complexity and controversial nature of social 

justice issues.  Kinsley (1997) contends, however, that “a natural connection exists 

between community service-learning and elementary education” (p. 157).  She maintains 

that community service-learning can be readily applied to the elementary social studies 

curriculum, which typically includes units on ‘family’ and ‘community.’  Service-

learning at the elementary level may also help build a sense of school community, as it is 

accessible to all students, including “special needs students, regular education students, 

gifted students, students of all ethnicities, students of all socioeconomic levels, and all 

grade levels” (Kinsley, 1997, p. 145).   

 Research on service-learning also supports its use as an educational approach in 

K-12 education.  Billig (2000) reviewed a decade of research on service-learning in K-12 

schools and concluded that “there is a body of evidence that is building to support the 

field” (p. 660).  Billig (2000) describes the K-12 research on service-learning as 
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“promising” and states that “much of the evidence cited here is supported by similar 

results for service-learning found in the higher education literature” (p. 660).   

Social Justice Education Empirical Studies 

 In the Introduction to Education for Public Democracy (1997), David Sehr wrote:  

We need research that explores and analyzes the curriculum and teaching 

practices, as well as the lived experiences of students and teachers, in 

existing schools which are trying to provide democratic education.  

Qualitative research, based on extensive observation and interviews, can 

offer detailed and complex insights into the workings of such schools (p. 

3). 

Nearly a decade later, there remains a dearth of empirical research in the field of social 

justice education.  As Sehr (1997) noted, there are a number of scholars/authors calling 

for “democratic schools” and “empowering education” (p. 2) (Apple & Beane, 1995; 

Engle & Ochoa, 1988; Goodman, 1992; Parker, 2003, 2002, 1996; Soder, Goodlad, & 

McMannon, 2001), and many authors since his 1997 publication have continued the call 

for social justice education (Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 1997; Allen, 1999; Ayers, Hunt, & 

Quinn, 1998; Darling-Hammond, French, & Garcia-Lopez, 2002; Goodman, 2001; 

Griffiths, 2003; Makler & Hubbard, 2000; Vincent, 2003).  In the contemporary 

literature, authors have advanced arguments promoting social justice education, 

addressed issues related to teaching for social justice, and provided exemplars of 

democratic classrooms/schools and social justice-oriented classroom practices (Adams, 

Bell, & Griffin, 1997; Apple & Beane, 1995; Ayers, Hunt, & Quinn, 1998; Darling-
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Hammond, French, & Garcia-Lopez, 2002; Goodman, 2001; Makler & Hubbard, 2000; 

Parker, 2002).  In addition to the various conceptualizations of social justice education 

(Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 1997; Ayers, Hunt, & Quinn, 1998; Griffiths, 2003; Vincent, 

2003), the contemporary literature also includes non-empirical essays and articles by 

classroom teachers working to implement social justice education in their classrooms 

(Damico & Riddle, 2004; Peterson, 1994; Scott, 2005).  The scant empirical research in 

the field also includes social justice –oriented program evaluations (Carlisle, Jackson, & 

George, 2006; Patrick, Vontz, & Nixon, 2002), a study by Chilcoat and Ligon (2000) of 

three elementary teachers implementing a social-issues approach in the social studies, and 

a 2007 study by Wade of forty social justice-oriented elementary school teachers. 

Program Evaluations     

 In an empirical study of the Social Justice Education in Schools Project (SJES), 

Carlisle, Jackson, and George (2006) examine their participation with the SJES Project 

and their partnership with Rodriguez Elementary School as part of the project.  The 

authors spent a total of four years collecting data at a large, urban Massachusetts public 

elementary school.  Two-thirds of the 900 students at Rodriguez are Latino, 30% are 

African American, and 9% are White.  Ninety percent of the pre-K through fifth grade 

students are identified as low-income and the school is ranked as one of the lowest 

performing elementary schools in the city and state.  As part of the SJES project, the 

authors partnered with the school to examine teacher preparation, student achievement, 

and social justice practices in an urban setting.  During the first two years of the study, 

the authors observed and transcribed data from bi-weekly “Communities of Inquiry and 
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Practice” (CIP) meetings that “focused on bringing together diverse school constituencies 

to discuss teaching and learning at Rodriguez” (p. 56).  During the third and fourth years 

of the study, the authors collected survey data from classroom teachers and conducted 

follow-up teacher interviews.  Based on their four years of research at the elementary 

school site, the authors developed five core Principles of Social Justice Education in 

Schools.  These principles are as follows:  

1) Inclusion and Equity: The school promotes inclusion and equity 

within the school setting and larger community by addressing all forms 

of social oppression. 

2) High Expectations: The school provides a diverse and challenging 

learning environment that supports student development, holds all 

students to high expectations, and empowers students of all social 

identities. 

3) Reciprocal Community Relationships: The school recognizes its 

role a both a resource to and beneficiary of the community. 

4) System-wide Approach: The mission, resource, allocation structures, 

policies and procedures, and physical environment, exemplify its 

commitment to creating and sustaining a socially just environment. 

5) District Social Justice Education and Intervention: The school’s 

faculty, staff, and administration are committed to ‘liberatory 

education,’ advocate for social justice, and directly confront 
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manifestations of social oppression (Carlisle, Jackson, & George, 

2006, p. 57). 

The authors “envision these Principles of Social Justice Education in Schools as a 

reflective frame through which broad school communities can critically assess the 

strengths and weaknesses of their environments relative to social justice” (p. 62).  The 

authors also recognize that further research is needed to examine the connection between 

social justice education and student achievement and consider the development of the 

five core Principles as a first step or phase in researching social justice education.  

 Vontz, Metcalf, & Patrick (2000) conducted an international evaluation of We the 

People…Project Citizen, an issue-centered civic education program that “fosters the 

democratic dispositions and skills that enable effective and responsible participation in 

government and civil society” (Patrick, Vontz, & Nixon, 2002).  The study, related to the 

field of social justice education, sought to answer the questions: What are the effects of 

Project Citizen on the civic development of adolescent students in Indiana, Latvia, and 

Lithuania? What are the relationships between the effects of Project Citizen on the civic 

development of adolescent students in Indiana, Latvia, and Lithuania and particular 

contextual and personal factors?  To answer these questions, the researchers employed a 

non-random, pretest/posttest comparison group design. The study participants included  

1,412 students in 102 classrooms, divided into 51 treatment (those using the Project 

Citizen curriculum) and 51 comparison (those not using the curriculum) classrooms.  The 

findings of the study “generally supported the instructional effectiveness of Project 

Citizen,” by concluding that the program had a “positive and statistically significant 
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effect on the civic knowledge of students” and the “self-perceived civic skills of students 

in Indiana, Latvia, and Lithuania” (Patrick, Vontz, & Nixon, 2002, p. 108).  While the 

findings of the study suggest that Project Citizen is an effective program for developing 

civic development in adolescent students, the researchers conclude that “more research is 

needed to investigate the strengths and weaknesses of Project Citizen” (Patrick, Vontz, & 

Nixon, 2002, p. 109). 

Chilcoat and Ligon (2000) Elementary Study 

 In a 2000 study, Chilcoat and Ligon followed three 5
th

 and 6
th

 grade elementary 

school teachers as they each attempted to implement an issues-centered approach in their 

social studies classrooms.  The social studies units were independently designed by each 

of the teachers and taught over a two week period.  The data that was collected and 

analyzed included observation notes, daily log entries, transcribed interviews, and field 

artifacts.  The findings of the study suggest that an issues-centered approach can be 

effectively implemented in the elementary social studies.  Feedback from students also 

suggested that the majority of students enjoyed and learned from participating in the 

issues-centered social studies units.  The findings of the study further suggest that 

implementing an issues-centered approach takes greater time and energy than a 

traditional textbook approach to social studies and group process skills must first be 

developed to successfully implement an issues-centered approach.  

Wade (2007) Elementary Study 

 Wade (2007) conducted research between the summer of 2001 and the fall of 

2004 to examine elementary school teachers’ efforts to implement social justice 
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education practices and involve students in social justice-oriented community service-

learning.  Wade interviewed forty teacher participants, ranging in age from 24 to 63, with 

between 2 to 35 years of teaching experience.  Twenty of the teacher participants taught 

in kindergarten through third grade classrooms, 16 teacher participants taught in grades 

4-6, and four participants identified their grade level as K-6.  Twenty-three of the 

participants taught in urban settings, 13 taught in suburban towns, and 4 taught in rural 

communities.  Each teacher participated in a 1-2 hour interview, either individually or as 

part of a small focus group.  The interviews followed a semi-structured format that 

included fifteen guided questions.  The teacher participants also each completed an 

information sheet that included their name, age, gender, ethnicity, number of years 

teaching, past and present teaching positions, and relevant life experiences related to 

teaching for social justice. 

 The data collected by Wade (2007) explored the lived experiences and daily 

efforts of the elementary school teachers who promote social justice in their classrooms.  

Wade describes the teachers’ experiences with a case study approach that allows each 

educator to share stories of their classrooms and recount the challenges and support they 

have faced as social justice-oriented educators.  Ten of the teacher participants described 

facing day-to-day struggles in their efforts to teach for social justice, and several teacher 

participants identified standardization, testing, and required curricula as sources of 

frustration and impediments to teaching for social justice.  Some participants also 

struggled with being accepted by colleagues, but many felt positive about their 

professional relationships and collaboration with their colleagues.  Most teacher 
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participants also viewed the parents of their students as supporters of their work.  In 

conclusion, Wade’s research suggests that teaching for social justice at the elementary 

level requires that educators actively reach out to parents and colleagues for support and 

respond creatively to the mandated standards, tests, and curricula that may impede social 

justice education.  By doing so, Wade suggests that social justice-oriented education and 

service-learning can effectively begin in the earliest years of elementary schooling.  

Conclusion 

 While the research of Chilcoat and Ligon (2000) and Wade (2007) is a promising 

beginning, much more research is needed to empirically examine social justice education 

at the elementary level.  As Sehr (1997) noted: “Qualitative research, based on extensive 

observation and interviews, can offer detailed and complex insights” into the workings of 

classrooms and schools.  Currently, the majority of the literature on social justice 

education conceptualizes the field, but provides little empirical evidence to gain new 

insights into social justice-oriented classrooms.  While empirical studies exist that are 

related to social justice education, classroom studies that examine its implementation in 

the social studies in an elementary public school context are few.  The lack of research 

studies that empirically examine education for social justice in a public elementary social 

studies classroom provides the rationale for this study.  The dissertation research, based 

on observations and interviews, fills a much needed gap in the social justice education 

research literature.  
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

The descriptive nature of this dissertation study mandated a qualitative research 

design.  Merriam (2002) described several characteristics that “cut across the various 

interpretive qualitative research designs”: 

• The qualitative researcher strives to understand the meaning people have 

constructed about their world and their experiences.  The analysis, 

therefore, strives for a depth of understanding. 

• The qualitative researcher is the primary instrument for data collection 

and data analysis. 

• The qualitative research process is inductive.  Qualitative researchers 

gather data to build concepts, hypotheses, or theories, and build toward 

theory from observations and intuitive understandings gleaned from being 

in the field. 

• The product of qualitative research is richly descriptive.  Words are used 

to convey what the researcher has learned about a phenomenon.  There are 

likely to be descriptions of the context, the participants involved, and the 

activities of interest (p. 4-5). 

Qualitative research was appropriate for a study that sought to examine the 

following questions: What is the role of the teacher in an elementary public school 

classroom implementing social justice education?  How is social justice education 

implemented in the elementary social studies and incorporated into a standards-based 
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public school classroom?  What are the limitations and/or barriers to implementing social 

justice education in an elementary public school setting?  

 To answer these questions in-depth and provide the necessary context to 

understand each, a qualitative design was required to best describe, or relate, the efforts 

of the teacher participant to implement a social justice curriculum unit in her social 

studies classroom.  Qualitative research allowed for a rich description of the “routine and 

problematic moments” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 3), including the complexities and 

contextual factors that are present when teaching in a classroom.  As Mertens (2005) 

described, a qualitative approach best allowed the world of the teacher participant and her 

classroom to become “visible” to the reader through this rich description.  A qualitative 

design also allowed for a greater depth of understanding of the teacher participant and her 

experiences and was open to the many directions these experiences took.  As the teacher 

participant and researcher interacted, meanings were constructed and themes emerged.  

As these themes emerged, a qualitative design allowed the study to be “progressively 

focused,” meaning that its “organizing concepts change somewhat as the study moves 

along” (Stake, 1995, p. 133). 

Conceptual Framework and Research Paradigm  

 As stated in the literature review, the contemporary social justice education 

conceptual framework draws upon and is intertwined with democratic education, critical 

pedagogy, and community service-learning.  Therefore, the design of this study 

incorporated this intertwined and interdependent framework.  Specific theories or models 

within this framework guided both the observations and the interview protocols:  
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1)   The definition of social justice education presented by Adams, Bell, & Griffin 

(1997); 2) The (overlapping) characteristics of social justice education put forth by 

Bigelow, Christiansen, Karp, Miner, & Peterson (1994) and Wade (2004); 3) Freire’s 

(1970) conception of teacher-student interactions and dialogic model of pedagogy; and  

4) Wade’s (1997, 2000, 2001) conception of social justice-oriented community service-

learning.   

 This study was framed by both the Interpretivist and Critical paradigms, which 

epistemologically both recognize the social construction of knowledge.  Mertens (2005) 

explained: “The basic assumptions guiding the constructivist (interpretivist) paradigm are 

that knowledge is socially constructed by people active in the research process, and that 

researchers should attempt to understand the complex world of lived experience from the 

point of view of those who live it” (p. 13).  As a single qualitative case study, this 

dissertation research sought to “understand the lived experience” of one social justice-

oriented elementary school teacher.  Topically, this study was also framed by Critical 

Theory, which is intertwined and foundational to notions of social justice. The Critical 

paradigm seeks to achieve social justice and bring about societal change.  As Crotty 

(1998) wrote, “Critical forms of research call current ideology into question, and initiate 

action, in the cause of social justice” (p. 157).  The Critical paradigm also recognizes the 

value-laden nature of research, paralleling the epistemological assumptions of the social 

reconstructionists and reconceptualists.   
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Research Methodology 

 This dissertation study, which examined the implementation of a social justice 

curriculum unit within an elementary classroom, employed qualitative case study 

research.  Merriam (1998) described a qualitative case study as “an intensive, holistic 

description and analysis of a single instance, phenomenon, or social unit” (p. 27).  Case 

studies differ from other types of research in that “they are intensive descriptions and 

analyses of a single unit or bounded system” (Merriam, 1998, p. 19).  This case study was 

bounded by the teacher participant and her particular experiences, the fourth grade self-

contained classroom, the school, and the curriculum unit co-developed for this study.  

This study of the implementation of a social justice curriculum unit in one fourth grade 

classroom was an examination of “a phenomenon of some sort occurring in a bounded 

context” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 25). 

 This dissertation study employed a single-case design, which Yin (2003) 

described as appropriate to examine a representative case.  The context of this single 

case, a fourth grade teacher and her self-contained suburban classroom, is representative, 

or typical, of a fourth grade teacher and classroom.  This descriptive case study sought to 

describe and provide insight into the experiences of the teacher participant as she 

implemented a social justice curriculum unit in the social studies.  The rich, thick 

description of this experience required varied and meticulous data collection, including 

observations, interviews, and the careful collection of artifacts.  
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Participants and Setting 

 This qualitative case study was conducted in a suburban central Texas public 

school district comprised of 17 school campuses serving over 11,000 students.  The 

‘bedroom’ community is located just outside a rapidly-growing major metropolitan area.  

At the time of this study, the district was composed of 2 high schools, 4 middle schools, 9 

elementary schools, 1 alternative high school of choice, and 1 disciplinary campus.  Due 

to significant population growth in the past five years, the number of school campuses in 

this formerly rural school district has nearly tripled since 2000.  The district projected 

that in the year 2007, student enrollment would reach 11,400, with 54% of students 

identified as Hispanic, 42% identified as Anglo, and 4% identified as African American.   

 The elementary campus that served as the site of this study had an enrollment of 

over 800 students in grades pre-kindergarten through fifth.  The AEIS Campus Report for 

2006-2007 classified Patrick Elementary as ‘Recognized’ by the Texas accountability 

system, which rates all public school campuses in the state as Exemplary, Recognized, 

Acceptable, or Unacceptable.  The school student population was 62% Hispanic, 32% 

White, and 5% African American.  Fifty-five percent of the students were described as 

Economically Disadvantaged and 17% were classified as Limited English Proficient.  

The school had a mobility rate of nearly seventeen percent.  In the 2006-2007 school 

year, 28% percent of the teachers at Patrick Elementary were Hispanic, 69% were White, 

and less than 2% were African American.   

 At the time of this study, Patrick Elementary had a neighborhood attendance zone, 

but also served as a bilingual cluster site for the elementary school students in the district.  
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The school was also in its fourth year of implementation of a Dual Language English-

Spanish Program that was open to all students.  The Dual Language Program immersed 

native Spanish-speaking students and native English-speaking students in each others’ 

language with the purpose of gaining fluency in both languages.  The Dual Language 

classrooms were balanced with 50% of students native to each language.  The Dual 

Language Program also created greater diversity among the faculty and staff at Patrick 

Elementary.  In addition to the Dual Language Program, Patrick Elementary also 

incorporated a school-wide international/global theme.  Each grade level at the school 

sponsored an academic theme and a corresponding community project based upon the 

one of the seven continents. 

 The 2006-2007 AEIS data for Patrick Elementary revealed changes in both the 

school’s demographics and accountability ratings.  In 2004-2005, 67% of the students at 

Patrick Elementary were identified as Hispanic, 26.9% as White, and 5% percent as 

African American.  Nearly 54% of the students at Patrick Elementary were identified as 

Economically Disadvantaged and 29.4% were identified as Limited English Proficient.  

Nearly 29% of the students at Patrick Elementary were enrolled in campus Bilingual or 

ESL classes in 2004-2005.  Also in 2004-2005, 42% of the teachers at Patrick Elementary 

were identified as Hispanic and 58% identified as White.  In that year, Patrick 

Elementary was rated as ‘Acceptable’ by the Texas Education Agency.    

 At the time of this study, Patrick Elementary had six fourth grade classrooms, one 

of which was a Bilingual classroom.  Michelle O’Neil (pseudonym), the selected study 

participant, taught a self-contained, non-bilingual class of 21 fourth grade students.  Mrs. 
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O’Neil is White and was 49 years of age and in her eleventh year of teaching at the time 

of the study.  She was purposefully selected due to her expressed interest in social justice.  

After an introduction by a mutual university colleague, Mrs. O’Neil expressed her 

interest in participating in the dissertation study.  She also expressed enthusiasm about 

the prospect of implementing a social justice curriculum unit in her classroom, although 

she has no previous experience incorporating social justice education into her classroom 

teaching. 

 Research for this study was conducted from October 2006 to January 2007 in 

Michelle O’Neil’s self-contained fourth grade classroom.  Over a six-week period, I 

observed daily in Mrs. O’Neil’s social studies classroom as the social justice curriculum 

unit was taught.  Prior to the unit instruction, I worked with Mrs. O’Neil in her classroom 

to co-develop the curriculum unit and curricular materials and conducted a preliminary 

interview (Appendices A-K, Appendix N).  As the unit was being taught, I conducted a 

second interview and once the unit was concluded, I conducted a final reflective 

interview (Appendices O-P).  Although Mrs. O’Neil’s fourth grade students were not 

interviewed or videotaped for this study, a consent form was given to each student’s 

family which provided information about the study.  The consent form also informed 

parents that their children’s participation in the curriculum unit would be observed and 

their classroom work samples could be collected as part of the research data.   

Data Collection 

 Data collection occurred from October 2006 through January 2007 and followed 

the explicit guidelines established by the district and the university Institutional Review 
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Board.  The teacher participant, students and parents were provided sufficient 

information to give their informed consent for participation in the study.  Qualitative 

research required multiple forms of data collection (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, 2005; 

Merriam, 1998, 2002; Mertens, 2005; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003).  Data collection for this 

descriptive, single case study included direct observations; multiple one-on-one semi-

structured interviews with the teacher participant; a researcher’s journal; and a collection 

of artifacts that included the social justice curriculum unit, student work samples, and 

email communications.    

 The use of direct observations and interviews are characteristic of qualitative 

research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, 2005; Merriam, 1998, 2002; Mertens, 2005; Stake, 

1995; Yin, 2003).  Observations are essential to qualitative research, as they “represent a 

firsthand encounter with the phenomenon of interest” (Merriam, 2002, p. 13).  Direct 

observations provide both information about the participants themselves and knowledge 

of the research context (Merriam, 1998).  Observations also allow the researcher to 

triangulate emergent findings and develop questions for subsequent participant interviews 

(Merriam, 1998).  According to Merriam (1998), observations should include: the 

physical setting/environment/context; the participant(s); activities and interactions; 

conversations; subtle factors, such as nonverbal communication and unplanned activities; 

and the researcher’s own behavior (p. 97-98).  For the dissertation study, I attended to 

each of these elements as I observed daily in the participant’s social studies class for the 

duration of the curriculum unit.  I assumed the observer as participant role (Merriam, 

1998), which allowed me to “observe and interact closely enough with members to 
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establish an insider’s identity without participating in those activities constituting the core 

of group membership” (Adler & Adler, 1994, p. 380, as cited in Merriam, 1998, p. 101).  

During each of the direct observations, I took extensive field notes that were used to 

present a rich and accurate description of the classroom instruction, teacher-student 

interactions, and other factors relating to the teaching of the curriculum unit.  The direct 

classroom observations concluded at the winter break in December 2006. 

 According to Merriam (1998): “Interviewing is necessary when we cannot 

observe behavior, feelings, or how people interpret the world around them” (p. 72).  For 

this dissertation study, I conducted a series of interviews with the teacher participant as 

an integral part of the data collection process.  The audio-taped interviews followed a 

semi-structured format and were conducted one-on-one with the teacher participant.  

Following the semi-structured format, I posed a list of tentative questions that could be 

modified, added to, or deleted as the interviews progressed (Merriam, 1998).  The direct 

observations of classroom instruction and artifacts gathered throughout the duration of 

the unit will also led to modifications and additions to the initial, tentative set of 

interview questions.  The first interview protocol provided background information about 

the teacher participant prior to the teaching of the curriculum unit.  Subsequent interviews 

examined pedagogical issues and beliefs, as well as the teacher participant’s thoughts and 

feelings about the curriculum unit as it emerged.  A final interview was conducted in June 

2007, following the completion of the curriculum unit and the school year, to allow the 

teacher participant to reflect on her experience implementing the social justice unit and to 

share her final thoughts.   
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 Artifact collection was the third method of collecting data.  Merriam (1998) 

explained the significance of artifact collection: 

The strength of documents as a data source lies with the fact that they 

already exist in the situation; they do not intrude upon or alter the setting 

in ways that the presence of the investigator might (p. 13). 

For this dissertation study, the artifacts that were collected for analysis included the social 

justice curriculum unit, student work samples relating to the curriculum unit, and email 

communications.  The artifact collection was used to analyze the implementation of the 

curriculum unit and to triangulate data. 

Data Analysis 

 In qualitative case study research, the researcher must conduct preliminary and 

ongoing data analysis concurrently with data collection.  As Merriam (2002) explained: 

In qualitative research, data analysis is simultaneous with data collection.  

That is, one begins analyzing data with the first interview, the first 

observation, the first document accessed in the study.  Simultaneous data 

collection and analysis allows the researcher to make adjustments along 

the way, even to the point of redirecting data collection, and to “test” 

emerging concepts, themes, and categories against subsequent data (p. 14). 

To simultaneously collect and analyze data, I followed the sequence of steps for 

qualitative data analysis as outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994): 

• Give codes to the first set of field notes drawn from observations, 

interviews, or document reviews.  
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• Note personal reflections or other comments in the margins. 

• Sort and sift through the materials to identify similar phrases, patterns, 

themes, and sequences. 

• Identify patterns, processes, commonalities, and differences. 

As data was collected, the interview transcripts, observation notes, researcher’s journal, 

and artifacts were manually coded to generate meaning.  The collected data was 

compared to other data to note patterns and emerging themes.  These patterns were then 

“refined and adjusted as the analysis proceeds” (Merriam, 2002, p. 14). 

