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The purpose of this study was to understand how social studies teachers interested 

in critical theory understood it and how it actually emerged in ideology, pedagogy, and 

recognition. This critical qualitative case study examined the critical consciousness of the 

participant teachers and ways they addressed the dialectical tensions situating their social 

studies teaching experiences. Through ethnographic methods of observation, interviewing 

and artifact analysis, I describe how the focal teachers understood critical social studies 

teaching by: centering student experiences as a means of critical social studies teaching; 

and by utilizing the social studies curriculum to critically enter practice or by utilizing 

social studies curriculum as a vehicle for criticality. Emerging from these themes I found: 

dialectical tensions exist which serve to influence the scope of critical teaching; criticality 

circles content and pedagogy; teachers tend to be more conceptually/abstractly than 

materially critical; teachers demonstrate a range of reflexivity as praxis and; what unites 

critical social studies teachers is their desire for social justice and transformation. 

Participant teachers also taught critically in their engagement with civic instruction by: 

first, attempting to trouble uncritical ways citizenship is defined through negating the 

traditional civic archetype. Second, teachers centered issues of race, power, and politics 

to illuminate inequity inherent to civic discussions. Emerging from these themes I found: 

critical social studies teachers attempt to make clear temporal connections between 

citizenship and disciplines; teachers attempt to work through student experiences to 

support possibilities for current consciousness and future civic transformation and; that 

teachers believe critical transformative teaching includes dialogue. Third and lastly, the 
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teachers demonstrated a range of critical interpretations and pedagogical practices, 

however each engaged in relational recognition of dialectical positioning and intellectual 

solidarity with students.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

“In many ways critical pedagogy is a response to the power that’s present in education 

and society. We critique society in order to change society.” (Caesar, Interview March 23 

2016)  

 

Caesar was a student teacher when he and I began to discuss critical pedagogy.  

Like many teachers, Caesar entered his teacher education program with a desire to teach 

via his critical ideology.  His analysis of social alienation applies to the values of 

empowerment, dialogically engages with students, promotes democratic participation for 

social change, and attempts to make educational practices authentic by providing the 

space for student self-determination. This study demonstrates the way Caesar and the 

other participant teacher’s understandings of critical pedagogy uniquely unfolded 

teaching. Further, the study examines the transitional ontologies critical social studies 

teachers experience as they struggle to match ideologies and pedagogy. Despite 

transitional ontologies, critical social studies teachers find ways to support intellectual 

solidarity with students.  

This study originates from my personal journey as a scholar, including my 

teaching experience, conversations with critical friends, teachers, and professors; as well 

as my work as a social studies teacher educator. In my time as a teacher, I worked in 

various settings, in several social studies subject areas and in different educational 

contexts. Working at a privileged private school, and at two Title One Schools, I 
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observed the need for critical, and critically civic, approaches to instruction across 

diverse schooling experiences. I’ve come to understand “critical” as a perpetual praxis 

towards understanding the power in relationships in all its forms. By critically civic, I 

mean transformative approaches to society that are directed at consciousness and 

informed through personal experiences leading to individual and social change. For the 

most part, the curricula used within the settings in which I taught mirrored the 

educational focus mandated in State outlined curricula and classrooms expectations. 

While all teachers were subtly compelled to produce assignments designed to help 

students understand the tested curriculum, many continued to trouble problematic, 

homogeneous social studies concepts that are foundational to the discipline. In my 

relationships with students and coursework centered on empowering alternative 

perspectives that demonstrated the historical agency of marginalized groups, we utilized 

critical social studies instruction to develop socio-analytical skills. Critical social studies 

instruction was about combining social studies aims (civic instruction and disciplinary 

skills) as a vehicle for transformation. Together, we critiqued dominant narratives 

including our personal understandings and experiences of those in our community. What 

always concerned me about these experiences was that I never knew if students were 

applying these lessons in the world. Furthermore, I felt my own limited experiences could 

not adequately help me understand other possibilities for my own and my students’ 

further development of what Freire (2000) calls a critical consciousness. Critical 

consciousness is the ability to see ways power affects social relationships. At this point in 

my career, I spoke with my friend Arturo Rodriguez, who had become a professor of 
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education. He began to help support me in developing more critical approaches to 

examining and acting on power in society and in classrooms.  