 Trustworthiness and credibility were ensured through prolonged, substantial 

engagement in the research setting; persistent observation; member checks; and 

triangulation of the data (Mertens, 2005).  According to Mertens (2005): “Member 

checks is the most important criterion in establishing credibility” (p. 255).  Member 

checking allows the researcher to verify with the participant(s) “the constructions that are 

developing as a result of data collected and analyzed” (Mertens, 2005, p. 255).  For this 

dissertation study, the teacher participant was provided multiple opportunities to review 

interview transcripts, observation notes, and other data materials.  The teacher participant 

was asked to provide corroboration of data materials and invited to give feedback upon 

reviewing materials.  Triangulation of multiple data sources also ensured trustworthiness 

(internal validity).  As Mertens (2005) explained, “Triangulation involves checking 

information that has been collected from different data sources or methods for 

consistency of evidence across sources of data” (p. 255).  The data triangulated for this 
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study included transcribed interviews, observation and field notes, a reflective journal, 

and physical artifacts.         

 Transferability (external validity) was achieved through “thick description,” or 

“extensive and careful description of the time, place, context, and culture” (Mertens, 

2005, p. 256).  Dependability was ensured by “maintaining a case study protocol that 

details each step in the research process” (Mertens, 2005, p. 257) and confirmability was 

be achieved by maintaining an audit trail, or “chain of evidence” that can be reviewed by 

others.   

Ethical Considerations 

 “In qualitative research, ethical dilemmas are likely to emerge with regard to the 

collection of data and the dissemination of findings” (Merriam, 2002, p. 29).  To address 

ethical considerations, this dissertation study followed the guidelines established by the 

Institutional Review Board for the Use of Human Subjects in Research.  The study was 

approved by the Institutional Review Board on September 4, 2006 and approval is valid 

through August 15, 2008.  Following IRB guidelines, the teacher participant, the students 

and their parents were given sufficient information to provide their informed, written 

consent for participation in the study.  Consent Addenda forms for students and parents 

were provided in both Spanish and English.  Also following IRB guidelines, participants 

were allowed to withdraw from the study at any point without penalty.    

 To ensure confidentiality and protect the privacy of participants, the following 

steps were taken: 
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• Pseudonyms were used to protect the confidentiality of participants and 

the school location. 

• Audio-taped interviews and classroom artifacts were coded so that no 

personally identifying information is visible. 

• Audio tapes and classroom artifacts are kept in a locked file cabinet in 

the investigator’s home and are available for future analyses. 

• In the instance that data is made possible to other researchers in the 

future for research not detailed within the consent form, the data contains 

no identifying information to associate the participants or school location 

with it.  

 To maintain an ethical researcher-participant relationship, the teacher participant 

was fully informed of the purpose of the study prior to participation.  During data 

collection and analysis, frequent member checks ensured that the participant’s “voice” 

would be accurately represented.  Finally, the completed curriculum unit, as well as a 

copy of the completed dissertation, remains with the teacher participant to provide 

reciprocity in the research relationship. 

Researcher Positionality 

 I began this dissertation study with over six years of education at a social justice-

oriented Jesuit university and a decade of previous experience as a public school 

elementary teacher.  I was also in my fourth year of study as doctoral student in 

curriculum and instruction and in my second year working with preservice teachers as a 

university facilitator.  Each of these experiences had profoundly shaped my perspective 
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of elementary public school education.  As stated in the Introduction, my Jesuit 

educational background and preservice training left an indelible print on my social 

consciousness and solidified my beliefs about the purpose of education.  I was and am 

unabashedly in favor of social justice education.  As a proponent and advocate for social 

justice education in the public schools, I had to at all times remain conscious of the 

ideological stance that guided my work as a researcher.  My interest in social justice 

education initially guided my selection of a dissertation topic and a teacher participant.  

In choosing a qualitative case study to conduct this research, my goal became to describe 

a teacher’s pedagogical journey as she implemented a social justice curriculum unit in her 

elementary public school classroom.  This dissertation study is her story; it serves as a 

record of her journey as an educator.  My task as a qualitative researcher was to record 

and accurately represent this journey.  I also had to bear in mind, as Mertens (2005) 

acknowledged, “that all texts are incomplete and represent specific positions” (p. 258).  

Hopefully, this “incomplete text” will serve as a springboard to future social justice 

education research. 
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CHAPTER IV: DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

 

 It’s my first day in the field and I awoke nervous.  Of course, as a doctoral 

student, I awake nervous on most days, but this feeling is different.  Today I’m walking 

into largely unknown territory to conduct dissertation research.  I have visited the school 

and classroom before, to plan with and interview the teacher participant, but this is the 

first time I will visit during school hours and meet her fourth grade students.  I spent the 

25 minute drive to the school second-guessing myself:  Will the students welcome my 

presence in their classroom each day, or will I feel intrusive?  Will the students engage 

positively or negatively with the unit, or not engage at all?  Will the teacher remain 

positive throughout this experience, or tire of the unit and/or my presence in her 

classroom?   

I check into the office and inform the receptionist that I will be visiting Mrs. 

O’Neil’s classroom at this time each day.  I’m directed upstairs to her classroom, but I 

arrive early, and the class has not yet returned from recess outside.  I wait in the hallway 

and begin taking notes of what I observe about the school setting.  

The class arrives and the students appear excited to see me waiting at their door.    

They are all smiling and watching me curiously.  They seem a bit nervous as well and I 

am reminded of that first-day-of-school feeling.  Do students realize that teachers get 

anxious as well?   As we enter the classroom, I’m directed to a back table.  Once the 

students are settled (and this takes awhile), the teacher asks me to introduce myself to the 

class.  I explain my background as an elementary teacher and tell them I am in graduate 
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school and conducting research.  The teacher tells the class I will be here visiting each 

morning.  She then begins our first planned lesson of the social justice unit:  What is 

Citizenship?  I open my laptop and notebook to begin recording my first observations.   

The journey begins… 

 

Chapter Overview 

 Chapter 4 is developed into four themes that explore this study’s two research 

questions and one sub-question: 1) What is the role of the teacher in an elementary public 

school classroom implementing social justice education?  2) How is social justice 

education implemented in the elementary social studies and incorporated into a 

standards-based public school classroom? A) What are the limitations and/or barriers to 

implementing social justice education in an elementary public school setting?  Each of 

the four themes was developed through the analysis of multiple data sources, as outlined 

by Miles and Huberman (1994), and organized by research question.  The first three 

themes address the first research question and examine the role of the teacher of an 

elementary public school classroom implementing social justice.  The first theme, 

Establishing a Socially-Just Climate, explores the efforts of Michelle O’Neil to create 

and maintain a socially-just classroom environment that emphasized respect, emotional 

and intellectual safety, trust, and cooperation.  The second theme, Creating a Child-

Centered Curriculum That Allows for Voice and Choice, examines the importance of a 

student-centered curriculum in social justice education and the manner in which Michelle 

O’Neil encouraged student voice and choice in her fourth grade social studies classroom.  
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The third theme, Recognizing That Education is Not Neutral, explores the value-laden 

nature of social justice education and the reflection of this in the decision-making, 

planning and teaching of the social justice curricular unit.  The final theme, Incorporating 

Social Justice into a Standards-Based Elementary Public School Classroom: Facing 

Barriers and Finding Support, explores the study’s second research question: How can 

social justice education be implemented in the elementary social studies and incorporated 

into a standards-based public school classroom?  Theme four examines the development 

and implementation of the social justice curricular unit in Michelle O’Neil’s fourth grade 

public school classroom, as well as the barriers she faced and the support she found at the 

campus and district level. 

Chapter 4 begins with a thick, rich description (Mertens, 2005) of the teacher 

participant and the research setting that could only be gained after spending a substantial 

amount time with Mrs. O’Neil in her fourth grade classroom at Patrick Elementary.  

Although the research participant and setting were briefly described in Chapter 3, the 

significant time spent with Mrs. O’Neil and her students at Patrick Elementary provided 

insight that had yet to be gained at the start of this study.  This added insight and 

description provides a context for the single case study and a greater depth of 

understanding of the complexities of this real-life phenomenon.  Following this detailed 

description of the teacher participant and setting, the first of the chapter’s four themes is 

presented to begin examining the first research question of the dissertation study.    
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Mrs. O’Neil 

Michelle O’Neil was 49 years of age and in her tenth year of elementary school 

teaching at the time of this study.  Mrs. O’Neil taught third grade for the first six years of 

her teaching career, before moving to fourth grade four years ago.  She explained to me 

that her class assignment for the 2006-2007 school year was very challenging; she 

described several of her 21 fourth grade students as “extremely high-needs children, 

academically, emotionally, behaviorally” (Michelle O’Neil, November 7, 2006).  At the 

time of this study, Mrs. O’Neil had an aide for two and a half hours each day to assist 

with her high-needs students.  On my first day observing in her classroom, I was 

immediately struck by her patience and flexibility in working with her students.  In my 

observations from the first day, I noted that the students had difficulty settling after recess 

and many talked at once to Mrs. O’Neil as they entered the room, each demanding her 

attention.  As one student asked persistently about a classroom matter, I heard Mrs. 

O’Neil calmly reply: “I’m sorry, I can’t answer you.  You haven’t given me enough 

information yet.”  After listening to further interactions with her students, I noted in my 

journal, “The teacher speaks to the class in a very respectful tone and always says 

‘please.’  She speaks to her students in a manner that shows respect for their intelligence” 

(Researcher Notes, November 13, 2006).  While listening to Mrs. O’Neil interact with 

her students, I thought back to our initial interview and wondered if the respect and 

empathy she showed her students was rooted in her own challenging experience as a 

child and adolescent.  
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Michelle O’Neil was born in Vancouver to American parents and her father 

worked as a geological scientist.  Her father’s work took the family around the globe.   In 

addition to Canada, she also spent part of her childhood in France and Germany, and she 

speaks German fluently.   In our first interview, she revealed that she also spent part of 

her childhood in the foster care system in Texas.  She did not at that time reveal why this 

had happened and I chose not to ask, out of respect for her privacy.  As I came to know 

her, however, I learned that her mother had passed away and her father felt he could not 

care for her alone.  Mrs. O’Neil has been “on her own” since the age of fifteen, when she 

left her family, dropped out of high school, and began working full-time to support 

herself.  She first worked in the hospitality industry, including the restaurant business, for 

about twenty years, and later worked in accounting.  Additionally, she operated a sailboat 

maintenance company before choosing to enter the teaching field.  In our first interview, 

she revealed that she “came to teaching later in life” and her desire to become a teacher 

was born from the frustration she felt as a young student: 

I am a high school dropout and I was very dissatisfied with my own 

education, mainly because of the way I was treated.  I wasn’t respected as 

an individual and as a human being and when I had questions, they were 

shoved under the carpet and I was told I didn’t need to know why; I just 

needed to do it.  And so by the time I finished the ninth grade, I was so 

angry that I couldn’t take it and it wasn’t worth it to me, so I dropped out.  

Then later in life, I  realized that I was going to be forty either with or 

without a college degree, and that maybe because of a lot of the things 
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that I had learned since I dropped out, perhaps I could offer something 

back.  Part of my value system is that I believe that children are our future 

in many more ways than the literal sense and if we really want to have 

world peace, then we need to teach the children how to solve world 

problems and how to live together and work together, and so I chose 

teaching as my vehicle (Michelle O’Neil, November 7, 2006). 

 It was Michelle O’Neil’s philosophical view of education that led to the 

purposeful selection of her as the teacher participant in this study.  Prior to this study, we 

had never met, but she is a former teaching colleague of a fellow graduate student.  Our 

mutual friend and colleague viewed Michelle O’Neil as a social justice-oriented teacher.  

She introduced us via email and I approached her about participating in the study.  Mrs. 

O’Neil was immediately interested and explained her enthusiasm for the proposed study:  

I always love taking on new projects that interest me and this project 

interests me because I feel it’s important for the children to have a 

broader world view and this is a good age for them to start that.  They’re 

moving from concrete operational into abstract thinking and going into 

more of a global awareness.  And, I really love to plant seeds and I think 

this is a seed worth planting (Michelle O’Neil, November 7, 2006). 

At our first planning meeting, I learned that Mrs. O’Neil had not engaged in any 

professional development or formal study in the area of education for social justice.  She 

did, however, belong to several social justice-oriented community organizations, and she 

expressed that she has always incorporated elements of social justice into her classroom 
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teaching.  She defined education for social justice as “raising awareness from oneself to 

include the world and people around us” (November 7, 2006).  She also described social 

justice as having compassion for others, which first requires having “an understanding of 

different lifestyles and people and choices and lack of choices or limitations” (November 

7, 2006).  She explained that she hoped to grow as an educator from this experience and 

hoped to learn how to better incorporate social justice education into her classroom.  As 

she expressed: 

I really want to see how this project unfolds so that I can learn to do a 

better job in the future of incorporating this myself more mindfully in my 

own teaching so that these are seeds, I mean, these are seeds that I’ve 

already been planting, but not in such a structured and organized way, so 

that I can get better at doing it, so I feel as if I’m contributing more and 

more clearly (Michelle O’Neil, November 7, 2006). 

Patrick Elementary 

Patrick Elementary opened its doors in August 2003 with a ‘practical capacity’ of 

720 students.  At the time of this study, however, its enrollment was near 900 students 

and Mrs. O’Neil described both the campus and the school district as experiencing 

growing pains and the related “bit of uncomfortableness” (Michelle O’Neil, November 7, 

2006).  The small town in which the school is located has experienced dramatic growth, 

as urban/suburban sprawl encroaches on its quiet, bedroom community.  As a result of 

overcrowding, this relatively-new campus was already limiting enrollment.  In the fall of 

2006, the district was building two additional elementary schools and their completion 
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promises to ease the strain on Patrick Elementary, but will again require new attendance 

zones.  Mrs. O’Neil maintained that the climate of the school has remained positive 

throughout the changes and, in spite of the “upheaval,” she described Patrick Elementary 

as an “extremely positive, supportive school” (November 7, 2006).  As she discussed the 

evolution of her school and district, I again took note of her flexible nature.  It is an 

attribute that has likely served her well in this ever-changing and expanding school 

district.   

Patrick Elementary was built as a neighborhood school, but at the time of this 

study, it also served as a bilingual cluster site for students in the school district.  The 

campus had a Dual Language Program that was open to entering kindergarten students 

who demonstrated oral proficiency in English and/or Spanish.  In 2006-2007, seventeen 

percent of the students at Patrick Elementary were enrolled in Bilingual/ESL Education, 

according to the AEIS (Academic Excellence Indicator System) Report available from 

the Texas Education Agency. 

The AEIS Campus Report for 2006-2007 classified Patrick Elementary as 

‘Recognized’ by the Texas accountability system, which rates all public school campuses 

in the state as Exemplary, Recognized, Acceptable, or Unacceptable.  The school student 

population was 62% Hispanic, 32% White, and 5% African American.  Fifty-five percent 

of the students were described as Economically Disadvantaged and 17% were classified 

as Limited English Proficient.  The school had a mobility rate of nearly seventeen 

percent.  Twenty-eight percent of the teachers at Patrick Elementary were Hispanic, 69% 

were White, and less than 2% were African American.  In a written message on the 
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school’s website, the principal described the school as having “a strong multicultural 

environment” with a focus on the world and its cultures.  In our first interview, Mrs. 

O’Neil described the elementary school as “progressive” and credited the principal as her 

reason for teaching at the school: “I do consider the school progressive, and the reason I 

came here is because of the administrator.  She and I speak the same language, which is 

the language of caring for children.  I don’t have to translate or interpret when we have a 

conversation; I can speak to her and she understands” (Michelle O’Neil, November 7, 

2006).  She also described the school faculty as having very high standards for students 

and a belief “that all children can learn (November 7, 2006).  

 As a visitor to the school, the discussed growing pains were not evident.  My first 

impression of Patrick Elementary was a bit striking.  The school was designed in a sleek, 

modern style, with floor-to-ceiling windows and a curved façade in the front.  The 

stylish, two-story, sprawling design of the school bears little resemblance to the older and 

less visually-stimulating elementary schools I have become accustomed to as a teacher 

and university facilitator.  The interior of the building likewise showed little evidence of 

the overcrowding I know has stretched Patrick Elementary to its limits.  The classrooms 

were designed to be technologically advanced; each room was equipped with a laptop 

computer and a projection system.  The classrooms also contained magnetic whiteboards 

for dry-erase markers, ending the era of chalk dust and student helpers clapping erasers 

together to clean them. 

As I waited for Mrs. O’Neil’s class to return from recess on that first day, I 

walked the second floor hallway and recorded my observations.  The hallway contained 
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third and fourth grade classrooms.  It had recently been Red Ribbon Week and anti-drug 

messages were still present.  Mrs. O’Neil’s classroom door was decorated with Red 

Ribbon Week signs and drawings.  Her students warned passersby with signs such as, 

“Don’t do drugs!” and “Users are Losers!”  A bulletin board in the hallway just outside 

her classroom displayed recent student work.  The heading read “Favorite Work of 

Students” and the board contained a variety of schoolwork from various core subjects, 

particularly language arts and math.  

 Once inside the classroom, I first observed and noted the room setup.  As a former 

elementary school teacher, I believe much can be learned about a teacher’s philosophy 

and approach to pedagogy based on the way he/she designs their classroom environment.  

In Mrs. O’Neil’s room, the students sat at six round tables with four chairs at each table.  

The tables each had common school supplies placed in cylindrical containers at the center 

of the table.  The shared materials and round tables may have seemed insignificant to a 

casual observer, but to an educator, it suggested that the teacher practiced cooperative 

learning.  By providing a common set of group supplies, the teacher emphasized group 

rather than individual ownership of class materials, shared responsibility and 

management of all materials, and problem solving (learning to share equally).  The class 

also contained one rectangular table for additional group work, or for the teacher to work 

with a small group of students, and one large rug where the class could be seated together 

for instruction, group discussion, class meetings, or read-aloud time.  

 In Social Studies for Social Justice: Teaching Strategies for the Elementary 

Classroom (2007a), Wade explained the importance of classroom design in creating a 
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socially-just community of learners: “Teaching for student voice and democratic 

participation is enhanced by how we structure the physical arrangement of our 

classrooms” (p. 22).  According to Wade (2007a), students should have “opportunities for 

sharing resources and working together on collaborative projects” (p. 22).  Wade further 

stated: “Social justice teaching will be facilitated by students sitting at tables or with their 

desks in small groups of four to six.  This arrangement will aid group work and sharing 

resources” (p. 22).  Wade also suggested that students have shared materials at the center 

of each table or group, as the teacher participant had arranged.  “This arrangement carries 

several powerful messages about social justice, not the least of which is that in caring for 

their supplies, children are responsible not only to themselves, but also to each other” (p. 

22).  She also suggested having a space in the classroom for students to meet in a circle, 

as Mrs. O’Neil had arranged with her classroom rug serving as a small group or whole 

class meeting area.   

Mrs. O’Neil had decorated her room with many colorful posters representing all 

subject areas, indicative of a self-contained elementary classroom.  Her classroom, like 

each classroom at Patrick Elementary, had two whiteboards on adjacent walls, a laptop 

with a computer cart, a projector, and a large screen.  She had situated her computer and 

projector in the center of the classroom, with the round tables arranged around the 

computer cart for easy viewing.  I also immediately noticed the posted classroom rules, as 

they too suggested that Mrs. O’Neil employed a cooperative learning model.  Her posted 

classroom rules were called the “Four Agreements” and these were posted prominently 

on a self-made poster next to a whiteboard: 
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The Four Agreements: 

• Attentive Listening 

• Mutual Respect 

• Appreciations/No Put Downs 

• Right to Pass (at certain times, we may choose not to participate) 

For individual accountability, Mrs. O’Neil also kept copies of her class roster with the 

letters A, M, O, and P next to each student’s name.  If a student was asked to “sign the 

board,” they circled next to their name the letter for which ‘agreement’ or agreements 

were broken: A – Attentive Listening, M – Mutual Respect, O- Off-task, P – Put-down.  

During my first day observing in the classroom, one student was asked to circle the letter 

“M” for “mutual respect” when the teacher felt he was not being respectful of his 

classmates, and another student was asked to circle “O” for exhibiting off-task behavior. 

 Mrs. O’Neil’s use of the Four Agreements in the classroom was adapted from the 

Tribes Cooperative Learning Model, first developed by Jeanne Gibbs.  Information 

provided on the Tribes website (see http://www.tribes.com/about_tribes_process.htm) 

described the Tribes Learning Communities as “safe and caring environments in which 

kids can do well.”  According to information provided on the Tribes website, students in 

Tribes Learning Communities (TLC) achieve well because: they feel included and 

appreciated by peers and teachers; are respected for their different abilities, cultures, 

gender, interests, and dreams; are actively involved in their own learning; and have 

positive expectations from others that they will succeed.  The homepage of the website 

also stated, “The clear purpose of the Tribes process is to assure the healthy development 
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of every child so that each one has the knowledge, skills and resiliency to be successful in 

a rapidly changing world” (website accessed on July 31, 2007).  An article provided on 

the website (see http://www.tribes.com/article_research.htm) further explained the 

development of the Tribes learning model:   

“Comprehensive studies on cooperative group learning, social development and group 

process were synthesized for the cooperative learning model.  The approach trained 

teachers to build long-term small membership groups (tribes) for peer support and 

responsibility; to teach students essential democratic group skills; and to integrate 

academic concepts into cooperative learning strategies.  A positive culture was built and 

sustained in classrooms by having students learn, practice, and remind each other to 

honor the four Tribes Agreements: 

• Attentive Listening 

• Appreciation / No Put Downs 

• The Right to Pass 

• Mutual Respect 

Training courses emphasized transferring responsibility from teacher to student groups to 

support each others’ learning, to problem-solve issues and manage their work together” 

(website article accessed on June 26, 2007). 

Mrs. O’Neil’s consistent use of a cooperative learning model, along with the physical 

design of her classroom, demonstrated her understanding and implementation of 

cooperative learning strategies.  The importance she placed on cooperative learning in the 

classroom was also evidenced by the following quotation:  
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I believe it is extremely important for me and for them to help build social 

skills and give them practice in communicating, developing their own 

ideas, establishing their own ideas, communicating their ideas, and then 

working with conflicts of ideas.  I would have it no other way.  I just can’t 

imagine how a person can function in our current culture and society, 

which is now even more global, and not be able to have an understanding 

of who they are and what they think and then interact with people who 

have the same and/or differing ideas and then how to deal with that 

(Michelle O’Neil, June 22, 2007). 

In our initial interview, Mrs. O’Neil described her classroom as a “microcosm of 

the world around us” (November 7, 2006).  Then, as in later interviews, she discussed the 

importance of teaching her students to work together to learn how to problem solve.  She 

also emphasized the importance of community, stating: “One of the things I feel is 

extremely important is that this classroom be a community and that we feel we can trust 

each other and it’s safe” (Michelle O’Neil, November 7, 2006).  Her classroom 

arrangement gave credence to her statements about viewing her classroom as a 

community.  Wade (2004) described a key characteristic of social justice education as 

education that is “collaborative,” meaning that “students collaborate with each other to 

solve problems, mediate conflicts, and create change” (p. 65).  Mrs. O’Neil’s classroom 

arrangement and use of the Tribes cooperative learning model provided evidence that she 

valued community and collaboration in her classroom.  Our initial interview, the physical 

design of her classroom, and my first observations of her interactions with students, all 
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suggested that Mrs. O’Neil was a social justice-oriented educator who believed in 

democratic teaching.  The next three themes each further examine Mrs. O’Neil’s role in 

her fourth grade classroom.  Each of the three themes addresses the first research 

question: What is the role of the teacher in an elementary public school classroom 

implementing social justice education?   

 

Theme 4.1: Establishing a socially-just climate 

I try to the best of my ability to create a safe place where they want to be 

and they know they’re heard and they know they’re loved and they know 

that their ideas are welcomed  (Michelle O’Neil, December 18, 2006). 

 

The gem of a socially just classroom has many facets; respect, safety, 

trust, care, value, openness, courage, cooperation, and support are all 

essential (Wade, 2007a, p. 17). 

 

In Mrs. O’Neil’s fourth grade classroom, there was ample evidence to suggest that 

she purposefully worked toward creating and maintaining a socially-just classroom 

environment.  The classroom observation notes from November and December 2006 

documented multiple examples of respectful teacher-student interactions.  The openness 

of classroom discussions also suggested that students felt secure in both asking questions 

and sharing personal life stories.  The interview transcripts further suggested that Mrs. 

O’Neil emphasized climate in her classroom and actively sought to establish and 
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maintain a socially-just classroom environment.  Prior to the start of the social justice 

curricular unit, Mrs. O’Neil emphasized the importance of community in her fourth grade 

classroom:  

One of the things I feel is extremely important is that this classroom be a 

community and that we feel that we can trust each other and it’s safe 

(November 7, 2006).  

Mrs. O’Neil also explained that as a student, she learned most in “situations wherein I 

was treated with dignity and respect and I was listened to and I was heard, and those are 

things that I think that are as or more important than academic education” (November 7, 

2006).  

The climate of safety and trust, as described by Mrs. O’Neil, is considered by 

Wade (2007a) as essential in establishing a socially-just classroom.  Wade contends: 

“The bedrock of a socially just classroom is a climate of safety and trust in which each 

individual’s unique strengths and needs are valued.  As teachers, we can take the first 

steps toward establishing this foundation by meeting students’ basic needs, treating them 

fairly and respectfully, valuing students’ cultures, and creating a child-centered 

curriculum (e.g., learning activities that are relevant and interesting to children and allow 

them both voice and choice)” (p. 17).   

Sergiovanni (1994), Wolk (1998), and de los Reyes and Gozemba (2002) also 

emphasize community building as essential to establishing a democratic or socially-just 

classroom, but Wolk (1998) contends that few public school classrooms truly function as 

a community.  As he explains: 
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I have heard the word community used a lot in an educational context over 

the past few years, but to be honest, I have rarely seen a school or a 

classroom that truly functions as a community.  The dominant paradigm of 

schooling offers us the antithesis of community.  School today, with its 

top-down structure, competitive belief system, rating, ranking, labeling, 

and segregating of children, is not about promoting or practicing 

community, and in many ways it advocates the exact opposite, fostering 

qualities that tear people apart rather than bring them together (Wolk, 

1998, p. 55). 

  Mrs. O’Neil’s fourth grade classroom, however, did share many characteristics of 

a democratic or socially-just community as described by Wolk (1998).  As excerpts from 

classroom observation notes demonstrate, the students in Mrs. O’Neil’s classroom were 

encouraged to develop their own voices, question ideas, interact socially, and learn 

cooperatively (Wolk, 1998).  The excerpts from observation notes also provide evidence 

that Mrs. O’Neil honored the knowledge and experience her students brought to the 

classroom, and she modeled empathy and caring, as emphasized by Noddings (1992).  

Each of the following excerpts from classroom observations from November and 

December 2006 provide evidence of the climate of safety, trust, and respect that had 

purposefully been established and maintained by Mrs. O’Neil in her fourth grade 

classroom:  
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November 14 – Taking Responsibility 

Mrs. O’Neil’s class is viewing a power point presentation as part of the 

first lesson: What is Citizenship?  As they view a slide, Mrs. O’Neil reads 

aloud the question from the slide: How does citizenship involve having a 

point of view?  She also re-phrases the question for the students:  How 

does being a good citizen involve opinions or points of view?  The student 

struggle to answer the question and most are silent.  One student responds 

that citizenship has to do with caring.  Mrs. O’Neil takes responsibility for 

the students’ lack of understanding.  She states to the class, “I’m sorry. I 

have to learn to ask you the right questions.” 

 

November 17 – Do you ‘have to?’  

Mrs. O’Neil is conducting the second lesson of the social justice unit: 

Rights and Responsibilities.  The class first reviews the citizenship 

vocabulary terms they have learned and students then share their own 

definitions from their ‘Citizenship’ graphic organizers.  Student volunteers 

share that they believe citizenship means helping others, caring, being 

honest and loyal, and following laws.  Mrs. O’Neil then asks how rights 

and responsibilities connect to citizenship: 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “So what does citizenship have to do with rights and 

responsibilities?” 



 

77 

Student: “If you broke a rule or something, you could get in trouble.  But 

some rules aren’t that bright.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: (Smiling). “I agree with that.  What is a rule?” 

Students: “Something you have to follow.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “So it’s a direction or instruction we have to follow.”  She 

writes this on the whiteboard.  (Rule: A direction or instruction we have to 

follow.)   “And ____________ said that some rules aren’t ‘that bright’.” 

She writes this on board too.  “What about responsibilities? What is a 

responsibility?” 

Student: “It’s like when your parents say if you get a pet, you have to be 

responsible for it.” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “So what does it mean?” 

Student:  “You have to take care of it.” 

Under ‘Responsibility’ on the whiteboard, Mrs. O’Neil writes, “I have to 

take care of things.”  She asks the class, “If responsibility means taking 

care of things, what kinds of things do they have to take care of?”  Many 

students’ hands go up to give ideas.  She records their ideas on the 

whiteboard:  pets, world, playground, class, jobs, ourselves, community, 

environment, school, siblings, family.  One student then raises her hand to 

ask a new question: 

Student:  “But our families take care of themselves, do we have to take 

care of them?” 
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Mrs. O’Neil:  “Excellent point! Do we ever share responsibilities?” 

Students: “Yes.” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “So we have shared responsibilities.”  Teacher writes on the 

whiteboard under ‘Responsibilities’ “share taking care of 

________________” (students could fill in the blank with multiple 

answers). 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “This word ‘have’ really interests me.”  She points to the 

whiteboard where it is written.  “I have to take care of things.”  She asks 

the class, “I have to? Do we have to?” 

One student replies “no,” and one student replies “yes.”   

Student: “If you go out of town, you have to have someone take care of 

your pet.  They can’t take care of themselves.” 

Students are quiet for a moment as they think about the question. 

After a pause, Mrs. O’Neil speaks:  “Let’s get back to this idea of ‘have 

to.’  Do I have to do these things?”  (She points to a student-generated list 

of responsibilities written on the whiteboard.)  “Do I have to take care of 

my pet?  Do I have to take care of the world?  Do I have to take care of the 

playground?  Do I have to take care of the community?  Do I have to take 

care of the environment?” 

Students disagree on these.  For each responsibility listed, most students 

reply “yes” but some say “no.”   At the mention of environmental 

responsibility, students become more vocal. 
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Student one:  “It’s a free country!  You can do it if you want.  You don’t 

have to do anything!” 

Student two:  “Yes you do!  If you don’t, the world will be a mess!” 

Mrs. O’Neil does not enter the debate.  She has expressed to her students 

that they are each entitled to their own opinions in her classroom.  After 

listening to the students, Mrs. O’Neil broadens the discussion with a new 

question: “What is the difference between a rule, a responsibility, and a 

law?” 

 

November 20 – Respecting Student Feelings 

As Mrs. O’Neil’s class enters the room from recess, a student is 

complaining loudly to her about the class jobs for the week.  The student 

does not like his assigned weekly duty.  Mrs. O’Neil listens to his 

complaint patiently and then replies, “You have your opinions and your 

feelings and I respect that.” 

 

 In the observation notes from November 14, Mrs. O’Neil accepted responsibility 

when her students did not understand her questions.  Rather than viewing this as a deficit 

of the students, Mrs. O’Neil accepted responsibility for the lack of understanding and 

stated, “I need to learn to ask you the right questions.”  On November 17, Mrs. O’Neil 

engaged her students in a discussion about rights and responsibilities.  She challenged her 

students to engage in deeper thinking by asking them if they ‘have to’ accept certain 
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responsibilities.  As the students begin to disagree, Mrs. O’Neil allowed all students to 

voice their opinions and she did not take sides.  On November 20, she again showed 

respect for her students’ thinking when she listened to a student’s complaint and did not 

tell him that his thinking was incorrect.  Rather, she expressed respect for her student’s 

feelings and opinions.  

 

November 21 – “A Great Conversation Day” 

The class is distinguishing between rules and laws and comparing the 

consequences of breaking rules versus breaking laws.  

Mrs. O’Neil:  “What happens if you break a rule and what happens if you 

break a law?” 

Student:  “If you break a rule, you get in trouble.  If you break a law, you 

get in trouble big time.” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “What is it called when you break a law?” 

Student:  “A crime.” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “Is it called anything when you break a rule?” 

Student:  “No, it’s just breaking a rule.” 

Student:  “OK, I get it now!” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “There are degrees of consequences.  What are some 

consequences for breaking laws?” 

As the students consider this question, Mrs. O’Neil makes a graphic 

organizer on the board to distinguish between consequences for breaking 
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rules and consequences for breaking laws.  Students give responses for 

each and she lists their responses on the whiteboard: 

Rules   Laws 

breaking a rule crime 

Consequences 

Rules   Laws 

Sign board  ticket 

(School)  jail 

   license suspended 

   sued 

   juvenile hall 

   community service 

Some students begin calling out responses without taking turns.  Mrs. 

O’Neil states, “The next person who calls out will sign the board.  I’m 

enforcing the mutual respect rule now.” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “Let’s look back at this chart now.  When you’re in school 

and you hit someone, what happens?” 

Student responses:  suspension, lunch detention, call your parents 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “Who do you talk to?” 

Students:  “The principal, the assistant principal.” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “If you hit someone in the community, what happens?” 

Student responses:  You talk to a judge, get probation, go to jail 
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Student question: “What is rehab?” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “Rehab is short for rehabilitation.  There are different kinds 

of rehabs.  They’re for helping people to change their lives – rehabilitation 

means ‘to make able to live again’ – it could be a drug rehabilitation to 

help someone stop taking drugs, or a physical rehabilitation to help 

someone who’s been injured, like in a car accident. It depends on what’s 

been broken.”  

Mrs. O’Neil: (Back to chart on board regarding consequences): “The 

ultimate penalty for breaking a law is losing your life.  In some states, if 

you commit a terrible crime, the state will take your life.” 

A student asks why the police sometimes “beat people down with billy 

clubs.”  Mrs. O’Neil replies that sometimes the police are protecting 

themselves and sometimes the police are angry and don’t have a handle on 

their anger and this happens.  She states, “We hope that the police officers 

make good choices and make better choices than the criminals. We hope, I 

think, and this is just my opinion, that working with criminals must cause 

a lot of fear and fear leads to this.” 

 Students begin to share stories about family members getting into trouble 

with the law, drugs, or alcohol and having the consequences of probation 

or jail.   Mrs. O’Neil allows everyone to share and handles this sensitively. 

Students continue to share their stories until the end of class.  
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As one student talks about a family member, Mrs. O’Neil responds: “I’m 

sorry he or she made a bad choice.  When you have a drug or alcohol 

addiction, sometimes you can’t make good choices anymore because the 

drugs and alcohol affect you.” 

In closing the day’s lesson, she states, “I think this has been a great 

conversation day.  You have made some great connections to your lives. 

Just stop for a moment and think about how much you’ve contributed 

today.  We’ve heard from all of you.” 

 

November 28 – Offering Praise 

Mrs. O’Neil praises the class for being respectful of each other as they 

share during a lesson.  She tells the class, “I’m just really proud to be your 

teacher right now.”  Later in the lesson, as she provides wait time to allow 

for more student responses, she states, “I really appreciate the quiet 

respect I’m hearing while people think.”  

 

In the classroom excerpt from November 21, Mrs. O’Neil responded sensitively 

to students’ questions and comments, allowed all students to share their personal stories, 

accepted and answered all student questions, and praised her students both for their 

contributions to the class discussion and for the personal connections they made to the 

lesson.  On November 28, she again praised her students, this time for the respect they 

were demonstrating for each other.  Each of these observation notes excerpts provide 
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evidence that Mrs. O’Neil had established a climate of respect and safety in her fourth 

grade classroom, both between teacher and student and student-to-student.   

 

November 30 – Demonstrating Patience 

The class has been a bit off-task throughout the class period today.  As 

they returned from recess, they were difficult to settle and are talking out 

at once.  Mrs. O’Neil appears frustrated.  As she begins today’s lesson, she 

pauses and says to the class, “Please give me a 30 second change-my-

attitude break.”  She sits away from the class for 30 seconds to compose 

herself and then returns to the overhead to begin the lesson.  Later, as the 

students continue to lack focus and call out guesses rather than thoughtful 

answers, Mrs. O’Neil again pauses and calmly says to the class, “This is a 

time as a teacher when it seems we need to back up because we are not 

having a conversation about this.  I know you know more than you’re 

telling me, so let’s pass out the work we’ve done and look at this and back 

up.”  The class then spends the rest of the period reviewing their previous 

learning and connecting the various lessons.  

 

December 1 – Meeting Individual Needs 

A high-needs student from Mrs. O’Neil’s class has been crying for most of 

the period.  She does not want to do any work and will not be attentive.  

She leaves her seat and sits behind an easel for much of the class.  Mrs. 
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O’Neil continues the lesson and periodically checks on the student, 

speaking to her quietly and reassuringly, away from the rest of the class.  

She does not demand that the student return to her seat.  Near the end of 

class, as students begin to independently work on their graphic organizers, 

she asks her politely to return to her seat.  The student returns to her seat, 

stops crying, and begins to work. 

 

December 1 – Validating Feelings 

During the same lesson, Mrs. O’Neil is comparing life in a democratic 

society to life in a dictatorship.  She asks students how they would feel 

living under a dictatorship.  She allows every student to respond who 

raises their hand – almost the entire class.  She takes all student responses 

and accepts and validates all responses, even when a student replies in an 

extreme manner.  When imagining attending a school with strict rules, like 

a dictatorship, he states that he would, “burn it down.”  Mrs. O’Neil 

replies, “So what you are saying is that you would feel so angry that you 

would want to action.”  

 

December 4 – Let’s Have a Conversation 

The class has been given a quiet period to complete their illustrations for 

the ‘Social Justice is...’ graphic organizer.  After a few minutes of the 

students working quietly, Mrs. O’Neil says to the class, “Before you do 
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your illustrations for ‘Accepting Responsibility,’ let’s have a conversation 

about this.”  (I note that I have heard Mrs. O’Neil use this phrase, “let’s 

have a conversation,” with her students on other occasions.)  As students 

work on their illustrations, she states to the class, “Students, if you aren’t 

sure I’ll be able to tell what your drawing is, please write to explain it.  I 

don’t always know what you’re drawing because I don’t live inside your 

head.”  A student responds, “I’ll just write ‘giving money’.”  Mrs. O’Neil 

replies, “OK, giving money to whom and why?”  She works with the 

student quietly to complete his graphic organizer. 

 

The excerpts of observation notes from November 30 through December 4 further 

demonstrate that Mrs. O’Neil had established a climate of safety and trust in her fourth 

grade classroom.  In the excerpts, individual student’s needs were being valued and 

addressed, and each student was treated fairly and respectfully.  In the excerpts, Mrs. 

O’Neil also validated her students’ feelings, even when they were expressions of anger or 

frustration.  The classroom observation excerpts supported her statement that she 

purposefully strives to create “a safe place” for her students, as she explained: 

I try to the best of my ability to create a safe place where they want to be 

and they know they’re heard and they know they’re loved and they know 

that their ideas are welcomed and they get to practice that at school even 

if they don’t get to practice it at home very much, so that in the future, they 

will remember this and the foundation is laid for them to explore it further 
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in their later years. That’s a dream of mine (Michelle O’Neil, December 

18, 2006).     

 

December 12 – Allowing for Student-Generated Ideas 

The class is discussing writing letters to community organizations to gain 

information and/or offer assistance.  Mrs. O’Neil states, “When we left off 

yesterday, we were generating some great ideas about to whom we could 

write letters.  She reminds the class of the purposes for writing the letters 

and writes these on the board:  they can ask people / organizations for 

help; they can ask how to help / ways in which to help; or they can ask the 

organization to change the way things are done presently.  She next asks 

the students to discuss in their table groups what they are working on for 

their projects and to whom they could write letters.   

Mrs. O’Neil addresses a student aloud:  “You had a great idea.  What was 

your idea?”  

Student:  “I want to contact City Hall and ask them about helping with 

litter in our city.” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “And what steps have you taken?” 

Student:  “I found the phone number for City Hall and I need to call 

today.” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “Great!  Does anyone else want to share ideas?” 

Student 2:  “My mom and I donated some clothes today.” 
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Student 3:  “With the Children’s Shelter, I can ask them what things they 

need.” 

Student 4:  “We can make posters to hang around the school and ask 

people to donate.” 

Student 5:  “We can write letters.” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “Does anyone else have any other thoughts they’d like to 

share?” 

Student 6:  “I want to call a park ranger.” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “Great!  And I went online and found a really good site to 

help you, so I’ll show that to you later.” 

The student smiles broadly and gives Mrs. O’Neil a ‘thumbs up’ gesture. 

 

December 12 – Student as Teacher 

Later in the same class period, the students are working on their letters to 

social justice/community organizations and reading aloud to the class what 

each has written so far.  The students and Mrs. O’Neil are providing 

feedback to the student volunteers about their letters. 

While one student reads aloud her letter, she accidentally calls herself 

“teacher” instead of “fourth grade student.”  As she reads aloud her first 

sentence for proofreading, she says, “I am a fourth grade teacher.” Several 

of the other students giggle.   
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Mrs. O’Neil responds:  “No, in this case, you would write ‘student’ 

because you are writing as a fourth grade student, but you are absolutely a 

teacher too.” 

Student:  “She is?” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “Yes, you are all teachers. You teach me things all the time.” 

 

Conclusion 

 Creating a socially-just classroom requires establishing and continually 

maintaining a climate of respect (Bigelow et al., 1994; de los Reyes & Gozemba, 2002; 

Sergiovanni, 1994; Wade, 2004, 2007b; Wolk, 1998).  As Wade (2007a) writes: “While a 

socially just community supports and honors both the individual and the collective, we 

must begin with embracing every child’s uniqueness and letting them know we value 

them for who they are, in all their wonder and confusion, with all their strengths and 

shortcomings, in their joys and in their sorrows” (p. 17).  As evidenced by the 

observation excerpts, Mrs. O’Neil both valued and validated the students in her fourth 

grade classroom.  She purposefully worked to create a climate in which students felt 

respected, validated, and secure in sharing their opinions and personal stories/histories.    

Marker (2000) contends that democratic and transformative social studies teachers must 

become “competent at listening to students” (p. 144).   This includes what Marker (2000) 

calls becoming a “probing listener,” or listening for a deeper understanding of students’ 

lives and needs (p. 144).  Mrs. O’Neil clearly recognized the importance of “hearing” her 

students’ voices, as she felt she was not heard as a young student (Michelle O’Neil, 
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November 7, 2006).  The following quote demonstrates her understanding of the need to 

make students feel valued and validated in the classroom:    

I think that’s the crux, isn’t it?  That in order for them to value themselves, 

they have to know that someone else values them, and I think one of the 

strongest messages that I can give to a child as an adult is to hear them 

and actually engage with them by questioning them and letting them know 

that I really am interested in who they are and what they think and why 

they think that (Michelle O’Neil, December 18, 2006). 

In each of the classroom observation excerpts, Mrs. O’Neil established and 

maintained a socially-just climate by demonstrating respect for her students’ thinking, 

feelings, and opinions.  She described the student-teacher interactions in her classroom as 

“very positive, very honest, and very open” (Michelle O’Neil, December 18, 2006).  She 

also stated that her interactions with students are always respectful.  The daily 

observation notes confirmed both of these assertions.  In the six weeks of daily 

observations, numerous examples were documented of Mrs. O’Neil creating and 

maintaining a socially-just classroom through the means listed below.  Each of these 

socially-just practices was evidenced in the classroom observation notes presented: 

• praising and validating student responses and personal 

stories/histories;  

• accepting all student responses without judgment;  

• demonstrating patience;  
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• allowing all students to share their thoughts and not showing 

favor for certain student responses over others;  

• responding sensitively to students;  

• allowing students to express differing opinions without leading 

students to one point of view; and,  

• taking personal responsibility as a teacher when a lesson is not 

successful or a question is not understood.   

The observation notes excerpts also presented evidence to suggest that Mrs. 

O’Neil’s pedagogy is not oppressive or, as Freire (1970/2005) describes, centered on the 

teacher as an all-knowing Subject.  Mrs. O’Neil’s students were not passive listeners, but 

rather they were listened to and communicated with in a shared approach to knowledge.  

Oldenski (1997) writes, “The method of this pedagogy is dialogue….it values the voices 

and experiences of the students in the process of developing knowledge” (p. 63).  This 

method of pedagogy can also be described as student-centered, which Wade 

(2007a/2004) and Bigelow et al. (1994) list as the first characteristic of social justice 

education.  According to Wade (2007a): 

When we create a classroom community in which students feel valued and 

respected, they will be more likely to share their ideas and concerns 

openly and collaborate on issues of importance to them.  We evidence our 

commitment to social justice when we practice integrity in relationships, 

generosity, and fairness and treat every student as a valued and whole 

person.  Also, no matter what subject is being taught, the curriculum 
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should focus on the students’ lives – their experiences, concerns, and 

needs – as well as on the particular subject matter (p. 8).   

 

In closing, the final two classroom excerpts from December 12, 2006 captured 

Mrs. O’Neil’s class as they shared ideas about their chosen social justice projects.  A few 

students had already begun to take action on their chosen projects, while others 

brainstormed ideas.  Together, they all discussed to whom letters could be written to seek 

assistance with their projects and/or gain more information.  Mrs. O’Neil praised and 

supported her students’ ideas, and offered assistance when needed.  Notably, she did not 

alter or change their suggestions.  Her allowance for student choice in this final excerpt is 

another important characteristic of social justice education (Bigelow et al., 1994; Chilcoat 

& Ligon, 2000; Marker, 2000; Wade, 2001/2004/2007a) and presents another significant 

distinction in her role as a teacher committed to social justice education.  Because it is 

presented as another essential component of social justice education (Bigelow et al., 

1994; Chilcoat & Ligon, 2000; Marker, 2000; Wade, 2001/2004/2007a), the next theme 

will more closely examine the importance of creating a child-centered curriculum that 

allows for voice and choice in the socially-just classroom.  
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Theme 4.2: Creating a child-centered curriculum that allows for voice and choice 

 

A teacher cannot build a community of learners unless the voices and lives 

of the students are an integrated part of the curriculum (Peterson, 1994, p. 

30). 

 

At the heart of democratic education are student voice and 

choice…Students are given opportunities for voice and choice 

commensurate with their ages and abilities (Wade, 2001b, p. 25). 

  

The daily observations of Mrs. O’Neil’s classroom, along with interview 

transcripts and student work samples, provided evidence to suggest that Mrs. O’Neil also 

incorporates student voice and choice into the curriculum.  As she explained, Mrs. O’Neil 

believes that encouraging student voice and choice in the classroom enables her students 

to further develop both their thinking and their sense of self:  

I can’t imagine creating an artificial experience as in textbook or me 

telling them what they’re going to do exclusively and then being able to be 

successful because they don’t have enough life experience to extrapolate 

from a more artificial experience.  So creating a context wherein they can 

learn and develop themselves and their ideas, for me, is the only way for 

them to begin to establish a sense of who they are and what their ideas are 

(Michelle O’Neil, June 22, 2007).   
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Theorists and practitioners alike have recognized the importance of student 

interest and advocated for student choice in the social studies for nearly a century (Evans, 

2004).  In 1916, the NEA Report of the Committee on Social Studies publicly affirmed 

the importance of student needs and interest, signaling an important shift in thinking 

about the purpose of social studies.  As Evans (2004) chronicles:   

The 1916 report proposed a new synthesis of social studies subjects and 

suggested a pattern of courses that was different from what existed in most 

schools prior to that time.  In its report, the committee recommended 

greater emphasis on current issues, social problems, and recent history and 

a greater emphasis on the needs and interests of students (Evans, 2004, p. 

21, in reference to the 1916 Report of the Social Studies Committee). 