In the middle of my secondary teaching career, I moved to a school to become the 

teacher/coordinator of an alternative education program. The program was designed as an 

intermediary between Juvenile Hall, habitual truancy and the High School. Students with 

a record, or positioned as the “bad kids” were separated from their mainstream peers in 

favor of a sheltered classroom. In reality, the program was a means to remove students 

from the testable population for accountability purposes. Despite the fact that the setting 

inherently marginalized further marginalized already marginalized students, the 

experiences we co-created were empowering and meaningful. Together, we had 

experiences that changed our community, allowing us to explore the realities of society 

and politics in ways that reflected lived experience. Students recognized community 

resources they might use, graduated at higher rates, and parent support programs were 

developed. However, the more deeply we interrogated society, the more I began to see 

the ways my students and others in the community were discarded or dismissed. Many of 

the realities they faced in daily life were the direct result of oppressive policies and social 

indifference.  

Social studies were an important part of our lessons because they offered a 

framework for considering the relationship between citizenship and knowledge. Through 

social analysis we engaged in critical ideas. Students learned about the history of social 

movements, political economy, civics, and democracy. We conducted critical inquiries 

into socio-historical policies and practices. Lesson examples included border-walls, 
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policing, and the relationship to civic rights. The subsequent conversations informed 

actions we would take in our community. The program was by no means perfect, which 

helped me to understand the need for recognition within alienating, impersonal, and rigid 

spaces.  

My experiences in this program helped me realize the importance of connections 

between the teacher, student, and social relations. Through efforts to experience the 

world as my students did it became easier to embody critically reflexive social studies 

praxis and see the dialectical tension students faced. I was still a relatively young teacher, 

but felt that we had the potential to use our time together to address real world agency. 

By agency, I mean both the way one’s consciousness unfolds into experience, and also 

the way one’s experience transforms our material reality.  

Together we developed community partnerships with the support of 

administration and teachers. I witness students take ownership of their learning, and 

create community, evidenced in their practices of organizing in support of marginalized 

members of our community. The experiences made me question why educational 

practices, approaches and ideologies were structured to inhibit rather than empower 

students. I wanted to understand why were criticality and its attendant social impact 

marginalized, and what were the factors limiting reflexive praxis.  

I was lucky. Our program had few curricular mandates, a supportive principal and 

teachers who realized there might be a better way to educate students than through 

cultural assimilation. Though the principal was still concerned with the reality of public 

schooling (testing, mandates etc.), she realized the benefits of civic literacy and public 
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pedagogy. By public pedagogy I mean centering community experiences as instructional 

approach and by civic literacy I mean the development of skills, dispositions and 

consciousness for seeing the world. For this reason, we were able to engage the social 

world as an extension of formal schooling. However, critical social studies teachers are 

not always offered these opportunities. Subsequently, I decided to attend graduate school 

to more fully understand the relationship between social studies and critical pedagogies 

and met others committed to critical teaching.  

FOUNDATION FOR THE STUDY 
As a society we ought to be most interested in the experience of learners as they 

develop their sense of civic identity and agency. Both critical pedagogy and social studies 

are hopefully avenues for supporting social analysis, vision, and action. Critical pedagogy 

attempts to challenge the domination inherent in teaching and society as an emancipatory 

practice (Freire, 2000). Social studies teachers are in a unique position to foster the 

conditions for more meaningful interrogations of democracy and action. Critical 

pedagogues work to support self-transformation for addressing those tensions limiting the 

freedom needed for an equitable democracy to function. Critical social studies teachers, 

then, generally work to support empowering students by developing critical 

consciousness aimed at the alienation, subordination, and limitation inherent to many 

schooling practices which extend into ways people understand social organization, 

systems, and knowledge.  

The focus of this project is the examination of the ways criticality and social 

studies pedagogies come together.  More specifically, I attend to how three self-identified 
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critical social teachers: understand themselves as critical educators, how they employ 

critical pedagogy in their classrooms, and how they understand and address dialectical 

tensions situating social studies teaching practice.  

The need for criticality in the social studies 
Given the recent Federal mandates concerning education, namely Common Core 

and Every Students Succeeds Act, and my own experiences working with beginning 

teachers in a university credential program, I understand the need to consider the ways 

social studies teachers define criticality, education and its role in social studies education 

(Rodriguez & Magill, 2015). One’s definition of criticality determines its unfolding as 

instructional practice. Criticality in physics is the point at which a nuclear reaction can 

sustain itself. Similarly, criticality as approach to pedagogy is the ability to see power’s 

connectivity to social systems and self. Teachers are continually developing their craft 

and struggle to negotiate the criticality within the realities of teaching in a positivistic and 

behavioristic ideological context. I [Kevin] am working through meaningful ways to 

understand myself as both researcher and teacher in my personal development as a 

scholar, much like the teachers in this study understand themselves as critical educators. 