As debates between traditionalists and those in favor of the ‘new’ social studies 

continued throughout the 1920’s, one of the key questions being debated was, 

“What should be the role of student interest versus the study of knowledge for its 

own sake?” (Evans, 2004, p. 32).  Since that time, debates have continued over 

student-centered versus subject-centered curricula and many contemporary social 

studies theorists advocate for a student-centered social studies that incorporates 

student interest and allows for student choice (Bigelow, Christensen, Karp, Miner 

& Peterson, 1994; Chilcoat & Ligon, 2000; Marker, 2000; Wade, 2007b, 2001; 

Wolk, 1998; Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde, 1993).  In a 2000 study of three 

elementary social studies teachers, Chilcoat and Ligon found that student choice 

impacts the motivation of students.  One of the three teacher participants in the 
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Chicoat and Ligon study (2000) discussed the negative impact of not 

incorporating student choice into a social issues-based social studies unit: 

Because I chose the issue, some of the students were not interested in it.  

Had there been more time, it would have been more beneficial, I am sure, 

to have the students choose group issues.  When they choose for 

themselves, they can take ownership and have more interest in learning 

(Chilcoat & Ligon, 2000, p. 261).    

Mrs. O’Neil too recognized the connection between student choice and student 

interest and ownership of ideas.  She explained that student choice was an important 

component of the social justice unit because it gave her students “ownership of the 

experience and also more ownership of their own ideas because it helped them define 

what they were” (Michelle O’Neil, June 22, 2007).  The daily observation notes of the 

teaching of the social justice unit provided evidence that suggests student interest and 

motivation were heightened by allowing students to choose topics.  The observation notes 

further suggested that Mrs. O’Neil placed a high value on student interest, as evidenced 

by her efforts to continually engage her students and include their questions and personal 

stories into the social justice lessons.  The classroom observation notes from November 

and December 2006 captured Mrs. O’Neil fostering the development of student ideas and 

attending to student interest by allowing for student voice and choice in the social justice 

curricular unit.  The classroom excerpts presented below demonstrate the manner in 

which Mrs. O’Neil incorporated student voice and choice into the social justice unit:   
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The weeks of November 27, 2006 and December 4, 2006 – What is 

Social Justice? 

The guiding question in social studies class this week is ‘What is Social 

Justice?’  For the past three weeks, Mrs. O’Neil has laid the foundation for 

this question by examining aspects of citizenship, discussing rights and 

responsibilities, and comparing forms of government.  Her lesson plans for 

this week begin with a teacher guided lesson titled ‘Social Justice is…’ 

and later move into student choice of social justice projects to pursue.  

Mrs. O’Neil’s social studies lesson plans for the week of November 27, 

2006 reflect the inclusion of student choice into the curricular unit: 

Week 16, Mrs. O’Neil’s Fourth Grade Lesson Plans, 2006-2007    

 

 

 

 

 

Social 

Justice 

Unit 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Monday: 

 

Students 

connect 

concept of 

social justice 

to active 

participation 

in the 

democratic 

process. 

 

GO: Social 

Justice is…. 

Guided 

teacher 

discussion 

 

Assessment: 

Accurate 

completion 

of Social 

Justice is GO  

Tuesday: 

 

Students choose 

a local social 

justice project 

with to become 

involved 

 

 

Teacher led 

brainstorming 

list on board of 

local social 

justice 

issues/concerns 

 

Assessment: 

participation in 

discussion and 

choosing of an 

issue 

Wed: 

 

 

 

Library 

Thursday: 

 

Students 

research issue 

in order to 

determine 

how to 

become 

actively 

involved 

 

Teacher 

presents 

resources, 

students work 

individually, 

in pairs, 

triads, or 

small groups. 

 

GO: Social 

Justice 

Project Ideas  

Friday: 

 

Students 

continue 

research and 

plan active 

participation 

 

Resources: 

books, 

websites 

 

 

GO: Social 

Justice 

Project Ideas/ 

How I’m 

going to help 
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As the week of November 27, 2006 begins, the students and Mrs. O’Neil 

first work together to define social justice using their social studies 

textbook and student dictionaries. “Social” is defined as “living with 

people or in groups.”  “Justice” is defined by the student social studies 

textbook as “fairness and rightness, working toward fair treatment for 

everyone.”  Mrs. O’Neil asks how these could be used to help create a 

definition for social justice.  The following exchange shows the class 

working together to arrive at a definition: 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “Would you raise your hand if you have an idea?” 

Student: “working toward fair treatment for everyone” 

Mrs. O’Neil accepts this and asks how it can be made into a complete 

sentence for the graphic organizer.   As the class works on making this a 

complete thought, Mrs. O’Neil writes on the whiteboard:  Social justice is 

the idea that…working towards the fair treatment for everyone… 

A student raises her hand and asks to include “and everything” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “Do you mean animals too?” 

Student:  “Yes, and everything living.” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “Good!”  She adds to the definition on the whiteboard “and 

every living thing.”  The board now reads:  Social justice is the idea that 

working towards the fair treatment for everyone and every living thing… 

The class struggles to find a way to finish the sentence.  After a pause, a 

student raises her hand and asks to add, “is right.” 
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Another student:  “Yeah, it’s the right thing to do!” 

Mrs. O’Neil asks if the class agrees.  Her students nod in agreement.   

Mrs. O’Neil:  “Show if you agree with a thumbs up.”   The students all 

give a thumbs-up.  

She then finishes the sentence on the whiteboard and asks her students to 

copy it onto their graphic organizer.  The finished definition of social 

justice reads:   Social justice is the idea that working towards the fair 

treatment for everyone and every living thing is the right thing to do. 

As the week continues, the class begins to discuss what Mrs. 

O’Neil calls “the bigger picture” of social justice, or understanding why 

needs exist in a community.  As the class discusses this, a student raises 

his hand and asks, “Since we’re talking about this, are we actually going 

to get to do this?”  “Yes!” Mrs. O’Neil replies, “This is where we’re 

heading!”  The students become visibly excited.  One student exclaims 

“Yes!” and others clap their hands or smile and move about in their seats 

excitedly.   

In the following days, the class begins to brainstorm ideas for 

social justice projects.  Mrs. O’Neil asks, “What areas are you interested 

in?  Who do you want to help?”  Students begin offering their ideas and 

Mrs. O’Neil records their responses on the whiteboard.  At the end of one 

class period, the following list of possible social justice projects has been 

generated by students and written on the whiteboard:  animal care for the 
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housebound, helping abused or neglected children, helping the poor and 

homeless, caring for wildlife, caring for the environment, and addressing 

bullying.   

The following day, the class resumes the discussion of possible 

social justice projects and a student mentions a new topic – smoking and 

lung cancer – and Mrs. O’Neil adds this to the board.  She reviews with 

the class the student-generated list of seven areas that she calls “the big 

ideas” for social justice projects:  Animal Care for the Housebound, 

Children’s Shelter/Abuse, Helping the Poor and Homeless, Environment, 

Wildlife, Bullying, and Health Care.  She next goes through each of the 

seven topics listed on the whiteboard to see what students have selected as 

their area of interest.  Students raise their hand for their chosen topic and 

two topics are not chosen by anyone – Bullying or Health Care.  Mrs. 

O’Neil confirms this with the class and then erases the two categories 

from the list.  For the remaining five student-chosen topics, the class 

discusses the following questions:  What do you need to know to help with 

this problem?  How can you help solve it?  Mrs. O’Neil records all student 

responses on the whiteboard under the topic headings for the five 

remaining areas.  At the end of the class period, the students are asked to 

again think about the five areas that have been selected and choose one for 

their projects.  The students write their chosen topic on paper to turn in to 

Mrs. O’Neil. 
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In the lessons from the weeks of November 27 and December 4, 2006, there was 

ample evidence to suggest that Mrs. O’Neil incorporated student voice and choice into 

the social justice curricular unit.  She first included the students in defining social justice, 

rather than providing a pre-generated definition.  As the students began to discuss the 

larger picture of social justice and why needs exist in a community, the students became 

visibly excited at the prospect of “actually getting to do this.”  The students’ verbal 

comments and physical gestures, as captured in the observation notes, suggested that 

student interest was elevated by the prospect of beginning student-centered projects.  In 

the classroom excerpts, Mrs. O’Neil also incorporated student choice by allowing the 

students to brainstorm ideas for project topics, narrow these topics, and then chose from 

among five remaining student-generated topics.  The excerpts of classroom observation 

notes from the week of December 11, 2006 next capture Mrs. O’Neil’s students as they 

discuss their project ideas, brainstorm ideas, write letters to organizations, share 

information with the school community, and begin to take action individually and 

collectively.   The excerpts further substantiate the importance of student choice in Mrs. 

O’Neil’s fourth grade social justice curricular unit. 

 

The week of December 11, 2006 – Choosing Projects 

As often happens in the teaching profession, last week’s lesson plans have 

continued into this week.  As the week begins, Mrs. O’Neil reviews 

project ideas discussed on Friday by asking the class, “What are each of 
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you going to do?”  The students record on paper their ideas about what 

they can do to help their chosen issue and share their ideas aloud.  The 

class next discusses which persons or organizations they could write to for 

more information.  A student who chose wildlife as her issue states, “I 

could write to a wildlife ranger.”  Another student who is interested in the 

local environment and the problem of litter says he will write to City Hall.  

Students continue to brainstorm ideas and identify specific organizations 

or persons and some offer broader suggestions, such as writing to lawyers 

to ask them to donate their time to help causes or groups.  Mrs. O’Neil 

writes the students’ ideas on the whiteboard and assists students in 

identifying local organizations that address specific issues chosen by the 

class.  

The following day, class begins with students being given time to 

share at their table groups what they have chosen to do for their social 

justice project and to whom or what organizations they will write letters.  

The students next share aloud their ideas.  A few students report that they 

have already begun to act – one has looked up information to call City 

Hall and another has gathered clothing at home that she will donate to a 

shelter for children.  The students spend the rest of period and the 

following few days writing first drafts and then final copies of their letters.  

The letters are collected by Mrs. O’Neil and mailed to five local 

community organizations and City Hall. 



 

102 

As students wait for responses to their letters, they are taking action in a 

variety of ways on their self-selected social justice projects.  One student 

in Mrs. O’Neil’s class has written to a City Hall official about the problem 

of littering.  The official replies and agrees to meet with him after school, 

and Mrs. O’Neil assists with the arrangements.  The student works with 

the City Hall official to pick up litter in the community and to learn more 

about littering.  The email message from the official reads: 

“I recommend that we pick a day after school lets out for the holidays, like 

December 21 or 22.  After lunch, about 1 or 2 pm, he can meet with one of 

my staff here at City Hall.  They can go around town here where it is safe 

to pick up trash.  The park is fairly clean and would not give him much 

satisfaction.  If he were to help pick up trash around the downtown area, 

that needs it, he would receive a great amount of personal satisfaction for 

doing a great job and service for the community.  We will put him in one 

of our safety vests and give him some grabbers and a bucket.  He will look 

just like one of the staff working beside him.  How does that sound?  I will 

also need to get a permission form signed by a parent.  One is attached, 

and he will need to give that to us before he can do anything.  I know the 

form says that they must be 13, but we will make an exception in this 

case” (Email communication on December 15, 2006, from a City Hall 

official to Mrs. O’Neil regarding her student).  
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   The class has also asked if they can share information about their 

social justice unit and projects with other classes in the school.  They wish 

to enlist the help of other students, as well as teachers and parents.  The 

class generates a list of items that could be collected at school to donate to 

community organizations.  Students bring in boxes to collect donations, as 

Mrs. O’Neil prepares an email with an attached flier to send out to the 

other classes in the school (see Appendix M).  This information is also 

included in an online district newsletter.   

Donations begin to arrive and they are collected and sorted by the 

students in Mrs. O’Neil’s classroom.  Although the donation drive will 

continue until January 10
th

, when Patrick Elementary breaks in December 

for the winter holidays, Mrs. O’Neil’s students have collected the 

following donations for various community organizations: 

• One large box of food items for a local organization assisting the poor 

and people in need; 

• Used clothes and shoes for a local organization assisting the poor and 

people in need; 

• Bed sheets and blankets for a local organization assisting the poor and 

people in need; 

• Teddy bears, books, and toys for a local children’s shelter; 

• Two new bicycles and bicycle helmets for a local children’s shelter; 

• Monetary donations for local environmental and park organizations. 
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Conclusion 

 Student choice is considered by many theorists and practitioners to be a ‘best 

practice’ in the field of social studies and integral to education for social justice 

(Bigelow, Christensen, Karp, Miner & Peterson, 1994; Chilcoat & Ligon, 2000; Marker, 

2000; Wade, 2007b, 2001; Wolk, 1998).  In Best Practice: New Standards for Teaching 

and Learning in America’s Schools, Zemelman, Daniels, and Hyde (1993) list student 

choice as their first recommendation for best practices in the teaching of social studies.  

They assert: “Students of social studies need regular opportunities to investigate topics in 

depth, and to participate in the choosing of these topics” (p. 123).  They further contend 

that “it is vital that students participate in choosing the topics they explore more deeply” 
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(Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde, 1993, p. 123).  Marker (2000) also addresses the 

importance of planning with students and allowing for student choice in the social 

studies.  He writes:    

Integrating student experience into the curriculum can be done only when 

students are given the opportunity to plan what they will learn with the 

teacher.  Student experience will not become an integral part of the 

curriculum if students do not have a hand in determining and planning 

what will be studied.  As we plan for social transformation, we can plan 

with students rather than for students (Marker, 2000, p. 139).  

At the elementary level, the social studies may more readily allow for student 

choice, as compared to other state-assessed core subjects.  In Texas, social studies is the 

only elementary core subject not tested at the elementary level with the state-mandated 

Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) test (Vogler & Virtue, 2007).  As a 

result, teachers may feel less pressured to conform to a rigid timeline for instruction.  The 

elementary social studies TEKS (Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills) are also broad in 

content, particularly in the Social Studies Skills strand.  The flexibility of content and the 

resulting opportunities to include student choice are evident in the Fourth Grade Social 

Studies Skills TEKS: 

TEKS 22: Social studies skills: 

The student applies critical thinking skills to organize and use information 

acquired from a variety of sources, including electronic technology; 

TEKS 23: Social studies skills: 
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The student communicates in written, oral, and visual forms; 

TEKS 24: Social studies skills: 

The student uses problem-solving and decision-making skills, working 

independently and with others, in a variety of settings. 

In allowing for student choice, Wade (2001a) contends that the role of the teacher 

is “to help students analyze the issues, brainstorm options, and make choices as to what 

actions they would like to take” (p. 26).  In the excerpts presented of classroom lessons 

from November and December 2006, the evidence suggests that Mrs. O’Neil assumed 

this role in her fourth grade classroom.  In the lesson excerpts, she assisted her students 

with analyzing issues, brainstorming ideas, and making choices based on their personal 

interests.  She first incorporated choice into the social justice unit by allowing students to 

generate a list of the topics they would like to pursue: Animal Care for the Housebound, 

Children’s Shelter/Abuse, Helping the Poor and Homeless, the Environment, Wildlife, 

Bullying, and Health Care.  After students eliminated two of the topics, they were 

allowed to choose an issue from among the five remaining categories and brainstorm 

ways in which they could gather more information to support their chosen issue.  Mrs. 

O’Neil assisted students with locating local organizations and contact persons for each 

area and guided students as they wrote letters to their chosen organizations.  After the 

class brainstormed a list of items that could assist children and families in need, Mrs. 

O’Neil further assisted her students’ efforts by creating a class email and flyer to send out 

to the school community.     
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In addition to allowing students to choose the issues they would like to pursue and 

the organizations they would like to assist, Mrs. O’Neil also incorporated choice into the 

unit by allowing her students to choose their preferred method for working on their social 

justice projects.  As demonstrated by the Week 16 social studies lesson plans, Mrs. 

O’Neil allowed her students to choose between working on projects individually, with a 

partner, in a triad, or in a group.  As her students began to work, some chose to work 

alone on a project and others chose to work with their classmates on shared projects. 

Although the evidence suggests that Mrs. O’Neil was able to incorporate choice 

into the social justice unit, Wade (2001b) cautions that allowing for student choice must 

be done “within the constraints placed upon the teacher to cover certain curriculum topics 

and follow district and school rules” (p. 25).  As a public school educator, Mrs. O’Neil 

also operated within the constraints placed upon her by school and district mandates.  She 

allowed for student choice when possible but recognized and adapted to the constraints of 

the larger public school system.  As she explained: 

There are those teacher moments when we’re under a time crunch and we 

have to get things done, or I tell them directly that there aren’t any 

choices on this on; this is how it’s going to be.  But those usually are 

directives from above that I’m following as well (Michelle O’Neil, 

December 18, 2006). 

 At the conclusion of the unit, Mrs. O’Neil believed that her inclusion of student 

choice positively impacted her students’ learning.  She believed that allowing for choice 
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in the social justice curricular unit provided motivation and a sense of ownership for her 

fourth grade students.  Upon reflection of the unit, she expressed:    

They got to choose based on their interests, so they were more motivated 

to follow up and follow through and this is something that they’re going to 

remember.  It gave them ownership of the experience and also more 

ownership of their own ideas because it helped them define what they were 

(Michelle O’Neil, June 22, 2007). 

 Student choice is an integral component of social justice education (Bigelow et 

al., 1994; Chilcoat & Ligon, 2000; Wade 2001b, 2007) and many contemporary 

curriculum theorists continue to advocate for a student-centered curricula in the social 

studies (Marker, 2000; Wolk, 1998; Zemelman et al., 1993).  In Mrs. O’Neil’s fourth 

grade classroom, student choice was integrated into the social justice curricular unit 

through the choosing of topics to pursue and organizations to assist.  Students were also 

given a choice as to how they wished to work on their social justice projects as they were 

allowed to work individually, with a partner, or in a group.  At the conclusion of the unit, 

Mrs. O’Neil believed the inclusion of choice motivated her students and gave them 

greater ownership of the learning experience.  The evidence collected in this study 

supports the findings of Chilcoat and Ligon (2000) that student choice is necessary to 

successfully incorporate a social-issues or social-justice approach in the elementary social 

studies.  As this theme examined the role of the teacher in integrating student voice and 

choice in the social studies, the next theme will examine the role of the teacher as it 

relates to addressing values in the classroom.    
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Theme 4.3: Recognizing that education is not neutral 

 

If we may now assume that the child will be imposed upon in some fashion 

by the various elements in his environment, the real question is not 

whether imposition will take place, but rather from what source it will 

come (Counts, 1932, p. 25). 

 

 Education that incorporates social justice themes is inherently value-laden (Apple, 

1993; Freire, 1970/2005; Giroux, 1988; Marker, 2000; Wade, 2004).  Therefore, a social 

justice-oriented educator must recognize that education is not neutral and that values 

frequently enter into classroom instruction and discussion.  In implementing social justice 

education in the classroom, a teacher will address and/or incorporate values into the 

instruction.  In this case study, the observation notes of classroom lessons and interview 

transcripts suggest that Mrs. O’Neil did not seek to remain neutral in her instruction, but 

rather that values became an integral component of the social justice unit.  This 

incorporation of values was evident in both the daily observation notes of classroom 

lessons, and in the interview transcripts.  Both suggest that Mrs. O’Neil was comfortable 

with addressing and incorporating values into her teaching of the social justice unit.   

In 1932, social reconstructionist and curriculum theorist George S. Counts 

asserted that education cannot and should not be neutral.  In Dare the School Build a New 

Social Order? (1932), Counts wrote: 
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 There is a fallacy that the school should be impartial in its emphases, that 

no bias should be given instruction.  We have already observed how the 

individual is inevitably molded by the culture into which he is born.  In the 

case of the school a similar process operates and presumably is subject to 

a degree of conscious direction.  My thesis is that complete impartiality is 

utterly impossible, that the school must shape attitudes, develop tastes, and 

even impose ideas (p. 16). 

Contemporary curriculum theorists have continued to argue that knowledge and 

education cannot be neutral (Apple, 1993; Freire, 1970/2005; Giroux, 1988; Marker, 

2000).  Freire (1970/2005) viewed education and politics as overlapping and interwoven.  

In Freire’s (1970/2005) view, knowledge served to either transmit the already dominant 

culture to the next generation, or to emancipate through greater consciousness.  Marker 

(2000) contends that the still-dominant paradigm in education presents knowledge as 

“neutral, value-free, and objective, existing totally outside human consciousness” and 

calls upon social studies teachers to “denounce the myth of pedagogical neutrality” (p. 

137).  Wade (2004) specifically characterizes social justice education as “value-based” 

and contends that “teachers for social justice recognize that every significant decision has 

a value base” (p. 65).   

For Michelle O’Neil, teaching is value-laden.  It was evident from our earliest 

meetings that Mrs. O’Neil’s personal values impacted both her decision to enter the 

teaching field and her pedagogical philosophy.  In our first interview, she discussed her 
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values when explaining why she chose to enter the teaching field and she described 

teaching as her “vehicle” for contributing to and impacting the world.  As she explained:  

Part of my value system is that I believe that children are our future in 

many more ways than the literal sense and that if we really want to have 

world peace, then we need to teach the children how to solve world 

problems and how to live together and work together, and so I chose 

teaching as my vehicle (Michelle O’Neil, November 7, 2006). 

Mrs. O’Neil expressed a personal connection to education for social justice, 

which she characterized as teaching children to have more compassion and a greater 

understanding of different lifestyles, choices, and lack of choices.  She described herself 

as an “active participant in the democratic process” and a member of several social 

justice-oriented organizations (November 7, 2006).   She also described herself as a 

teacher who “plants seeds” and stated that she hoped to learn how to incorporate social 

justice education more mindfully into her teaching to “contribute more clearly” to society 

(November 7, 2006).  Her self-description and statements represented a value-laden 

approach to teaching.  By stating that “these are seeds that I’ve already been planting” 

(November 7, 2006), Mrs. O’Neil expressed a value-laden pedagogical philosophy.  

Mrs. O’Neil’s decisions prior to and during the teaching of the social justice unit 

were also based on personal and pedagogical values.  Prior to the teaching of the unit, 

Mrs. O’Neil made several decisions that were value-based.  She first chose to participate 

in a study about social justice education and incorporate a social justice curricular unit 
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into her fourth grade classroom.  Her explanation of why she felt social justice education 

was important for her students is reflective of the values she brings to the classroom:  

I think it’s profoundly important because it’s really important that we have 

the children make connections with humanity.  The children are 

connecting to their own humanity and the humanity of others, whether the 

others are in a position of needing help or offering help, and I think that’s 

a powerful place for them to recognize that they have some voice that they 

can ask for help, they can ask how they can help, and then they can help. 

Before all that, they recognize that there’s a need for help.  I believe this is 

the crux of humanity – recognizing that someone else may need help and 

being internally motivated to help (Michelle O’Neil, December 18, 2006). 

Prior to and during the teaching of the unit, Mrs. O’Neil made decisions about the 

lessons and topics that would be included in the unit, the resources that would be created 

and provided, and the manner in which lessons would be presented.  Mrs. O’Neil chose 

each lesson topic and created each presentation and graphic organizer for the social 

justice unit (see Appendices C-L).   With each of these decisions, Mrs. O’Neil was in fact 

imposing values on her students, as she determined what information would be presented 

and in what manner.  As the unit was taught in the fourth grade classroom, I also noted 

numerous instances of values being expressed during classroom instruction.  As the 

excerpts from the observation notes will demonstrate, Mrs. O’Neil was comfortable 

sharing her own values and allowing discussions of values by her students.  The lesson 

plans, teacher-created curricular materials, observation notes, and interviews all suggest 
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that Mrs. O’Neil incorporated values in her classroom teaching and did not attempt to 

maintain a neutral position as an educator.  Each of the classroom excerpts presented 

demonstrate instances of non-neutrality in instruction in Mrs. O’Neil’s fourth grade social 

studies classroom:    

 

November 14 – Entitlement 

The class is reviewing a page in the social studies text titled Who Should 

Own the Water?  The class is using this textbook lesson to discuss varying 

points of view.  After a student reads the excerpt aloud, Mrs. O’Neil asks, 

“And what was their point of view?”  While the class discusses this, Mrs. 

O’Neil introduces the word “entitlement,” describing it as a behavior or an 

attitude that some people have when they feel deserving of things they 

didn’t earn or only care about what they have, rather than caring about 

others.  Mrs. O’Neil states that “all people have this within in them, 

somewhere inside, and all are capable of acting this way at times,” 

although she says that this attitude is more common in rich people.  She 

states that the wealthy are more likely to care about what they have rather 

than having concern for others.  

 

In this excerpt, Mrs. O’Neil clearly expressed her personal opinions about class 

and wealth in our society and ascribes values to classes of people.  There was no further 

discussion of this topic in the lesson and the students did not question or challenge her 
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statements.  It presents an example of an educator presenting a values statement in the 

classroom as ‘truth’ rather than a personal opinion and it was the only instance I observed 

of Mrs. O’Neil ascribing values to a specific group or class of people.  Giroux, in Life in 

Schools (McLaren, 1989) warns teachers against this type of imposition that assumes the 

correctness of the teacher’s ideological position.  Marker (2000) also expresses concern 

with this type of ideological imposition: 

We social studies educators, many of us who at some time or other have 

practiced this banking concept of education, often let our personal choices 

and values affect how students think about social issues in the curriculum.  

Social studies educators often fall into the trap of defining the social 

studies curriculum solely through our own vision of our own ideological 

correctness (p. 136). 

In this excerpt, the statement made by Mrs. O’Neil appeared spontaneous and 

resulted from a reading in the social studies textbook about differing views of ownership 

of a resource.  It was a part of the lesson “What is Citizenship?” and at the time the 

comments were made, the students were examining mini-lessons from the social studies 

text to examine how point of view is connected to citizenship.  Here, the imposition of 

values and expression of an ideological stance appeared unplanned, but Mrs. O’Neil 

presented her belief as a fact.  Her position was not questioned or challenged by any of 

her fourth grade students.   
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November 20 – Right to Health  

The class is discussing rights they have as citizens and Mrs. O’Neil is 

recording their ideas on the whiteboard.  During the discussion, Mrs. 

O’Neil asks the students if they believe they have a right to health: 

Mrs. O’Neil: “Do you have a right to health?” 

Some students say “yes” and some reply “no.” 

Student: “I have something about ‘health.’  If you have a heart attack or 

something, don’t doctors have to do everything they can to help you?” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “Yes, I’m going to put a star by health.”  (The star denotes 

that ‘health’ may be considered a right.)  

Mrs. O’Neil explains that doctors do have to help if someone arrives at the 

emergency room, but that since not everyone has insurance because some 

cannot afford it, not everyone has the same health care.  She states that 

some people get better care than others because they have insurance and 

can receive better or more treatment.  She states, “I just want your opinion. 

Do you think all people have a right to good medical care?  Is health care a 

right?” 

 

In this excerpt, Mrs. O’Neil expressed her opinion about the affordability of 

health care and introduced the idea of health care as a right, although she left it for her 

students to decide if it is indeed a right.  Although she stated, “I just want your opinion,” 



 

118 

by introducing it and expressing her opinion first, Mrs. O’Neil possibly guided her 

students in valuing health care as a ‘right.’    

 

November 30 – Social Justice and Responsibility 

Mrs. O’Neil’s class has been working on a graphic organizer titled Whose 

Responsibility is it in a Democracy?  After it is completed as a class, she 

looks at the finished graphic organizer and states, “We are fortunate. We 

have all of these things.” (She is referring to items on the graphic 

organizer, such as Food, Shelter, Safety, Schools).  “Here’s a big question 

for your brain: What about the people who don’t have one or more of 

these things? Who helps them?” 

Student: “We do.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “Do we have to?”  

Some students respond “yes,” some respond “no.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “Ah, interesting. Do most people want to?” 

Students: “Yes.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “Well, here is the big question I want you to think about 

tonight.  We will begin with this tomorrow: What about the people who 

don’t have these things in their life?” 

 

In this excerpt, Mrs. O’Neil opened a values discussion by asking her students to 

think about whom in a society should help others who are less fortunate.  She introduced 
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the idea that they may have a responsibility to help others less fortunate, but stopped short 

of stating this.  Rather, she asked her students to think over night about whom or what 

should help the less fortunate.  She also made a values statement by saying, “We are 

fortunate. We have many things.”  

 

 December 4 – Accepting Responsibility 

Mrs. O’Neil asks the class, “What is the main idea behind social justice?” 

 

A student reads the class-created definition from the Social Justice Is… 

graphic organizer: “Social justice is the idea that working toward the fair 

treatment of everyone and every living thing is the right thing to do.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “Good.”  She repeats this definition aloud and then asks, 

“What does it mean when we have extra privileges? What else do we 

have?” 

Student: “We have rights to be who we are.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “With that right, what else do we have?” 

Student 2: “We have responsibilities.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “So social justice is also accepting that we have 

responsibilities.”  She writes on the whiteboard:  Social justice is 

accepting….that we have responsibilities to help.  The students add this to 

their definition of social justice on their graphic organizers. 
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December 5 – Minimum Wage 

Today the class is looking at the larger question raised in social justice 

education of why certain needs exist in society.  

Mrs. O’Neil: “Why are some people hungry?” 

Student: “Because they don’t work?” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “Yes, some people are hungry because they don’t work and 

don’t have money for food.  They may be homeless.  But what about the 

people who work full-time every day and still don’t have enough money 

for food?” 

Student: “They don’t make enough money. They need to earn more.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “Who decides what they can earn?” 

Student: “The boss.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “Who decides what the lowest amount is that someone can 

be paid?” 

Student: “The boss?” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “The government.”  

Mrs. O’Neil introduces the topic of minimum wage, explaining that the 

government decides the lowest amount that someone can be paid.  She 

states that the minimum wage has not been raised in a decade and it is not 

enough for some people who work full-time to pay for food. 

 

 



 

121 

In the classroom excerpt from December 4, 2006, Mrs. O’Neil connected “extra 

privileges” with “having responsibilities,” although a student introduced the idea of 

responsibility.  The students were familiar with the idea of ‘responsibility’ due to a 

previous lesson about rights and responsibilities in a democracy.  She also connected the 

idea that those who have “extra privileges” also have a responsibility to help those who 

do not and she added this to the class definition of “social justice.”  In the classroom 

excerpt from December 5, 2006, Mrs. O’Neil pointed out to her students the effect of the 

government’s not raising the minimum wage for over a decade.  She introduced the topic 

by asking, “Why are some people hungry?” and then connected this to wages and 

government policy.  This excerpt of discussion, along with the broader instructional topic 

of why needs exist in our society, demonstrated Mrs. O’Neil’s willingness to bring values 

to the forefront in her social studies classroom. 

 

 December 8 – A Personal Connection 

Today, Mrs. O’Neil began class by talking about some of the mail she 

received at home yesterday from social justice-oriented organizations in 

our community.  She explained to the class that she belongs to many of 

these organizations because she believes that with her many privileges in 

life that she should “give back” to her community.  She shows mail she 

received from one community organization that seeks to protect a local 

spring and asks the students if any of them have been to the spring before.  

Several students raise their hands or nod affirmatively.  Mrs. O’Neil states 
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that she “started with nothing and now has a blessed life.”   She continues, 

“Because of what I have been able to achieve and as a part of my gratitude 

for all of my privileges, I try now to give back.”  She explains to the class 

that her reason for sharing this information with her students is that: 

“What I want you to get out of this is to realize how wonderful it is to help 

others and to learn about some of those things that aren’t fair.” 

 

 December 9 – Guest Speaker 

Today a guest speaker from a local nonprofit organization devoted to 

“fighting poverty, hunger, and homelessness” was invited to the class by 

Mrs. O’Neil to discuss poverty in our city and state and to explain why 

their organization needs to exist in our community.  The guest speaker 

defined poverty as “not having enough to meet your basic needs.”  She 

explained to Mrs. O’Neil’s students that the United States has one of the 

highest poverty rates for children of the wealthiest countries of the world.  

The students also learned that the poverty rate for children in the state of 

Texas is 25%.  To demonstrate this, she did an activity with the students 

wherein they played a game of ‘musical chairs’ and each grabbed a box of 

macaroni and cheese when the music ended.  Five students were left 

without a box of food, demonstrating the 25% of children who go hungry 

each day in our state.  She asked the students why they believe these needs 

exist and the class discussed with her both homelessness and minimum 



 

123 

wage (which had been introduced previously).  The class discussed 

stereotypes about the poor and homeless and asked questions about how 

people become homeless and what ways are best to help the homeless.  

The guest speaker concluded her presentation by sharing with the class 

specific things children can do to assist with poverty and hunger, such as 

writing letters to government representatives and leading donation drives.  

 

In the classroom excerpt from December 8, 2006, Mrs. O’Neil shared her 

personal connection to social justice and presented this as part of her values.  She also 

again made the connection between having privileges and giving to others.  She 

emphasized to her students, by personal example, the importance of giving and helping.  

She was clearly sharing her personal values, by stating that helping others is “wonderful.”   

In the excerpt presented from December 9, 2006, Mrs. O’Neil imposed values by inviting 

a guest speaker to her class to discuss why needs exist in our society.  While all of the 

information shared was factual, it is a topic that is likely not commonly discussed in 

elementary public school classrooms.  It is an example of sharing knowledge that is not 

neutral with the hope that student action will result.  It also supports Wade’s (2004) 

description of social justice education as “value-based” (p. 65) in that Mrs. O’Neil made 

an instructional decision to include this particular guest speaker and message as part of 

the curricular unit and this decision was value-based. 

 

 



 

124 

Conclusion 

Nearly eight decades ago, Counts (1932) contended that education is not neutral.  

In the 21
st
 century, however, Marker (2000) argues that the dominant paradigm of 

education continues to “view knowledge as neutral, value-free, and objective, existing 

totally outside of human consciousness” (p. 137).  Giroux (1988), Noddings (1992), and 

Marker (2000) view state and district-adopted textbooks and curriculum materials as 

reflective this dominant paradigm and Giroux (1988) maintains the often-scripted 

curriculum materials serve to turn teachers into “technocrats.”  Noddings (1992) writes: 

“Once objectives are chosen, teachers are not supposed to deviate from them.  They are 

to seek means within a narrowly defined standard form to reach the objectives” (p. 10).  

Marker (2000) expands on this concern regarding curriculum materials and asserts: 

“The underlying rationale in many teacher-proof packages is that teachers 

have the role simply of carrying out predetermined content and 

instructional procedures.  The method and aim of many curriculum 

packages are to legitimate management pedagogies; that is, knowledge is 

broken down into discreet parts and standardized for easier management 

and consumption by students and teachers.  The theoretical assumption 

behind this pedagogy is that the behavior of the teacher needs to be 

controlled and made consistent and predictable” (p. 138). 

 In Michelle O’Neil’s fourth grade social studies classroom, the textbook and its 

related social studies curriculum materials were seldom used in the teaching of the social 

justice curricular unit.  Although the district-adopted social studies textbook was used in 
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the introductory lesson “What is Citizenship?” to discuss three mini-lessons, Mrs. O’Neil 

self-designed lessons, graphic organizers, and instructional presentations to teach almost 

the entirety of the social justice curricular unit in her fourth grade classroom.  In 

designing her own lessons and student activities, Mrs. O’Neil incorporated her own 

values into the unit by making decisions about what would be taught, what 

resources/materials would be included, and how information would be presented.  This 

included her decision to invite a guest speaker to her classroom to discuss needs in the 

community and examine why those needs exist.  Mrs. O’Neil’s decision-making about 

curriculum content and presentation was consistent with Wade’s (2004) assertion that 

“every decision has a value base.” 

 The excerpts of classroom observation notes also suggest that Mrs. O’Neil felt 

comfortable in sharing her own beliefs in the classroom and in allowing values to enter 

into classroom discussions.  The above excerpts capture Mrs. O’Neil expressing her 

beliefs, and classroom excerpts presented in the first two themes suggest that Mrs. 

O’Neil’s fourth grade students also freely expressed their thoughts and beliefs as topics 

were discussed throughout the unit.  Engle and Ochoa (1988) assert that the elementary 

school teacher serves as a primary role model for younger students, who are more 

influenced by authority figures and more susceptible to socialization.  Mrs. O’Neil also 

considers herself a role model for her students, as evidenced by her statement:  “Yes, I 

feel I’m a strong influence on my students” (Michelle O’Neil, December 18, 2006).  Her 

willingness to express personal beliefs in the classroom may then be viewed as imposing 

values on her young students, who may not question her authority and judgment.  Her 
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interest in participating in a social justice study and her expressed reasons for doing so, 

along with her eagerness to design the curricular unit that would be taught in the 

classroom also reflect a value-laden approach to education.  The evidence suggests that 

Mrs. O’Neil did not seek to remain neutral in her instruction, but rather that she was 

willing to bring values to the forefront in teaching the social justice curricular unit.  

The first three themes of this study examined the role of a teacher in an 

elementary public school classroom implementing social justice education.  The findings 

suggest that as a social justice-oriented elementary public school teacher, Mrs. O’Neil 

established and maintained a socially-just climate, created a child-centered curriculum 

that allowed for student voice and choice, and incorporated values into classroom 

planning and instruction.  The last theme will address the second research question:  How 

can social justice education be implemented in the elementary social studies and 

incorporated into a standards-based public school classroom?  Theme 4.4 will examine 

how Mrs. O’Neil implemented the social justice-oriented social studies curricular unit in 

her standards-based fourth grade public school classroom.  It will also examine the 

barriers she faced and the support she found while implementing the elementary social 

justice curricular unit. 
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Theme 4.4: Incorporating social justice into a standards-based elementary public 

school curricula: Facing barriers and finding support 

 

I’ve always been one of those that walks this little edge of wanting to do 

things that are interesting and out of the norm, out of the boredom, out of 

the boringness of a lot of curriculum, not necessarily that ours always is… 

but that’s another thing about our district is that I have the respect and the 

regard of my peers and my administrators and so they let me do this… 

(Michelle O’Neil, June 22, 2007) 

 

When Mrs. O’Neil chose to participate in this study, she knew she faced many 

possible barriers to successfully implementing a social justice unit in her fourth grade 

social studies classroom.  These possible barriers, or obstacles, included: school and 

district administrators, teaching colleagues, parents, and students.  Interestingly, most of 

these potential barriers were largely overcome prior to the start of the curricular unit by 

obtaining written permission from the district’s Elementary Curriculum Director, the 

school principal, and classroom parents.  Following a conversation with Mrs. O’Neil, the 

school principal embraced the project without hesitation.  Next, we requested permission 

from the Elementary Curriculum Director, and she too embraced the project and granted 

permission to proceed.  After receiving written permission from school district 

administration to proceed with implementation of the curricular unit, Mrs. O’Neil sent a 

letter home with each of her students that described the project and requested parental 
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consent.  Every student in the classroom returned a signed parental consent form allowing 

their participation in the social justice curricular unit.  By receiving permission from the 

school district, the campus principal, and classroom parents, these potential barriers and 

any of our doubts about support for the project, were removed.  However, it is important 

to note that each could still be considered a potential barrier to implementing social 

justice education in a public school classroom, as permission was first required to 

proceed with a classroom curricular unit that is not found in the state’s standardized 

public school curriculum.   

A state’s standardized curricula and both state and district-mandated tests present 

possible barriers for social justice-oriented educators (Apple, 1983; Salinas & Reidel, 

2007).  The state-mandated public school curricula required that Mrs. O’Neil teach Texas 

history in her fourth grade social studies classroom.  Unfortunately, no explicit mention 

of “social justice” could be found in any of the twenty-four social studies standards (The 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skill, or TEKS) for the fourth grade, or in any of the 

elementary social studies standards.  As a result, in order to incorporate social justice 

themes into the state-mandated social studies curricula, Mrs. O’Neil and I had to first 

connect the social justice unit to the TEKS in order to gain campus and district 

permission to proceed.  Although Mrs. O’Neil believed her principal would support the 

idea of a social justice project in the social studies, our common experience as educators 

in the Texas public school system made us aware that incorporating the TEKS into the 

project was a necessity to gain written approval at the district level.  Prior to seeking 

approval from a district curriculum director, we connected the unit to the Fourth Grade 
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Social Studies Citizenship TEKS and the broadly-defined Social Studies Skills TEKS, 

with what may described as “TEKS bending,” or interpreting and incorporating the 

TEKS in a broad manner to fit a planned unit of study.  The following TEKS were 

applied to the social justice unit in order to gain permission to proceed:  

(18) Citizenship: The student understands the importance of voluntary 

individual participation in the democratic process; 

(19) Citizenship: The student understands the importance of effective 

leadership in a democratic society; 

(22) Social Studies Skills: The student applies critical-thinking skills to 

organize and use information acquired from a variety of sources;   

(23) Social Studies Skills: The student communicates in oral, written, and 

visual forms; 

(24) Social Studies Skills: The student uses problem-solving and decision-

making skills, working independently and with others, in a variety of 

settings. 

The curriculum unit we designed both complied with state mandates and aligned 

with Mrs. O’Neil’s and the school’s general pedagogical philosophy.  Mrs. O’Neil 

described both her principal and the school community as open to and supportive of 

progressive ideas, and she credited the principal’s supportive and open nature as her 

reason for teaching at Patrick Elementary.  The support she received from campus and 

district level administration eased the pressure that could be felt by a teacher who goes 

outside of or beyond the standardized public school curriculum.  Mrs. O’Neil did not face 
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the scrutiny of her principal or colleagues in regard to what and how she taught in her 

fourth grade classroom.  Her positive reputation for student achievement likely accounted 

for the lack of scrutiny she experienced.  She stated once that she prepares her students 

well for the state assessments and explained, “My track record is very good,” regarding 

student performance (Michelle O’Neil, November 7, 2006).  As a result of her positive 

reputation, Mrs. O’Neil had the support and trust of her administrators that allowed her to 

implement the social justice curricular unit largely free from outside pressures. 

 Surprisingly, the support from colleagues for Mrs. O’Neil’s social justice unit 

extended beyond her campus and to the district level.  As I visited her classroom one day 

shortly before the winter break, she happily shared with me a recently distributed district-

level electronic parent newsletter that highlighted her classroom unit under a section 

called Developmental Assets.  The district newsletter, titled A Place Where Ideas Grow, 

went out to families via email on Tuesday, December 19, 2006, and the paragraph about 

Mrs. O’Neil’s social justice unit read:  

“Equality and social justice – young person places high value on 

promoting equality and reducing hunger and poverty.  Mrs. O’Neil’s 

4
th

 grade class at Patrick Elementary School is soliciting donations for a 

wide variety of items as part of a social justice project.  The students have 

been learning about ways to participate and be active in the democratic 

process by choosing specific issues and finding ways to help.  Students are 

collecting canned goods, blankets, towels, toys, books, games, batteries 
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for games and toys, gloves and funds.  Donations will be collected through 

January 10.” 

State Mandated Curricula 

While we assumed and others may assume that administrators may present 

barriers to implementing a social justice curriculum in the elementary social studies, 

studies indicate that the growing influence of state mandated curricula and standardized 

assessments present the greatest challenge for educators.  Wade’s (2007) findings suggest 

that administrators and colleagues often do not present the greatest barriers for the 

implementation of social justice units or projects.  In interviews with ten elementary 

social justice-oriented teachers, Wade found that the two greatest obstacles to 

implementing education for social justice in the public school classroom are often district 

and/or state-mandated standards and tests.  Like O’Neil’s own doubts, informants in 

Wade’s study occasionally mentioned other potential challenges, but the barriers or 

obstacles discussed at length were the district and state mandated-tests and the mandated 

curricula they are required to teach.  Many of the study’s teacher participants expressed 

frustration with the emphasis on testing and the limits created by the required curricula.                    

Interestingly, Wade (2007) found that teachers “employed a variety of creative 

and subversive approaches to their dilemmas with required curricula” (p. 163).  Similarly, 

Mrs. O’Neil felt the need to “fit” her social justice unit into the state’s social studies 

standards.  Mrs. O’Neil “subversive approaches” arose when she was required to first 

gain permission from the district’s Elementary Curriculum Director to implement the unit 

of study in her fourth grade classroom.  Her approach to this dilemma mirrored that of 
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one of Wade’s study participants, who first planned her desired curriculum, and then 

looked for support in the state standards.  The comparison between these two studies 

highlights the ways in which Mrs. O’Neil understood and responded to those external 

influences of the ‘state.’  During our curriculum planning conversations, she appeared 

well aware of the manner in which she would need to present a social justice project 

proposal to her administrators.    

   As Mrs. O’Neil and I planned for the social justice unit, we also faced the 

realization that the state mandated social studies curriculum, the TEKS, as well as the 

district adopted textbook, did not have the depth needed to sufficiently support social 

justice education at the elementary level.  “Social justice” is not mentioned in the state 

TEKS and “Citizenship” is addressed by only three of the twenty-four fourth grade Social 

Studies TEKS.  The complete fourth grade Citizenship TEKS read as follows: 

(17) Citizenship: The student understands important customs, symbols, 

and celebrations of Texas.  The student is expected to: 

A) explain the meaning of selected patriotic symbols and 

landmarks of Texas, including the six flags over Texas, San Jose 

Mission, and the San Jacinto Monument; 

B) sing or recite Texas, Our Texas; 

C) recite and explain the meaning of the Pledge to the Texas Flag;  

D) describe the origins and significance of state celebrations such 

as Texas Independence Day and Juneteenth. 
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(18) Citizenship:  The student understands the importance of voluntary 

and individual participation in the democratic process.  The student is 

expected to: 

A) explain how individuals can participate voluntarily in civic 

affairs at state and local levels; 

B) explain the role of the individual in state and local elections; 

C) identify the importance of historical figures such as Sam 

Houston, Barbara Jordan, and Lorenzo de Zavala; 

D) explain how to contact elected and appointed leaders in state 

and local governments. 

(19) Citizenship:  The student understands the importance of effective 

leadership in a democratic society.  The student is expected to: 

A) identify leaders in state and local governments, including the 

governor, selected members of the Texas Legislature, and Texans 

who have been President of the United States, and their political 

parties; 

B) identify leadership qualities of state and local leaders, past and 

present. 

We were able to broadly incorporate into the unit TEKS 18 and 19 for Citizenship, as 

well as TEKS 22, 23 and 24, that each addresses Social Studies Skills.  We realized, 

however, that the TEKS, as currently written, lack the depth needed to support social 

justice education at the elementary level.  Fortunately for Mrs. O’Neil, her principal and 
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district administrator valued social justice education and allowed her to reach beyond the 

state mandated curriculum. 

The district-adopted fourth grade social studies textbook also failed to explore 

‘citizenship’ in depth.  As we sought to incorporate the social studies textbook into the 

unit, we quickly realized the concept of ‘citizenship’ was superficially presented.  In the 

adopted textbook, Texas, Our Texas by Macmillan/McGraw Hill, the concept of 

‘citizenship’ (minus a definition) is presented through mini-lessons interspersed 

throughout the text.  The textbook contains Biography pages and Points of View mini-

lessons that are designed to “help us understand how to be better citizens in our home, 

neighborhood, school, community, country, and world” (Texas, Our Texas).  The social 

studies textbook citizenship mini-lessons were as follows:   

Points of View mini-lessons: 

How Should Our Parkland Be Used? p. 76-77 

Who Should Own the Water In Our State? p. 394-395 

 

Being a Good Citizen mini-lessons: 

Saying Yes to Helping Others p. 164-165 

Kids Helping Kids in Court p. 242-243 

Kids Caring for the Environment p. 338-339 

 

The term “citizen” is also mentioned in the textbook lesson titled Our Local 

Government on pages 326-327.  This two-page lesson provided a brief description of how 
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local government works (p. 326) and included the following vocabulary words: citizen, 

elect, jury, municipal government, mayor, city council, city manager, special district, 

county.  The term “citizen” was also defined in the textbook’s glossary as “a person who 

lives in a country or nation or has earned the right to live there.”  The textbook did not, 

however, provide a definition of “citizenship” in either the glossary or the interspersed 

mini-lessons.  

Since citizenship is not prominent in the social studies textbook, Mrs. O’Neil’s fourth 

grade students had very little knowledge of what citizenship meant and did not see this as 

possibly relating to one’s actions.  The evidence of this lack of understanding and 

confusion is found in my observation notes from the first week of the social justice unit.  