For both, relationships and interactions have shaped our approach to educational practice. 

In my view, relationships are vital to the ways teachers might understand social studies as 

praxis in supporting students as part of an informed citizenry.  

The curriculum, relational organization and other forms of social consciousness 

structure the dialectic of Western knowledge and are used as the foundation for civic 

participation (Rodriguez & Magill, 2017). Relationships of domination are normalized in 
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schooling practices through presented knowledge, cultural norms, alienation, and focus 

on capital. The teaching context, in my view, encourages teachers to adopt practices 

making it difficult to understand teaching outside this worldview (Rodriguez & Magill, 

2017). According to Ollman (2003) these normalizing factors have profound effects on 

the way people understand their personal and social consciousness. Ollman further 

suggests people tend to, “focus on the particulars that enter their lives—an individual, a 

job, a place, etc.—but to ignore the ways they are related, and thus to miss the patterns—

class, class struggle, and others—that emerge from these relations” (2003, p. 3). 

Examination of these normalized dialectical tensions as they organized relationships 

ordering the social studies classroom were helpful in examining ways critical 

consciousness unfolded into social studies teaching for the purpose of this study.  

Given my experiences as a teacher, I feel over standardization restricts many 

perspectives vital to social understandings and knowledge. In my experience, curricular 

mandates become a mechanism of power weaving inaction and colonial consciousness 

into fabric of our social ideology. Expectations of hegemony are taught through passive 

schooling experiences. The impetus for nationalism and economic growth are built into 

lessons and become the ways we interact in our democratic society. A dialectical analysis 

and action orientation can help students see the realities of social power and help teachers 

understand their own ideology and how it unfolds into their practices.  

Consider Queen’s (2014) experiences attempting to teach liberating practices. 

Administration attempted to control the curriculum, ideas, and context to reflect 

conservative ideology. The ideology restricted educational freedom by determining what 
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could be discussed. An un-critical instructional context restricts a student’s ability to 

make reasoned civic decisions. The regulation of curricula, for example, inhibits the 

critical thought needed for informed civic action. We are members of an interconnected 

world in that we share information, so our civic decisions and though processes have 

ramifications worldwide. As both Lukács (1971) and Freire (2000) suggest, exploitation 

cannot be overcome without addressing the factors normalizing social conditions. 

In my experience, social studies draw upon interdisciplinary social science 

knowledge for understanding oneself through one’s experiences within society. I believe 

fulfilling this promise require meaningful experiences for exploring consciousness, 

interrogating social systems, learning historical knowledge and actually taking action. I 

understand one of the biggest shortcomings in social studies education to be that 

representation becomes a substitute for real engagement. Schooling become a 

performative representation signifying acts of teaching and learning rather than 

authentically seeking or experiencing those engagements.  

Even in the social studies disciplines reflect this lack of engagement. As, Salinas 

and Blevins (2014), Wineburg (2001), and others have argued, the work of a historian 

differs from the traditional work in social studies classrooms. Students memorize and 

historian conducts inquiry. Inquiry is vital because experience is mediated through the 

relationship between interrogation, experience, and action. The approach is in diametric 

opposition to Friere’s (2000) banking metaphor, in which students are situated as 

knowledge receptacles. The distinction is important because how we learn in classrooms 

reflects who we will be in society. Teachers then are called to both understand their own 
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position within these complex practices and offer educational experiences rather than 

offering representation (Seixas, 1993). Answering this call means that students might be 

supported to experience meaningful opportunities to make decisions that affect their lives 

and community.  

 Social studies are the ideal discipline for examining dialectical relationships. The 

curriculum is meant to exploring human shaping of society, knowledge, and experience. 

For this reason, social studies have been tasked with teaching the skills necessary for 

citizenship (Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Parker, 1996, 2003, 2012; Westheimer & Kahne, 

2004). I argue, however, civic teaching often prioritizes civic skills, which are only the 

tools of civics. What is more important is how students will develop their ideological and 

political clarity (Bartolomé, 1994, 2008). Unfortunately, even liberal perspectives, restrict 

the possibilities for political clarity in social studies (Ross, Mathison & Vinson, 2014a, 

2014b). Typically, critical lessons alter consciousness, but rarely is the embodiment of 

critical praxis evident. In my experience teachers do have space for teaching via more 

critical embodiment. Many social studies teachers have the skills, disposition, drive, and 

ideologies for critical social studies pedagogy, but could benefit from demonstrations of 

possibility and supportive communities. Further, some individuals and educational 

communities are doing great work to support personal and social transformation through 

critical pedagogy. A teacher’s pedagogical struggle to address material change and 

personal praxis often becomes negotiating “power over” or “power with” (Kreisberg, 

1992; pg. 187) based on her or his praxiological consciousness. By praxiological, I mean 
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a teacher’s understanding and purposeful behavior, directed at inequitable relations. In 

this study, I found it was a teacher’s recognition that allowed praxis to unfold in teaching.  