During the first week of instruction, a student from Mrs. O’Neil’s class pointed out that 

‘citizenship’ was not defined in the social studies textbook.  In the observation notes from 

this class period, I recorded the following: 

Observation Notes excerpt from November 17, 2006: 

The teacher begins the lesson with a review of citizenship vocabulary and 

students review words by sharing aloud their meaning: 

Participatory – to participate in something 

Active and passive – the difference between the two – one is an action and 

one is not an action 

Economics – This has not yet been taught, but the teacher introduces this 

word again, saying it is important to social justice, and telling class they 

have heard this word before in her classroom.  She asks if anyone can say 
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what it means.  When no students can give an accurate definition, the 

teacher describes it as “the structure of money, how money is spent and 

earned”  

Citizen – a person who lives in a country or nation or has earned the right 

to live there (a student reads aloud the definition from the social studies 

textbook glossary) 

A student raises her hand and states, “I looked up citizenship in the book 

last night and it wasn’t there. It only had ‘citizen’ and it said that is a 

person, so I’m confused about citizenship. Our book doesn’t have 

‘citizenship’” (Observation Notes, November 17, 2006). 

The findings of this study suggest that the concept of ‘citizenship,’ which is a logical 

starting point for introducing social justice to young learners, is given superficial 

treatment in both the TEKS and the district-adopted social studies textbook.  This 

presents a possible impediment to instruction for elementary social studies educators who 

wish to introduce social justice to young learners and still remain within the district and 

state-mandated curriculum requirements.  For Mrs. O’Neil, the solution was to reach 

beyond the state curriculum and incorporate independently created curricular materials 

(see Appendices A-L).  Fortunately, she had the support of campus and district 

administrators to do this, but many elementary public school educators likely may not 

and for those, the requirement to teach only with the state curriculum would prevent the 

possibility of incorporating social justice education into the elementary social studies. 
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Testing 

The frequent testing and preparation for testing were also common complaints 

among Wade’s (2007) participants.  One participant expressed frustration over “this 

preoccupation with state curriculum frameworks” and stated that “it’s all about testing, 

not about learning” (p. 162).  In contrast, Mrs. O’Neil did not view the mandated 

assessments as great an impediment, most possibly due to the fact that her students 

typically perform well on these assessments.  As a public school teacher in Texas, 

however, Mrs. O’Neil did have to allow time in her schedule to prepare her students for 

district and state-mandated assessments in reading, writing/grammar, and mathematics.  

She appeared at ease with these assessments and their preparation, as she explained at an 

early curriculum planning session, “I do a pretty good job with the TAKS test, which you 

know, some say is important, some say it’s not; it’s a reality, so I prepare them well” 

(Michelle O’Neil, November 6, 2006).  Her demeanor and description seemed to lessen 

the tensions that such state level exams might create for educators (McNeil, 2000). 

Although Mrs. O’Neil did not characterize the mandated assessments as barriers 

to instruction, from my daily observations it was apparent that the district assessments did 

interrupt the planning of the unit.  The evidence of this impediment is found in my 

reflective journal.  After returning home from a unit planning meeting with Mrs. O’Neil, 

I recorded the following concern in the journal: 

Today, we planned the first few lessons, which still require work and will 

be modified later.  We have not completed the lessons at this time.  We 

plan to begin in mid-November and to conclude by Christmas.  Although 
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we had wished for an earlier start date, the district-mandated benchmark 

testing must be completed first.  We must now wait to begin until after 

testing is completed (Researcher Reflective Journal, October 19, 2006).     

Colleagues and Parents 

The findings of Wade’s (2007) study also suggest that colleagues and parents can 

be significant sources of support for teachers implementing social justice education in 

elementary public school classrooms.  A few of Wade’s participants reported feeling 

criticized or judged by their fellow teachers or feeling the need to prove themselves to 

colleagues when their teaching differed.  However, many participants “spoke highly of 

their colleagues and how wonderful it was to work with a group of like-minded people” 

(Wade, 2007, p. 163).  Although for the most part Mrs. O’Neil’s colleagues were not 

directly involved with the social justice unit, she too felt supported by her colleagues at 

school.  She recalled, “My colleagues were interested but were very busy and several of 

them were new and so they had their noses down, but they enjoyed learning about it” 

(Michelle O’Neil, June 22, 2007).  By chance, one grade level colleague did connect a 

class activity to Mrs. O’Neil’s social justice unit.  Under the leadership of a classroom 

parent, students in another fourth grade classroom were collecting donations for a 

Christmas in the Valley project that provided clothing, food, and toys to migrant families.  

A representative group of students presented to Mrs. O’Neil’s class about their project 

and Mrs. O’Neil’s students chose to include the Christmas in the Valley project in their 

donation drive.  The two classed joined together in the donation drive for this particular 
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project, while Mrs. O’Neil’s students also worked on various additional projects related 

to their topics of choice (Observation Notes, December 8, 2006).   

On December 15, 2006, Mrs. O’Neil and her fourth grade students also sent out 

an email and delivered fliers titled Helping Others to each classroom at Patrick 

Elementary. The email and flier explained their unit of study and requested donations for 

the various community organizations they had chosen to assist.  Mrs. O’Neil’s colleagues 

demonstrated their support by sharing information with their classes and allowing their 

students to participate in the donation drives for the various community organizations. 

Mrs. O’Neil also felt supported by classroom parents while teaching the social 

justice unit.  Each parent in her classroom gave permission for their child to participate in 

the social justice unit and several made individual donations to the organizations the 

students had chosen to help.  Over the winter break, one parent from Mrs. O’Neil’s class 

also assisted by helping to load the donated items, including two new bicycles, into cars 

for transport to the various community organizations.  In Wade’s (2007) study, several 

teacher participants “emphasized the importance of parents as supporters of their work” 

(p. 164).  The parents in Mrs. O’Neil’s classroom demonstrated their support by first 

giving written consent for their children to participate in the social justice curricular 

project, and then again by becoming involved in the class donation drives.  For Mrs. 

O’Neil, both the parental and administrative support were necessary in allowing her to 

reach beyond the standardized curricula and implement the social justice curricular unit 

in her social studies class.   
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Time 

Over the months of conversations, interviews, and observations, it became apparent 

that time presented the greatest barrier for Mrs. O’Neil.  Like the teachers in Wade’s 

(2007) study, Mrs. O’Neil struggled to “find time for social justice teaching and still 

fulfill obligations to district mandates” (p. 163) such as covering the TEKS and preparing 

students for benchmark and TAKS assessments.  In Mrs. O’Neil’s classroom, the major 

cause of this time shortage was the scheduling of core subjects that de-emphasized social 

studies.  Like in many elementary public schools (Manzo, 2005; Morton & Dalton, 

2007), at Patrick Elementary, the school’s master schedule provided fewer hours for 

social studies instruction and more instructional hours for the tested core subjects of 

language arts and math.  As a result, Mrs. O’Neil had less time to devote to the social 

justice unit in her weekly lessons.    

During our initial planning of the social justice unit, I quickly realized that that 

the lack of time for social studies in Mrs. O’Neil’s weekly schedule would likely impede 

the progress of the unit.  Mrs. O’Neil’s social studies period was thirty minutes shorter 

than the other core subject periods, as is often the case in an elementary public school 

(Manzo, 2005; Morton & Dalton, 2007).  Mrs. O’Neil’s schedule allowed for one hour of 

social studies four days per week, compared to a ninety minute and two hour block 

respectively for math and language arts daily instruction.  The hour for social studies also 

included the transition time from recess that generally reduced ten to fifteen minutes from 

the class period daily.  As I noted on the first day of observing in the classroom, the 

students often returned from recess with unresolved issues to settle, and this, along with 
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the practical matters of restroom and water fountain breaks after recess, came out of the 

allotted time period for social studies.  Another time concern as we planned the unit was 

the scheduling of weekly class library visits that came out of Mrs. O’Neil’s social studies 

period.  In Mrs. O’Neil’s classroom, social studies was not taught on Wednesdays, as the 

class was scheduled to visit the library at that time.  The scheduling of library visits 

during the social studies period was likely an administrative effort not to take time away 

from the state-assessed core subjects of language arts and math.  The findings of this 

study regarding Mrs. O’Neil’s master schedule therefore provides further evidence to 

support the earlier findings of Manzo (2005) and Morton and Dalton (2007) that state and 

federal goals for reading and math have caused school districts to allocate less time for 

social studies instruction.  In Mrs. O’Neil’s classroom, the shorter social studies class 

periods and the transitional time from recess, along with the lost period each week for 

library visits, allowed approximately three hours per week for social studies instruction.  

The timing of the social justice unit was the also impacted by the instructional 

needs of the students in Mrs. O’Neil’s fourth grade classroom.  Mrs. O’Neil’s class is 

typical of a public school fourth grade classroom, with students at varying developmental 

stages and ability levels.  Her classroom of twenty-one students included several 

inclusion students with greater academic and/or behavioral needs.  As she explained, 

“This year I have many students who need a lot of extra help.  Over half of my class has 

high-needs” (Michelle O’Neil, December 18, 2006).  As a result of these student needs, 

each of the social justice lessons took longer to teach than initially planned.  As an 

example, the first week’s lesson plans were designed to complete three introductory 
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lessons in the social justice unit: 1) What is Citizenship?  2) Citizenship at Home, at 

School, and in the Community: A Look at Rights/Responsibilities & Rules/Laws and 3) 

Comparing Governments.  The first two lessons were planned to take one class period 

each and the third lesson was to be taught over a two day class period.  After the second 

day of instruction, the class was still working through the first lesson.  At the end of the 

social studies period that day, Mrs. O’Neil discussed with me the slow pace of the unit’s 

introductory lesson.  She explained, “Many students in here are still very concrete in their 

thinking” (Michelle O’Neil, November 14, 2006).  She explained that she must lay a 

strong foundation for her students who do not yet think in abstract terms (Observation 

Notes, November 14, 2006).  At the end of the first week of the unit, the class had 

completed only the first lesson and they had begun the second lesson.  At the end of the 

second week, the class had only completed the first and second lessons (the week was 

also shortened by the Thanksgiving holiday).  In the third week of the social justice unit, 

the class began and completed the third planned lesson.  The first week’s lesson plans 

therefore actually took three weeks to complete and the term ‘social justice’ was not 

introduced until the end of the third week, on Friday, December 1
st
. 

In the second week of instruction, Mrs. O’Neil’s class worked through the second 

lesson of the social justice unit.  As the class completed together a graphic organizer 

titled Rules and Laws are Where?, my observation notes from November 21, 2006 

captured Mrs. O’Neil’s slow and deliberate pace to meet the needs of the diverse learners 

in her classroom.  She guided the students through the graphic organizer step-by-step to 
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address the students’ varying levels of understanding, and slowed the pace of instruction 

for inclusion students and others with fine motor issues who require more assistance: 

Observation Notes excerpt from November 21, 2006: 

Mrs. O’Neil hands out a graphic organizer to work on together as a class. 

It is side two of yesterday’s graphic organizer. This side is titled “Rules 

and Laws are Where?”  

Mrs. O’Neil: “What does it say at the top of the page?” 

Student: “Rules and laws are where?” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “What does it say in the center of the page in the rectangle at 

the top?’ 

Student: “Home.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “What does it say in the 3 rectangles underneath it? 

Student: “Rules.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “What does it say in the rectangle in the middle of the 

page?” 

Student: “School.” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “What does it say in the 3 rectangles underneath it? 

Student: “Rules.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “What does it say at the bottom of the page?” 

Student: “Community.” 

Mrs. O’Neil:  “What does it say in the 3 rectangles underneath it? 

Student: “Laws.” 
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Mrs. O’Neil: “So what difference do you see? What’s the only 

difference?” 

(Mrs. O’Neil draws a copy of the graphic organizer onto the whiteboard to 

complete together. It is an exact match of the graphic organizer students 

have in front of them at their desks.) 

Student: “Home is rule and so is school and community is law.” 

Student Two: “Because in a community, without laws people wouldn’t be 

safe. People would fight and people wouldn’t be in jail.” 

Mrs. O’Neil: “Wow, you said a lot. You talked about safety and 

protection. But in our home and at our school, we are also in a community. 

What are some other communities to which you might belong?” 

Student responses: “gymnastics, boy scouts, softball, stating, church, 

newspaper delivery, soccer” 

Mrs. O’Neil: (Giving directions) “You have to write down 3 rules for 

home, 3 rules for school, and 3 laws for community. You can work by 

yourself or work with us.” 

Students give responses for each and the Mrs. O’Neil writes these on the 

graphic organizer on the whiteboard for them to copy: 

Home – Rules – clean up after self, clean up after pets, take out trash 

School – Rules – no hitting/hurting others, be quiet in hallways, stay 

seated 
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Community – Laws – must be a certain age to buy cigarettes and alcohol, 

no stealing, no speeding – obey the speed limit 

Students are given a few minutes to finish their written work on their 

papers. Mrs. O’Neil sets the timer for 3 minutes for them to finish. 

Mrs. O’Neil: “In the next 3 minutes, let’s talk about why we have rules at 

home and at school and laws in the community.  This time can also be 

used to finish your work on your paper and then we will begin a 

PowerPoint.”  

In this lesson excerpt, Mrs. O’Neil deliberately guided her students step-by-step 

as they worked whole-group to complete a graphic organizer.  This step-by-step guidance 

was at times necessary during the lessons.  As Mrs. O’Neil explained, “There are a lot of 

academic needs and a lot of processing struggles and there are a lot of fine motor skills 

issues” (Michelle O’Neil, December 18, 2006).  As I watched, I noted that these 

difficulties impacted the ability of some students to process and/or write down 

information.  Mrs. O’Neil’s continued careful attention to addressing these specific 

student needs slowed the pace of instruction, but was necessary to meet the academic 

needs of her fourth grade students.  Her willingness to slow the pace of instruction to 

accommodate her students’ needs is also important to note in light of the fact that the 

inclusion model is becoming more prevalent in public school classrooms and social 

justice education is an area that can be accessible to all students (Kinsley, 1997) if a 

teacher is willing to accommodate for individual student needs.   
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A third factor that impacted the timing of the individual lessons was the class 

discussions that often spontaneously arose.  Mrs. O’Neil’s students discussed topics at 

great length, asked many questions, and shared stories as they made personal connections 

to the lessons.  Placing the students’ lives and perspectives at the center of her instruction 

(Peterson, 1994; Wolk, 1998), Mrs. O’Neil always allowed students to share their 

thoughts and celebrated the personal connections they made to the lessons.  As the above 

lesson from November 21, 2006 progressed, Mrs. O’Neil’s students asked many 

questions about the consequences of breaking rules and laws, and several students shared 

personal stories.  Mrs. O’Neil allowed all students to share their stories and answered 

each question that was raised.  At the end of the social studies period, she congratulated 

her class on a “great conversation day” (Observation Notes, November 21, 2006).    

In this lesson, as in all that were observed over a two-month period, Mrs. O’Neil 

placed a higher value on student discussion and questioning than she did on finishing a 

lesson within a pre-determined time.  As she once stated, “One of the things that I do is I 

provide many opportunities for discussion so that they hear questioning and responses 

and they can make connections within themselves” (Michelle O’Neil, December 18, 

2006).  For inclusion students particularly, Mrs. O’Neil believed discussion was essential 

to learning.  As she explained during one interview:  

It’s huge, it’s huge, because… the level of cognitive abilities are so varied 

and because I firmly believe that children teach each other better than 

adults teach children; therefore the students themselves are the best 

teachers (Michelle O’Neil, December 18, 2006). 
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 The time it took to teach each individual lesson and the unit as a whole was 

influenced by several factors: the time allotted for social studies within the master 

schedule, the instructional needs of students, the lack of background knowledge that 

students possessed about the concepts, and the eagerness of students to ask questions and 

engage in class discussions.  Although these factors influenced the timing of the unit and 

each lesson took longer than anticipated, Mrs. O’Neil maintained that the slower pace 

was necessary and she expressed no regrets as the unit neared completion.  She stated: 

It’s taken more time than I thought it would.  I think we could have done it 

more quickly, but I don’t think we could have done it as thoroughly more 

quickly (Michelle O’Neil, December 18, 2006).   

A study conducted by Chilcoat and Ligon (2000) affirms the reflections of Mrs. 

O’Neil regarding the time required to teach with a social justice approach in the 

elementary social studies.  The findings from Chilcoat and Ligon’s (2000) study of three 

elementary teachers suggest that an issues-centered approach to social studies can be 

successful, but it requires more time than teaching with a traditional social studies 

curriculum.  The study concluded that “an issues-centered approach takes time and 

energy” (Chilcoat and Ligon, 2000, p. 268) as this approach asks students to discover 

their own ideas, discuss and question concepts, and conduct research.  Like the social 

justice curriculum developed by Mrs. O’Neil and myself, each of these skills is a 

departure from a traditional textbook-based social studies curriculum and each takes a 

great deal of time and energy for both the students and teacher, particularly if students are 

unaccustomed to this format.  Chicoat and Ligon (2000) advise that teachers must be 
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prepared for this reality and must be willing to devote the necessary time needed for the 

approach to be successful.  In Mrs. O’Neil’s fourth grade classroom, the social justice-

oriented approach did require much greater teacher time and planning to implement, as 

compared with a textbook-based approach to elementary social studies.  This finding 

supports the assertion that the success of such an approach to elementary social studies 

requires a firm commitment by the teacher to allowing the necessary time for instruction, 

discussion, and student research and action. 

Conclusion 

In this study, the barriers to implementation of the social justice curricular unit did 

not come from individuals (parents, colleagues, and administrators).  Also, unlike the 

teacher participants in Wade’s (2007) study, Mrs. O’Neil did not report feeling burdened 

by the state mandated assessments.  Testing did affect the implementation of the unit, 

however, as we were delayed one week in beginning the unit to accommodate district 

benchmark testing.  The state mandated curriculum standards impacted the unit both in 

terms of gaining permission to implement the unit, and in our efforts to incorporate the 

district-adopted textbook into instruction.  First, Mrs. O’Neil realized the need to connect 

the social justice unit to the TEKS prior to requesting permission to implement the unit in 

her classroom.  Second, we realized the district adopted textbook provided only a 

superficial understanding of citizenship and therefore, could be little used for instruction. 

Both the TEKS and the textbook lacked the depth needed to incorporate social justice 

education into an elementary public school classroom.  Its successful implementation, 
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therefore, required us to extend beyond the TEKS and the adopted social studies 

curriculum materials.  

For Mrs. O’Neil, however, the greatest barrier in implementing the social justice 

curricular unit was time.  Time was impacted by several factors: the master schedule that 

allowed less time for social studies compared to the other core subjects, the academic 

needs of Mrs. O’Neil’s students, and the student-centered teaching style of Mrs. O’Neil 

that encouraged student discussion and questioning.  Although each lesson of the unit 

took more time to teach than initially planned, Mrs. O’Neil expressed no regrets about the 

pacing of the unit.  She deliberately slowed her pace to meet the needs of her students and 

explained that the unit could not have been taught as thoroughly had she increased the 

pace.  This supports the findings of Chilcoat and Ligon (2000) that a social-justice or 

social-issues approach in the social studies requires a great deal of time to implement and 

its success is dependent on the teacher’s willingness to devote the needed time necessary. 

 The findings of this study also raise concerns about the structure and substance of 

elementary social studies in a public school setting and the possible barriers created for 

social justice educators.  The findings suggest that several aspects of public schooling 

possibly do not support a social justice approach in the elementary social studies.  The 

possible barriers or impediments to social justice education present in an elementary 

public school setting include: the state mandated curricula and assessments, as well as the 

permission that may be required to incorporate units outside of the mandated curricula; 

district adopted textbooks and curriculum materials that do not have the depth to support 

social justice education; and the time allotted in the master schedule for social studies 
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instruction as compared to other core subjects.  As this study demonstrates, however, 

these barriers can be overcome by a committed social justice-oriented educator with the 

support of administrators, colleagues, and parents.  The findings of this study suggest that 

the likelihood of success for social justice education in the elementary social studies is 

greatly increased by a supportive school community.  The possible barriers presented by 

standardization and the de-emphasis of social studies at the elementary level can be 

overcome with a supportive school community that values education for social justice.  
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 When the debate over the American public school curricula began early in the 20
th

 

century, leaders from the social reconstructionist movement advocated for a social justice 

approach to the social studies and an activist role for teachers to facilitate social reform 

(Evans, 2004; Kliebard, 2004).  Many contemporary theorists continue to advocate for a 

social justice approach to the social studies (Adams et al., 1997; Ayers et al., 1998; 

Bigelow et al., 1994; Chilcoat & Ligon, 2000; Parker, 1996, 2002; Wade, 2000, 2001, 

2007).  While various conceptualizations of social justice education have emerged over 

time (Bell, 1997; Bigelow et al., 1994; Greene, 1998; Wade, 2001, 2004), similar or 

common characteristics are present in the various conceptualizations.  Contemporary 

proponents of social justice education advocate for curricula and classroom practices that 

are student-centered, experiential, collaborative, and activist (Bigelow et al., 1994; Wade, 

2001, 2004).  While much contemporary literature exists that conceptualizes and/or 

advocates a social justice approach to the social studies, there are few empirical studies 

that describe the efforts of elementary public school teachers to implement social justice 

curricular units in the social studies (Chilcoat & Ligon, 2000).  

 This interpretative qualitative case study conducted in the fall of 2006 examined 

the efforts of one fourth grade public school teacher to implement a social justice 

curriculum unit in her social studies classroom.  The study was guided by two research 

questions and one sub-question:  

1) What is the role of the teacher in an elementary public school classroom 

implementing social justice education?  
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2) How is social justice education implemented in the elementary social studies 

and incorporated into a standards-based public school classroom? 

A)  What are the limitations and/or barriers to implementing social justice   

education in the public school setting?   

 The teacher participant, Michelle O’Neil, was 49 years of age and in her tenth 

year of public school teaching at the time of this study.  She was identified by a mutual 

colleague as a teacher interested in social justice education and was therefore 

purposefully selected as the study’s teacher participant.  The initial lessons were co-

developed by the teacher participant and the researcher.  The teacher’s professional 

judgment, vision, and consideration for specific student needs guided the pacing of the 

lessons, the areas of focus, and classroom discussions and questioning. 

 The classroom observations took place each day during the teacher participant’s 

social studies period in November and December 2006.  Data collection from the 

classroom included daily observation notes, the curriculum unit materials, and student 

work samples.  Additional data collection included transcripts from semi-structured 

interviews, email communications, and the researcher’s reflective journal.  The data was 

analyzed following the sequence of steps for qualitative data analysis as outlined by 

Miles and Huberman (1994), and four themes emerged from this analysis.  The first three 

themes related to the first research question and addressed the role of the teacher in an 

elementary public school classroom implementing social justice.  The fourth theme 

addressed the second research question and its sub-question and examined the 

implementation of the social justice unit in the fourth grade social studies classroom.   
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The first theme, Establishing a Socially-Just Climate, explored the efforts of the 

teacher participant to create and maintain a socially-just classroom environment that 

emphasized respect, emotional and intellectual safety, trust, and cooperation.  The second 

theme, Creating a Child-Centered Curriculum That Allows for Voice and Choice, 

examined the importance of student-centered curricula in social justice education and the 

manner in which the teacher participant encouraged student voice and choice in her 

fourth grade social studies classroom.  The third theme, Recognizing That Education is 

Not Neutral, explored the value-laden nature of social justice education and the reflection 

of this in the decision-making, planning and teaching of the social justice curricular unit.  

The final theme, Incorporating Social Justice into a Standards-Based Elementary Public 

School Classroom: Facing Barriers and Finding Support, examined the development and 

implementation of the social justice curricular unit in the teacher participant’s fourth 

grade public school classroom, as well as the barriers she faced and the support she found 

at the campus and district level.   

The whole of the themes presented in Chapter Four culminate to present the 

findings detailed in Chapter Five.  Chapter Five seeks to answer the original research 

questions by holistically drawing upon the four themes presented in the previous chapter.  

The first two findings address the first research question and examine the role of the 

teacher in an elementary public school classroom implementing social justice education.  

Finding 5.1 examines the role of the teacher in terms of modeling and facilitating social 

justice education in the classroom.  Finding 5.2 examines the role of the teacher in terms 

of negotiating curricula to implement social justice education in a standards-based public 
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school classroom.  Finding 5.3 addresses the second research question and examines the 

current structure and substance of the social studies at the elementary level and its 

possible impact on the implementation of social justice education.  Finding 5.4 addresses 

a broader question, “What is social justice education?” and examines how the various 

definitions and conceptualizations were applied to this study, as well as how a teacher’s 

individual perception of social justice impacts the implementation of social justice 

education.  

Finding 5.1: The role of the teacher: The teacher serves as a model and facilitator 

for social justice education 

The first research question that guided this study examined the role of the teacher 

in a classroom implementing social justice education.  Many past and contemporary 

theorists recognize the significant and central role of the teacher in facilitating democratic 

and social justice education (Counts, 1932; Engle & Ochoa, 1988; Freire, 1970/2005; 

hooks, 1994; Marker, 2000; Parker, 1996, 2001).  The definitions and conceptualizations 

of social justice education presented in Chapter 2 (Bell, 1997; Bigelow et al., 1994; 

Greene, 1998; Wade, 2001, 2004) described the role of the teacher in terms of creating a 

socially just climate, developing a socially just curriculum, and serving as a facilitator as 

students “develop their democratic capacities” (Bigelow et al., 1994, p. 4).  The first 

finding of this study suggests that the teacher’s role is central to the successful 

implementation of social justice education, as the teacher serves as a model for social 

justice and sets the context for social justice education to emerge in the classroom.   
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As evidenced by the themes presented in Chapter Four, the teacher participant in 

this study purposefully worked to create and maintain a socially just classroom climate.  

The excerpts from classroom observations presented in the first two themes of Chapter 

Four evidence a teacher’s commitment to creating a socially just classroom environment.   

In the excerpts, the teacher participant consistently validated and praised students’ 

responses, demonstrated respect for students’ ideas, allowed for differing points of view, 

and encouraged student discussion and questioning.  The attention given to the 

environment of a classroom reflects the characteristics of social justice education as 

presented by Bigelow et al. (1994) and Wade (2004).  Bigelow et al. (1994) described 

social justice education as “kind” and “visionary” and contended that, “Classroom life 

should seek to make children feel significant and cared about and strive to be the kind of 

democratic and just society envisioned” (p. 4-5).  Wade (2004) also emphasized the 

importance of classroom community.  She characterized social justice education as 

“student-centered,” which she argued “requires creating a classroom community in which 

students feel valued and respected” (p. 65).  The teacher participant in this study 

purposefully and consistently demonstrated respect for students’ thoughts, feelings, and 

opinions.  She expressed on many occasions the importance of safety and respect and 

how these impacted her pedagogy, as she felt she was not heard or respected as a student 

(November 7, 2006).  For the teacher participant, establishing emotional and intellectual 

safety was clearly a priority.  The safe, respectful, and trusting climate was evident in the 

daily classroom observations in both teacher-to-student and student-to-student 

interactions.  For example, throughout the social justice unit, the daily observation notes 
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demonstrated that the students freely discussed ideas, asked questions, disagreed on 

issues, and shared personal stories.  The socially just and caring community established 

by the teacher was also evidenced in observation notes excerpts by the honesty and 

openness with which the teacher and students communicated about sensitive issues 

relating to the social justice unit and the personal connections the students made to the 

unit. 

It appears as well that cooperative learning was part of creating a socially just 

community of learners.  The teacher participant’s cooperative learning philosophy was 

evident in both her statements and through observations of the classroom design.  This 

philosophy appears to have been applied to the teaching of the social justice curriculum 

unit as well.  As an example, the students in this case study were asked to frequently 

share their thoughts and ideas with classmates.  Students were also encouraged to work 

together and to assist each other with ideas.  Each of these acts created a unique 

classroom environment that was both reflective of Wade’s (2004) characterization of 

social justice education as “collaborative” (p. 65) and Bell’s (1997) assertion that 

students should “work collaboratively to create change” (p. 4).  The teacher participant’s 

emphasis on cooperative learning further evidenced a commitment to creating a socially 

just classroom environment.    

The teacher’s role in the development and/or implementation of the curriculum 

also appears to be integral to social justice education as it establishes an explicit purpose 

in the classroom.  The teacher participant in this case study assumed the role of a 

curriculum leader as she developed and implemented a social justice curriculum unit that 
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was intended to both meet the needs of students and lay a strong foundation in social 

justice education.  In this case study, the teacher participant designed a social justice 

curriculum unit that both introduced a class of fourth grade students to the concept of 

social justice and served the developmental needs of diverse students.  The unit began 

with the concept of citizenship, which the teacher believed to be the correct entry point 

into social justice education for her young students.  As the fourth theme of Chapter Four 

evidenced, the teacher participant also paced the unit according to the needs of diverse 

students, allowing the time that was needed for all students to understand new concepts.  

The allowance of time for instruction and questioning aligned with the suggestion of 

Chilcoat and Ligon (2000), who recommended that social justice-oriented teachers 

devote the necessary time required for an open-ended, issues-centered approach to the 

social studies.  The extended time provided by the teacher participant to introduce and 

discuss new concepts and answer questions also made the curriculum unit more 

accessible to inclusion and high-needs students.  By fully including high-needs students 

into all aspects of the social justice curriculum unit, the teacher participant in this case 

study appeared to affirm the assertion of Kinsley (1997) that community service-learning 

and social justice education can be accessible to elementary students of all abilities.  The 

themes presented in Chapter Four demonstrated that the teacher participant emphasized 

discussion and questioning throughout the unit, and sought to make connections to 

students’ lives and experiences, as reflective of Bigelow et al.’s (1994) assertion that a 

socially just curriculum should be “grounded in the lives of students” and “rooted in 

children’s needs and experiences” (p. 4-5).  In this case study, the teacher participant took 
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a direct role in not only the implementation, but also the development of the social justice 

curriculum unit.   The role that was assumed in both the development and implementation 

of the curriculum was integral to the emergence social justice education in a fourth grade 

social studies classroom.  

The teacher participant in this study served many roles that are essential for the 

fulfillment of social justice education.  The findings of this study suggest that teachers 

have a pivotal role in implementing social justice education, both in serving as a model 

and creating the context for social justice education to emerge.  The findings also affirm 

the assertions of previous theorists in the fields of both democratic and social justice 

education regarding the critical role of the classroom teacher (Bigelow et al., 1994; Engle 

& Ochoa, 1988; Parker, 1996, 2001; Wade, 2001, 2004).  In this qualitative case study, 

the teacher participant both created a classroom climate that modeled social justice, and 

designed a curriculum unit that introduced elementary students to the concept of social 

justice and met students’ developmental needs.  In this first role, the teacher participant 

created a socially just classroom community in which the students were intellectually and 

emotionally safe.  A socially-just climate was created that allowed students to freely 

question, discuss, and make personal connections.  The teacher participant in this case 

study also created and implemented a socially just curriculum unit that connected to 

students’ lives, encouraged student voice, and incorporated student choice.  Wade (2001) 

described the role of the teacher in a socially just classroom as that of a guide, one who 

provides opportunities for his/her students to question, make choices, brainstorm ideas, 

and problem solve.  As evidenced in each of the themes presented in Chapter Four, the 
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teacher participant in this study assumed that guiding role.  In addition, however, the 

teacher also assumed the role of a curriculum leader.  Social justice education emerged in 

a fourth grade classroom as a result of the combined efforts to establish a socially just 

climate, create and implement a socially just curriculum, and facilitate the understanding 

of new concepts.   

Finding 5.2: The role of the teacher: The teacher negotiates and navigates curricula 

to implement social justice education in a standards-based public school classroom  

 Another finding of this study suggests that the implementation of social justice 

curricula may require teachers to negotiate, or navigate around, standards-based 

curricula.   In addition to developing a socially just curriculum, the teacher participant in 

this qualitative case study also had to navigate and later, circumvent the mandated social 

studies curricula at a standards-based elementary school.  Because social justice curricula 

may not be included in the curriculum of a standards-based public school, the teacher 

may have to enact curricular spaces not included in the official curriculum.  In this case 

study, the teacher participant first negotiated the social studies standards of the state of 

Texas when permission was sought to implement a social justice curriculum unit in one 

fourth grade classroom.  By incorporating, and “bending” the TEKS to fit the social 

justice unit, the teacher was able to gain the required permission to proceed.  A second 

example of this navigating, and eventually circumventing, the curriculum arose when the 

teacher participant sought to incorporate the district-adopted social studies textbook into 

the social justice curriculum unit.  Upon realizing that the textbook did not have the depth 

needed to explain the concept of citizenship, or include notions of social justice, the 
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teacher participant circumvented the district adopted curriculum and created her own 

social justice curricular materials.   

 The issue of standardization of the curriculum and its impact on the role of the 

teacher as a curriculum leader has been examined by numerous scholars (Apple, 1993; 

Apple & Beane, 1995; Giroux, 1988; McNeil, 2000; Vogler & Virtue, 2007).  Their 

research suggests that standardization frequently both narrows the curriculum and limits 

the role of the teacher in “shaping or negotiating course content” (McNeil, 2000, p. 237).      

While the findings of this study support the assertion that standardization of the 

curriculum may limit the possibility of implementing social justice education, the teacher 

participant in this case study was able to successfully enact a self-designed curriculum 

unit not included in the official curriculum.   

The teacher participant both worked within the state standards as necessary, but 

also resisted and circumvented the standards in terms of designing her own curricula.  As 

she explained, however, she believed she could do this since she had both a supportive 

administrator and a positive reputation as an educator.  Her experience in this regard may 

differ from that of other elementary public school educators.  The findings of this study 

suggest that, due to standardization of the curriculum, teachers wishing to implement 

social justice education in an elementary public school context may have to negotiate, 

and possibly circumvent, the adopted standardized curriculum.  As this case study 

demonstrates, an elementary public school teacher will likely have to address curriculum 

issues with the implementation of social justice education.     
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Finding 5.3: The structure of the elementary social studies as impacting the 

implementation of social justice education 

The findings of this study also suggest that the structure and substance of social 

studies at the elementary public school level may not adequately support social justice 

education.  The social studies, like all core content subject areas, have been impacted by 

the era of standardization and high-stakes testing (Darling-Hammond & Wise, 1985; 

Grant, 2001, 2006; Manzo, 2005; McNeil, 2000; Morton & Dalton, 2007; Vogler & 

Virtue, 2007; Yeager & Davis, 2005).  In this qualitative case study, the impact of 

standardization appears to have impacted the implementation of the social justice unit in 

terms of the time allotted for social studies instruction as compared to the other core 

subjects, and the district-adopted social studies curriculum materials that aligned with the 

state curriculum frameworks.  In this case study, the findings suggest that both the time 

allotted for social studies instruction, as well as the district-adopted social studies 

curriculum materials, were not sufficient to support a social justice approach in the social 

studies.    

Recent studies have suggested that one effect of high-stakes testing is the de-

emphasis of social studies at the elementary level (Manzo, 2005; Morton & Dalton, 2007; 

Vogler & Virtue, 2007).  Studies by Manzo (2005) and Morton and Dalton (2007) 

suggest that, as a result of state and federal goals for reading and math, less time is 

allocated for elementary social studies instruction.  Vogler and Virtue (2007) describe the 

effects of high-stakes testing on the elementary social studies: 
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At the elementary level, narrowing of the curriculum has also included the 

reduction, or outright dismissal, of subjects not tested in federal and state-

mandated assessment systems.  For instance, NCLB’s focus on reading 

and language arts, mathematics, and science has led to a devaluation and 

reduction of social studies in many classrooms (p. 55-56).  

Vogler and Virtue (2007) also contend that high-stakes testing has caused social studies 

educators to cope with the issue of “subject relevancy” (p. 57).  They explain: 

Because few states mandate testing in social studies, it is widely perceived 

to be less important than subjects that are tested and that have explicit 

consequences attached to student performance.  Many elementary teachers 

spend most of their instructional time on subjects that are tested and carry 

consequences, such as English and mathematics (p. 57).  

Wade (2007b) too contends that standardization and high-stakes testing may be 

particularly detrimental to the implementation of social justice education.  She writes: 

Teachers in the present standards-based educational environment fight an 

uphill battle to teach for social justice.  State tests and required curricula 

do not support elementary teachers involving their students in service-

learning or examining the root causes of inequality in our society (p. 164). 

 The findings of this case study affirm the assertions of Manzo (2005), Morton & 

Dalton (2007), Vogler & Virtue (2007) and Wade (2007b) regarding the impact of 

standardization on the elementary social studies.  In this case study, it was found that 

social studies was indeed de-emphasized as compared to the other core subjects.  For 
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example, the teacher participant had less time allocated in the master schedule for social 

studies as compared to the core content areas of language arts, math, and science.  

Weekly classroom library visits were also scheduled during the social studies period, as 

was the standard practice at this elementary school.  Each of these further decreased the 

time allocated in the weekly schedule for social studies instruction.  Consequently, this 

de-emphasis of social studies resulted in less time for the social justice unit.  Similar to 

other studies (Manzo, 2005; Morton & Dalton, 2007; Vogler & Virtue, 2007), the 

findings in this case study suggest that as a non-tested elementary subject, the social 

studies may be de-valued in terms of allotted instructional time.  As a result, a teacher is 

likely to have less time to devote to social studies instruction and specific curricular units, 

such as social justice, that may best be placed within the social studies.  

 As the only elementary core subject not tested by the TAKS (Vogler & Virtue, 

2007), the social studies may also be de-emphasized due to test preparation for the tested 

core subjects.  In this study, the planning of the curriculum unit was impacted by the 

district-mandated testing in other core subjects.  The teacher participant was forced to 

begin the social studies unit one week later than originally planned due to benchmark 

testing.  Also, in a later informal conversation in the spring of 2007, the teacher 

participant expressed her eagerness to conclude with TAKS testing so she would again 

have the allotted time for social studies instruction.  These examples suggest that 

preparation for district and state-mandated testing and the testing itself may further 

decrease instructional time in the non-tested subject of social studies.   
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The findings of this study further suggest that the standardization of curricula may 

also impact the implementation of social justice education.  The effects of standardization 

of curricula have been explored by numerous authors (Darling-Hammond & Wise, 1985; 

Grant, 1997; McNeil, 2000; Vogler & Virtue, 2007).  In this study, the planning and 

implementation of the social justice unit was impacted by both the state curriculum 

frameworks and the district-adopted social studies textbook.  As a public school educator, 

the teacher participant was required to follow the standardized, state-mandated social 

studies curriculum.  In the fourth grade, the emphasis of social studies is Texas state 

history.  In order to implement a social justice unit, therefore, the teacher had to first 

maneuver around, or manipulate the state mandated curriculum framework.  To connect 

the social justice curriculum unit to the state social studies curriculum framework, as was 

required to gain permission by administration, the teacher participant and researcher 

employed what is commonly known among practitioners as “TEKS bending.”  This 

practice of “TEKS bending” results from the requirement to adhere to the standardized 

state curriculum frameworks.  In this study, both the Citizenship TEKS and the Social 

Studies Skills TEKS were used to connect the social justice curriculum unit to the state 

standards, since there is no mention of ‘social justice’ in the social studies state standards.   

It appears as well that district-adopted standardized curriculum materials may 

present an additional impediment to social justice education.  Once the teacher participant 

in this case study had permission to implement the social justice curriculum unit, the 

district-adopted social studies curriculum materials available in the classroom presented 

an additional impediment.  The adopted textbook provided only superficial coverage of 
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the concept of “citizenship,” which initially left students unable to grasp its meaning 

when the textbook was used to introduce the concept (Observation Notes, November 17, 

2006).  Social justice was not mentioned in the adopted textbook, as the textbook aligned 

with the TEKS, requiring the teacher participant to create her own curriculum materials 

to support the unit.  Had self-designed curriculum materials not been created, the district-

adopted materials available in the classroom would not have been able to support a social 

justice curriculum unit.  This study found that both the state curriculum frameworks and 

the social studies curriculum materials that are designed to support the state frameworks 

do not sufficiently support social justice education.  The effective implementation of 

social justice education, therefore, requires that teachers go beyond, or outside of, these 

often mandated curriculum frameworks.   

The findings of this study suggest that at the elementary level, the current 

structure and substance of the social studies in public education may not sufficiently 

support social justice education.  At the elementary level, social studies is often de-

emphasized as the only non-TAKS tested subject.  The mandated social studies state 

curriculum framework (the TEKS), as well as district-adopted curriculum materials that 

are designed to align with the TEKS, also present possible impediments to social justice 

education.  The teacher participant in this study was able to implement a social justice 

curriculum unit by gaining permission to reach beyond the standardized curricula and 

self-design a curriculum unit.  First, however, the unit had to be connected to the state 

curriculum framework to “justify” its implementation in a fourth grade, public school 

classroom.   
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Although the Texas state social studies framework does not sufficiently support 

social justice education, educators and/or school districts wishing to implement a social 

justice approach in the social studies may find greater support in the national standards.  

Of the twenty-four fourth grade social studies TEKS, only three TEKS currently address 

Citizenship and only two of these relate to participation in a democratic society.  The 

national social studies standards, by comparison, address the Citizenship strand of social 

studies education in greater depth and in terms that may support a social justice approach. 

The tenth strand of social studies education, as developed by the National Council for the 

Social Studies, reads as follows: 

Standard X: Civic Ideals and Practices: 

Social studies programs should include experiences that provide for the 

study of the ideals, principles, and practices of citizenship in a democratic 

republic.  An understanding of civic ideals and practices of citizenship is 

critical to full participation in society and is a central purpose of the social 

studies.  All people have a stake in examining civic ideals and practices 

across time and in diverse societies as well as at home, and in determining 

how to close the gap between present practices and the ideals upon which 

our democratic republic is based.  Learners confront such questions as: 

What is civic participation and how can I be involved?  How has the 

meaning of citizenship evolved?  What is the balance between rights and 

responsibilities?  What is the role of the citizen in the community and the 
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nation, and as a member of the world community?  How can I make a 

positive difference? 

 As demonstrated in the themes presented in Chapter Four, the social justice 

curriculum unit developed by the teacher participant for this case study more closely 

aligned with the tenth strand of the national social studies standards.  The unit examined 

notions of active and passive citizenship, citizens’ rights (and lack of rights) around the 

globe, rights and responsibilities in a democratic society, and making a difference in the 

community.  The TEKS, as currently written, do not address these concepts in depth and 

therefore, could not alone sufficiently support the curriculum developed for the social 

justice unit.  The national standards, however, do provide the depth needed to incorporate 

social justice education into the social studies and still remain standards-based.  Whether 

or not social justice education can be implemented in the social studies in the current 

standards-based era may then depend on which standards are applied and accepted at a 

particular elementary school or district. 

Finding 5.4: Defining social justice education in an elementary context 

 In the fourth finding, the definitions and characterizations of social justice 

education are revisited to further understand the application and potential of social justice 

education in an elementary context.  Each of the definitions and/or characterizations of 

social justice education presented in Chapter 2 (Bell, 1997; Bigelow, et al., 1994; Greene, 

1998; Wade, 2001, 2004) demonstrate both its broadness and complexity.  The 

multidimensional nature of social justice was further examined in Chapter 2 with the 

work of Griffiths (2003), Vincent (2003), and Hytten (2006), who each contend that the 
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many different facets of social justice complicate the contemporary social justice 

education framework.  Though there are many definitions and conceptualizations that 

contribute to the contemporary social justice education framework, this study was 

initially guided by the work of Wade (2001, 2004), who placed social justice education in 

an elementary context.  The findings of this case study suggest, however, that there are 

multiple ways to consider social justice, and the teacher’s own perception of social justice 

must also be considered, as it impacts the application and implementation of social justice 

education in the classroom. 

This qualitative case study that examined the implementation of social justice 

education in one fourth grade public school classroom was initially influenced and guided 

by the work of Rahima Wade (2000, 2001, 2004).  Wade (2004) placed social justice 

education in an elementary context and characterized it as education that is student-

centered, collaborative, experiential, intellectual, analytical, multicultural, value-based, 

and activist.  Wade (2001) also contended that critique is an integral and necessary part of 

social justice education, and she described a social justice curriculum as one in which 

“students are invited to question the status quo, examine underlying values and 

assumptions, and explore their own role in relation to social problems” (p. 25).  Wade’s 

(2004) characterization of social justice education drew upon the earlier work of 

Bigelow, Christiansen, Karp, Miner and Peterson (1994), who asserted that social justice 

education is characterized by curricula and classroom practices that contain the following 

elements: grounded in the lives of students; critical; multicultural, anti-racist, and pro-

justice; participatory and experiential; hopeful, joyful, kind, and visionary; academically 
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rigorous; and culturally sensitive.  The characterizations of social justice education by 

Bigelow et al. (1994) and Wade (2004) overlap and share commonalities, as the later 

framework drew upon the earlier conceptualization as a basis for defining social justice.  

Despite the definitions or characterizations of social justice that initially guided 

the researcher, the teacher participant also brought to this study her own perception of 

social justice education.  The teacher participant’s definition and perception of social 

justice education guided the unit of study in the classroom, and thereby, impacted this 

qualitative case study.  In our first interview, she described teaching for social justice as: 

Raising awareness from oneself to include the world and people around 

us, not only in our direct community, but also in concentric circles out 

from ourselves out to the world, and having more compassion; and in 

order to have more compassion, we need to have an understanding of 

different lifestyles and people and choices and lack of choices or 

limitations that we have in different parts of the world (Michelle O’Neil, 

November 7, 2006). 

In this qualitative case study, the teacher’s own view of social justice guided her 

lesson planning and areas of focus in the social justice curriculum unit.  For example, her 

definition of social justice education as including an understanding of people in different 

parts of the world and the choices or lack of choices they have was reflected in her 

inclusion in the unit of government comparisons and citizens’ rights around the world. 

Importantly, unlike the definitions of social justice presented in Chapter 2, the 

teacher participant also specifically mentioned “humanity” at times as she spoke about 
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the social justice unit.  This too was representative of her ideology and her view of social 

justice education.  Once as she discussed why she implemented this social justice 

curriculum unit, as well as previous community service learning projects in her 

classroom, she explained: 

I think it’s profoundly important because it’s really important that we have 

the children make connections with humanity. The children are connecting 

to their own humanity and the humanity of others, whether the others are 

in a position of needing help or offering help, and I think that’s a powerful 

place for them to recognize that they have some voice that they can ask for 

help, they can ask how they can help, and then they can help.  Before all 

that, they recognize that there’s a need for help.  I believe this is the crux 

of humanity – recognizing that someone else may need help and being 

internally motivated to help (Michelle O’Neil, December 18, 2006). 

The teacher participant’s stated emphases on recognizing the needs of others and helping 

others in need further demonstrates her perception of social justice education.  These 

emphases were evidenced by the definition of social justice created by Mrs. O’Neil and 

her students, and the lessons that emphasized and culminated in assisting others in need.  

The curriculum unit implemented by the teacher participant included elements of 

each of the definitions and characterizations of social justice education presented in 

Chapter 2.  As evidenced by the four themes presented in Chapter Four, the social justice 

curriculum unit was participatory, collaborative, activist, student-centered, critical, and 

experiential.  The curriculum unit was also multicultural, in terms of examining 
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socioeconomic situations and the lives of “the marginalized” (Bigelow et al., 1994, p. 4) 

through examinations of why needs exist in our society and presentations and discussions 

about the specific issues of poverty and homelessness, as well as the stereotypes 

associated with each.  The unit did not, however, explore issues of ethnicity, gender, or 

sexual orientation, each of which also addresses the multicultural component of social 

justice education.  As an entry point, the teacher participant purposefully chose to 

introduce social justice through the concept of citizenship, and specifically, through 

examinations of passive and active citizenship, and rights and responsibilities in a 

democratic society.  She believed this was most appropriate for her fourth grade students, 

whom she described developmentally as “moving from concrete operational into abstract 

thinking” (November 7, 2006).  As she explained, she wished to lay a strong foundation 

for her students to first understand the meaning of social justice before engaging in more 

abstract discussions of issues and before taking action.  As the unit progressed, she 

expressed pride in her students and the connections they were making with the social 

justice unit:  

I think they’re amazing.  I’m thrilled.  Their minds are amazing, and the 

connections they make with their own experience, their lives, and then 

with the material as it’s introduced, and with each other, how they make 

connections with each other.  I’m really… I’m very, very pleased.  And as 

with all things, the entry levels are varied, and so the exit levels are varied 

as well.  The thing that I’m most pleased with is the enrichment that’s 
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gone in between the entry level and the exit level (Michelle O’Neil, 

December 18, 2006). 

As this study demonstrated, multiple definitions and conceptualizations of social 

justice education can be applied and are often interwoven in an elementary context.  The 

broadness of social justice education also allows for new definitions that can be created 

or incorporated into the existing framework.  The teacher participant in this study decided 

that her students and she would create their own definition of social justice, but only after 

establishing a solid foundation based on the understanding of citizenship, rights, 

responsibilities, and needs.  After working for four weeks to lay this foundation, the 

teacher participant and her students worked together and developed their own definition 

of social justice.  Ultimately, it was this definition that was applied to the social justice 

curriculum unit: 

Social justice is the idea that working towards the fair treatment for 

everyone and every living thing is the right thing to do  

(Michelle O’Neil and her fourth grade students, December 1, 2006). 

Although this study began by drawing upon the work of Wade (2000, 2001, 2004) and 

Bigelow et al. (1994), it was ultimately the lens of the teacher participant that most 

impacted the implementation of the social justice unit.  The findings of this qualitative 

case study suggest that a teacher’s personal definition, or perception, of social justice 

impacts the goals, planning, and implementation of social justice education in the 

classroom. 

 



 

173 

Limitations 

 A limitation of this study is the nature of qualitative research and its interpretivist 

perspective.  The data collected in this case study was analyzed and interpreted by the 

single principal researcher.  As Merriam (2002) contends, “The human instrument has 

shortcomings and biases that might have an impact on the study” (p. 5).  Although the 

sequence of steps for qualitative data analysis was followed, as outlined by Miles and 

Huberman (1994), and the data was triangulated to ensure internal validity, the data 

remained subject to the principal researcher’s analytical stance.  Although all efforts were 

made to ensure the quality of this study, the researcher’s voice and interpretative 

authority played a role in the interpretation of data in this qualitative case study. 

 Another limitation of this single case study was the small sample size that 

prevents the principal researcher from drawing large generalizations.  According to 

Merriam (2002), however, “Providing rich, thick description is a major strategy to ensure 

for external validity and generalizability in the qualitative sense” (p. 29).  This study 

provided the rich, thick description necessary for qualitative research.  The description 

provided should ensure that readers are able to determine whether the findings can be 

transferred to other contexts.  

 Implications 

 This qualitative case study contributes to the field of social justice education by 

providing insight into the efforts of one elementary public school teacher to implement a 

social justice curriculum unit in her fourth grade social studies classroom.  The data 

collected in this study provides additional qualitative research in the field of social justice 
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education, which currently has few empirical research studies situated in an elementary 

social studies context.  The detailed description provided in this study also provides 

insight into the application of social justice education at the elementary level.  

Essentially, the thick, rich description of the study portrays what social justice education 

may “look like” in an elementary public school context.    

 The findings of this study have potential use for both experienced and pre-service 

teachers.  The teacher participant in this study may serve as a role model, or an exemplar, 

for educators interested in implementing social justice education at the elementary level.  

The barriers faced by the teacher participant, as well the support she received, might also 

provide additional insight for professional educators into the complexities of 

implementing social justice education in a standards-based public school classroom.  The 

teacher participant’s pedagogical practices may also be of importance to both 

experienced and pre-service teachers.  The findings of this study regarding the issue of 

standardization and its potential impact on the implementation of social justice education 

may also have potential use for researchers in the field of social justice education, 

educators in teacher preparation programs, and practitioners interested in implanting a 

social justice approach in a standards-based environment.  

Recommendations for future research 

 This qualitative case study of one elementary teacher implementing social justice 

education in a fourth grade social studies classroom is unique to the field.  Few empirical 

studies exist that explore the efforts of elementary public school teachers to implement a 

social justice curriculum in the social studies.  Further case studies of this type are needed 
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at the elementary level to establish a body of empirical research that explores the 

implementation of social justice education in an elementary, public school context.  More 

case studies are needed to explore the manner in which elementary public school teachers 

implement social justice education in their classrooms and particularly, how they 

navigate, or circumvent mandated curricula and assessments while implementing a social 

justice curricular approach.  The findings of this study suggest that standardization may 

present an impediment to the implementation of social justice education at the elementary 

level.  As such, more studies are needed to further examine the effects of standardization 

on social justice education.  In addition, further case studies are needed which examine 

the role of elementary public school educators in classrooms that are implementing social 

justice education.  Future case studies could also further explore the background of 

elementary social justice-oriented educators and the influences that impact their 

pedagogy.  Future studies could also further examine the barriers faced by elementary 

social justice-oriented educators in the public school context, as well as the support that 

may exist for such teachers as they implement social justice education in their 

classrooms. 

 Over a decade ago, David Sehr argued that more qualitative studies are needed in 

the field of democratic education.  He asserted:     

We need research that explores and analyzes the curriculum and teaching 

practices, as well as the lived experiences of students and teachers, in 

existing schools which are trying to provide democratic education  

(Sehr, 1997, p. 3). 
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In 2008, there remains scant empirical research to examine the efforts of teachers to 

implement a social justice curriculum in the elementary social studies.  The findings of 

this qualitative case study explored the efforts of one fourth grade teacher to implement a 

social justice curriculum unit in her social studies classroom.  This study, however, can 

only serve as an introduction to the complexities of teaching for social justice in an 

elementary context.  Therefore, more studies are needed to further examine the 

complexities of implementing social justice education in an elementary public school 

context.    
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APPENDIX A 

 

 

TEACHING FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE IN THE ELEMENTARY 

SOCIAL STUDIES: CURRICULUM UNIT PLAN 

 

Grade 4 Social Studies Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) Addressed: 

TEKS 18 and 19: Citizenship: 

 18 (A): explain how individuals can participate voluntarily in civic affairs at state  

  and local levels 

 18 (D): explain how to contact elected and appointed leaders in state and local  

  government 

 19 (A, B): student understands the importance of effective leadership in a   

  democratic society; identify leaders in state and local government, identify 

  leadership qualities  

TEKS 22: Social studies skills: 

 The student applies critical thinking skills to organize and to use information 

 acquired from a variety of sources, including electronic technology 

TEKS 23: Social studies skills: 

 The student communicates in written, oral, and visual forms 

TEKS 24: Social studies skills: 

 The student uses problem-solving and decision-making skills, working 

 independently and with others, in a variety of settings. 
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 (A): the student will use a problem-solving process to identify a problem, gather 

 information, list and consider options, consider advantages and disadvantages, 

 choose and implement a solution, and evaluate the effectiveness of the solution 

 (B): the student will use a decision-making process to identify a situation that  

 requires a decision, gather information, identify options, predict consequences, 

 and take action to implement a decision 

National Council for the Social Studies Curriculum Standards: 

Thematic Strands Addressed: 
 

Standard V: Individuals, Groups, and Institutions: 

Social studies programs should include experiences that provide for the study of 

interactions among individuals, groups, and institutions. 

Standard VI: Power, Authority, and Governance: 

Social studies programs should include experiences that provide for the study of how 

people create and change structures of power, authority, and governance. 

Standard X: Civic Ideals and Practices: 

Social studies programs should include experiences that provide for the study of the 

ideals, principles, and practices of citizenship in a democratic republic.  

Learners confront such questions as: What is civic participation and how can I be 

involved?  How has the meaning of citizenship evolved?  What is the balance between 

rights and responsibilities?  What is the role of the citizen in the community and the 

nation, and as a member of the world community?  How can I make a positive 

difference? 
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APPENDIX B 

Social Justice Curriculum Unit Week One Lessons 

 
Monday, November 13

th
 (10:00-11:00 a.m.) 

Lesson One: Introduction: What is citizenship? 

 

Grade 4 Social Studies TEKS 18 & 19: Citizenship, TEKS 22 & 23 Social Studies Skills 

Objective: Students will gain a deeper understanding of citizenship, including the 

difference between passive and active citizenship; students will apply critical thinking 

skills to use information acquired from the text and PowerPoint to express ideas and 

define citizenship in a graphic organizer. 

Vocabulary: citizenship, passive citizenship, active citizenship, participatory 

(participate), point of view  

 

Lesson: 

1) First, the class will view a PowerPoint presentation based on ‘citizenship lessons’ 

in the 4
th

 grade social studies text book. During the presentation, students will use 

their textbooks to read scenarios relating to citizenship and as a whole group, 

discuss questions associated with these textbook lessons. Then, at their table 

groups, students will discuss the question presented on the final slide:  Based on 

what you have read in your social studies textbook, how would you define 

citizenship? 

2) After table groups have discussed this, groups will report out their 

answers/definitions and these will be recorded on chart paper (or other) to refer to 

for independent activity and in future lessons. 

3) Independent activity: Students will each be given a graphic organizer titled 

“Citizenship” and they will write their definition of citizenship, as well as draw a 

picture that they feel depicts/represents citizenship.  

 

 

Tuesday, November 14
th

 (10:00-11:00 a.m.) 

Lesson Two: Citizenship at Home, School, and in the Community: A Look at 

Rights/Responsibilities & Rules/Laws 

 
Grade 4 Social Studies TEKS 22 & 23 Social Studies Skills 

Objective: Students will examine the connection between passive and active citizenship 

and rights/responsibilities, rules/laws. 

Vocabulary: rights, responsibilities, rules, laws, active & passive citizenship (review) 

 

Lesson:  

1) Student volunteers will first share their definitions and drawings from Monday’s 

graphic organizer “Citizenship.” Questions to discuss:  

• What does citizenship have to do with rights and responsibilities?  
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• What do these words mean?  

• What rights and responsibilities do you have at home? At school?  In the   

community? 

• What do rules and laws have to do with this (as responsibilities)? 

2) Hand out 2-sided graphic organizer for students to complete. Side one: 

Rules/Laws – give 3 examples of rules at home, give 3 examples of rules at 

school, and 3 examples of laws (rules for everyone) in the community. Share 

responses. 

3) Side two: Rights/Responsibilites – students list on the graphic organizer their 

rights and responsibilities at home, at school, and in the community. 

4) Share responses and discuss responses as a class. Closing discussion questions: 

• Does following/obeying rules and laws relate to active or passive citizenship? How? 

What about working to change rules and laws? Do responsibilities relate to active or 

passive citizenship, or both? How? Give examples of responsibilities as active and 

passive. 

 

 

Thursday and Friday, November 16
th

 and 17
th

 (10:00-11:00 a.m.) 

Lesson Three: Comparing Governments 

 
Grade 4 Social Studies TEKS 18 & 19: Citizenship, TEKS 22 & 23 Social Studies Skills 

Objective: Students will understand the difference between dictatorships, monarchies, 

and democracies and how being a citizen under each type of government differs.  

Students will apply critical thinking skills to use information acquired from a PowerPoint 

presentation to compete a “Comparing Governments” graphic organizer. 

Vocabulary: dictatorship, absolute monarchy, constitutional monarchy, democracy 

 

Lesson:  

1) Students will first view a PowerPoint presentation “Comparing Governments: 

What does it mean to be a citizen around the globe?” 

2) Following the PP Presentation, the class will discuss the following questions: 

• What things can you do in a democracy that you cannot do in a dictatorship or an 

absolute monarchy? 

• What rights do you have in a democracy that others do not have? 

• What responsibilities do citizens in a democracy have because they have a voice and 

can make many choices? 

3) Students will complete a graphic organizer “Comparing Governments” that 

compares citizenship in a dictatorship, an absolute monarchy, and a democracy. The 

PP presentation slides will be used to review material to assist students with the 

graphic organizer. 
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APPENDIX C 

 

 

Name: __________________   Date: __________________ 
 

Citizenship 

 
Please define in words what you think ‘citizenship’ means. 
 

 
Please illustrate your definition of citizenship, or show an 
example. 
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APPENDIX D 

 
Name: __________________   Date: _______________ 
 

Rights and Responsibilities 
 

Home Rights Responsibilities 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

School Rights Responsibilities 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Community Rights Responsibilities 
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APPENDIX E 

 

Name: _______________    Date: ______________ 
 

Rules and Laws are Where? 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

Home 

Rule Rule Rule 

 

School 

Rule Rule Rule 
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Community 

Law Law Law 
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APPENDIX F 

 

Name: ____________________  Date: _______________ 
 

Comparing Governments 
 

Absolute 
Monarchy 

Dictatorship Democracy Constitutional 
Monarchy 

Definition 
 
 
 
Has voting 
rights? 
 
 
Allowed to 
disagree with 
government? 
 
 
Can help 
change laws? 
 
 
Free to travel 
within country? 
 
 
Free to travel 
outside of 
country? 
 
 
Can choose 
course of 
education and 
career? 

Definition 
 
 
 
Has voting 
rights? 
 
 
Allowed to 
disagree with 
government? 
 
 
Can help change 
laws? 
 
 
Free to travel 
within country? 
 
 
Free to travel 
outside of 
country? 
 
 
Can choose 
course of 
education and 
career? 

Definition 
 
 
 
Has voting 
rights? 
 
 
Allowed to 
disagree with 
government? 
 
 
Can help 
change laws? 
 
 
Free to travel 
within country? 
 
 
Free to travel 
outside of 
country? 
 
 
Can choose 
course of 
education and 
career? 

Definition 
 
 
Has voting rights? 
 
 
Allowed to 
disagree with 
government? 
 
 
Can help change 
laws? 
 
 
Free to travel 
within country? 
 
 
 
Free to travel 
outside of 
country? 
 
 
Can choose 
course of 
education and 
career? 
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APPENDIX G 

    

Name: __________________    Date: ______________ 
 
 

Whose Responsibility is it in a Democracy? 
 

     Government   Citizens 
 
Food 
 
 
 
Shelter 
 
 
 
Health care 
 
 
 
Safety 
 
 
 
Schools 
 
 
 
Wildlife/ 
Animals 
 
 
 
Environment 
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APPENDIX H 

Name: __________________    Date: ______________ 
 
 

Whose Responsibility is it in a Democracy? 
 
 

     Government   Citizens 
 
Food     FDA  
 
 
 
Shelter    HUD 
 
 
 
Health care   Dept. Health and 
     Human Services 
 
 
Safety    police, courts, 
     military, laws 
 
 
Schools    Dept. of Education 
 
 
 
Wildlife/    Dept. of the Interior 
Animals    Parks & Wildlife 
 
 
 
Environment   EPA 
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APPENDIX I 

Name: ________________    Date: ______________ 
 

Social Justice Is……… 
 

While we have a voice and say in our society, we as citizens 
have different points of view and different ideas about 
responsibility.  Who should be responsible for what?  This is 
where problem solving and decision-making come in.  We have 
a voice, how are we going to use it? 
 

The idea that….. 
 
 
 
 
 

Accepting….. 
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APPENDIX J 

 
Name: __________________    Date: _____________ 
 

Social Justice is…..the bigger picture. 
 
     Charity      Social Justice 
Food 
 
 
 
Shelter 
 
 
 
Health care 
 
 
 
Safety 
 
 
 
Schools 
 
 
 
Wildlife/   take food or toys  problem:  
Animals   to animal shelter  overpopulation, 
(example)        raise $ to spay/ 
         neuter animals 
         in community 
 
 
Environment 
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APPENDIX K 

 
Name: ___________________   Date: ______________ 
 

Social Justice Project Ideas 
 

What area / topic that we have discussed are you interested in? 
(food, shelter, animals, environment, etc.) 
 
 
 
 
 
Who or what do you want to help? 
 
 
 
 
 
What is the problem? 
 
 
 
 
 
What do you need to know to help the problem? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How do you think you could help? 
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APPENDIX L 

 

Name: _______________________ 

 

Social Justice Unit 
 

Citizenship 

Target(s) Excellent Good  Fair Poor 

Definition 

clear 

    

Definition 

reasonable  

    

Definition 

legible 

    

Illustration/ 

example 

representative 

    

Overall grasp 

apparent  

    

 

Rights and Responsibilities /  

Rules and Laws are Where? 

Target(s) Excellent Good  Fair Poor 

Examples 

for R&R - 

Home  

5+ 3-4 2 1 

Examples 

for  R&R - 

School 

5+ 3-4 2 1 

Examples 

for  R&R - 

Community 

5+ 3-4 2 1 

Legible     

Rules and Laws 

One 

example 

per box 
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Legible     

Spelling     

 

 

Comparing Governments, Whose 

Responsibility…?, & Social Justice IS… 

Target(s) Excellent Good  Fair Poor 

Definitions 

clear 

    

Definitions 

legible 

    

Short 

answers 

correct 

    

Neat work     

Whose Responsibility…? 

Completed     

Legible     

Participated 

in discussion 

    

Social Justice IS… 

Completed     

Definitions 

clear 

    

Illustrations 

representative  
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APPENDIX M 

 

 Helping Others 
 

 

The students in Mrs. ______’s 4th grade class have been learning 
about social justice and how to be active, participatory citizens.  
They have chosen specific social justice issues and have 
researched how to best help the people, animals, or 
environment in our local _________ and __________ communities. 
 

 

    Join Us 
 

The upcoming holiday season is a great time to get rid of the old 
and make room for the new.  Would you be willing to go through 
your closets and cupboards and donate any of the following 
items? 
 

canned goods blankets towels toys    books games 
 
batteries x-small and small disposable gloves             time 
 
       donations for any one of the organizations listed below  
 

 

Donations will be accepted through Wednesday, January 10th 
 

Who you’re helping 
displaced children   
the community of _____ with litter prevention and resource conservation 
homeless adults and children 
abused, abandoned, and stray animals 
threatened and endangered Texas wildlife 
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APPENDIX N: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL A 

 

1. What is your professional background? How many years have you been teaching 

and in what type of environments? At what grade level(s)?  

2. Have you had any careers other than teaching? 

3. What led you into teaching?  Is there anything in your personal background that 

drew you to the teaching field? 

4. Please tell a bit about your personal background – where were you raised? How 

long have you lived here? What interests do you have outside of school/work? 

5. What was your professional training like? How did you earn your teaching 

certification and are there any special areas you have been trained in? Where did 

you study and what was your major? What type of certification(s) do you hold? 

6. Please describe your current teaching environment – how many students are in 

your classroom? Demographics? Self-contained? Special needs in your class? 

Anything else that would help paint the picture of your classroom? 

7. How would you describe the environment of your current school? Attitude? 

Parental involvement? Also, the school website says it is an international school. 

Do you consider the school progressive and if so, in what ways? 

8. How would you describe yourself as a teacher?  

9. How do you view your role as a teacher in the classroom? 

10. Is there anyone who has influenced your teaching? Have you read anything that 

has influenced how you teach? 
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11. Have you had any background or training in education for social justice?   

12. What drew you to this project? Why are you interested in incorporating education 

for social justice into your classroom? Where does your interest in this topic come 

from? 

13. What are your expectations for this project? What do you hope your students will 

gain from this experience?  What do you hope to learn/gain as an educator? 

14. What does “teaching for social justice” mean to you?  

15. Do you belong to any professional or community organizations that are ‘social 

justice’ oriented? 

16. Is there anything more you would like to learn about education for social justice? 
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APPENDIX O: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL B 

 

1. How has the teaching of the social justice unit compared to your expectations? 

2. What are the things you think you would do differently, if anything? 

3. Have you faced any barriers in teaching this unit? 

4. Have you been surprised by the progression of the unit in any way?  Have you 

accomplished what you had hoped to accomplish in teaching this unit? 

5. We have discussed in our conversations that the unit has taken a greater amount 

of time to teach than expected.  Would this discourage you from teaching a social 

justice unit again? 

6. Do you believe at this time that a curriculum unit in social justice can be 

effectively implemented in an inclusion fourth grade classroom?  

7. Have you had any specific difficulties or specific triumphs in teaching the unit 

with your inclusion students? 

8. Throughout the unit so far, how have you made decisions about how to proceed 

with lessons and how to present material? 

9. Please talk a bit about your decision-making regarding curriculum planning for 

this unit.  What factors have you taken into account to plan this unit for your 

class? 

10. In our first interview, you talked a little bit about your background as a student, 

and you’ve talked to your students about that also. Do you feel your background 

as a student has impacted your decision-making in your teaching of this unit? 
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11. How have you felt about your students’ responses to the unit and their progression 

of thought during the unit? 

12. To follow up on what you said, do you believe your students have made personal 

connections to the social justice unit?  

13.  Has anything surprised you in regards to your students’ responses, their 

understandings, or their questions throughout the unit? 

14. Do you feel in teaching this unit that you have helped your students gain greater 

consciousness?  

15. How do you help your students gain greater consciousness as an educator and 

why is this important to you?    

16.  How would you describe the teacher-student interactions in your classroom? Is 

there a particular manner in which you wish to interact with your students? 

17. Can you describe your teaching approach in terms of being teacher-centered or 

student-centered? 

18. In your classroom, I have heard you talk of the instruction in terms of ‘we are 

having a conversation,’ as in you and your students are having a conversation. Do 

you try to have a conversational or dialogic approach to teaching?  

19. I have observed a lot of discussion in your classroom, but I’ve also observed a 

great deal of questioning in your instruction, rather than giving direct information.  

Do you seek to have a problem-posing or question-posing method of instruction 

in the classroom?  
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20. What do you want discussion to look like in your classroom? How do you work 

on discussion with your students?  

21. What importance, if any, do you think discussion has in an inclusion classroom? 

22. This is from a quote from the author Oldenski.  How do you attempt to “value the 

voices and experiences of students in the process of developing knowledge?” 

(Oldenski, 1997, p. 63). 

23.  You seem to let them question you a lot also? 

24.  How would you describe your role as an elementary social studies teacher in 

preparing students for citizenship in a democracy? What do you believe is most 

important in educating for democratic citizenship? 

25. Do you feel that as an elementary school teacher you are a strong influence on 

your students? If so, how can you use this influence to socialize or to 

countersocialize your students? 

26. How do you incorporate democratic education practices into your teaching and 

model democratic principles in the classroom? 

27.  Do you feel you model ‘democratic living’ for your students?  

28.  Do you incorporate ‘critique’ as part social studies or the curriculum in general?   

Do you feel this is necessary part of preparing students for democratic 

citizenship? 

29. Do you think that most elementary teachers do that? 

30.  Do you think problem-solving and decision-making can be incorporated into the 

elementary social studies? 
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31.  How do you now (or hope to) incorporate community service-learning into social 

studies and how do you view its connection to education for social justice? 

32.  Do you believe you will incorporate social justice education into your future 

teaching?  

33.  What have you learned as an educator in teaching this unit? 

34. You said you feel like you’ve gotten to know your students better through 

teaching this unit.  Do you think they’ve gotten to know you better also? 

35.  Do you think you and your class have bonded more as a result of this? 

36. Do you believe education for social justice can be incorporated into an elementary 

public school curriculum? 
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APPENDIX P: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL C 

 

1. Now that you’ve had some time to reflect on the unit, do you feel that having a 

social issues, or a social justice approach, engaged your students more than the 

district-provided textbook curriculum? In what ways? 

2. Your students were able to adapt to a more open-ended, discussion-based 

approach.  To what do you attribute this? How important was it to create an 

atmosphere in the classroom that supported this and how do you do it? 

3. This unit also incorporated both individual and group work.  Students often 

discussed ideas or met in groups, which required the development of group 

process skills.  How important is cooperative learning in your classroom and how 

do you create the foundation for that? 

4. What do you feel is the importance of student choice in having a social justice or 

a social-issues approach in the classroom?   

5. By allowing students to choose issues and organizations, did it make it more 

difficult as a teacher?  Do you feel it was worth the ‘messiness’? 

6. How do you feel the allowance of choice impacted your students’ sense of 

ownership in the unit? 

7. How do you think it impacted student learning?  Do you think they learned more 

as a result of choosing their own issues? 

8. Did you receive any feedback from parents, students, or colleagues about the 

social justice unit during the unit or after its completion? 
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