In my experiences with the social studies teachers in this study, oppressive 

conditions are overcome through critical embodiment and authentic instruction. 

Intellectual thought must be cultivated in fertile soil by those who understand and care 

about its development because, as I’ve learned through working with teachers, default 

teaching does not lead to the knowledge needed to maintain democratic freedom. Critical 

teaching in the social studies has the potential to develop a social and socio-historical 

consciousness to organize, interrogate, and re-create the social sphere, that is rooted in 

democratically considered ideals. Understanding teacher ideology, critical consciousness, 

negotiation of space and resulting pedagogy then, is vital to addressing coercive power 

and developing civic social studies literacies. Social studies teachers have many 

institutional responsibilities that conflict with taking a critical approach, however 

teachers find space for dialectical reasoning, negation, and negation of the negation for 

troubling what they understand to be shortcomings in social studies knowledge, pedagogy 

or policy (Freire, 2000; Malott & Ford, 2015; McLaren, 2015; Rodriguez & Magill, 

2017). Critical reasoning and consideration of its affects on practice is vital to 

understanding the relationship between critical consciousness and teaching. Grasping the 

association between critical pedagogy and social studies might be a step towards 

improving the way students conceive of civic possibility.  
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Freirian critical philosophy 
Understanding how truth is constructed, and validating new spaces for 

considering ideas is a cornerstone of the Freirian philosophy. As McLaren and Silva 

(1993) discuss, Freire is situated somewhere between structuralism and post 

structuralism. His project asks teachers to understand validity in difference and to 

consider both the object and system of knowledge that produced the object. Frerian 

contemporaries (Lukács, 1971; Fanon, 2008) predecessors (Marx, 1976; Hegel, 1977) 

and successors (McLaren, 2015) consider possibilities for a liberated consciousness to 

describe and understand the world.  

A teacher’s understanding of his or her relationship between consciousness, 

ideology and action is then vital for understanding the emancipatory educational project. 

Sartre (1992) studied consciousness as an ontological undertaking, arguing appearance 

often constitutes the way one understand freedom and reality. We see the world, he 

claimed, as an infinite series of finite appearances from which we develop a subjective 

consciousness (Debord, 2012; Althusser, 2006). Humans are connected through internal 

and external understandings of personal freedom (Freire, 1998). The images change 

perceptions of the self. Consider how magazines shape one’s body image. A teacher is 

similarly affected by social and personal images and understandings of “teacher.” The 

idea suggests that humans are aware themselves as they relate to others, when understood 

as an extension of Hegel’s work. Sartre argued people create recognition in/of others and 

in/of oneself. 
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Consider Derrida’s (1982) metaphysics of presence in the teacher student 

relationship. The teacher is the knower of the objective reality; student is the receiver. 

The two are diametrically opposed, which makes them unequal. The student is 

understood as incomplete and therefore inferior.  School is the intervention to achieve 

completeness (consider here Freire’s notions of oppressed/oppressor (Hegel, 1977), and 

power in the teacher student relationship).  

Many theorists have focused on describing the human condition in its abstraction. 

Some argue society was developed through spectacle, which (Baudrillard, 1994, 

Durkheim, 1951; Said 1979; Debord 2012), “guard(s) the perimeters of…community and 

conditions of social order” (Bauman, 2001, p. 27). The spectacle can be changed to 

define what constitutes knowledge (Hall, 2001) and maintain the social apparatus 

(Foucault, 1977) and institutionalize the natural order.  

Historical narratives in traditional classrooms are an example of this 

naturalization in schooling. Learning these histories become “mechanics of power in 

themselves” (Foucault, 1980b, p. 116) producing, “domains of objects and rituals of 

truth” (p. 208), which creates one-dimensional representations of experience (Marcuse, 

2013). Latour (1993) argues people believe society to be beyond nature and so life is 

ordered through the spectacle we are taught. Believing we have conquered nature offers a 

comfortable ignorance and the suggesting that there is a best way to exist, teach and 

learn. The perspective emerges as positivistic approach to education where human 

understanding and experience is encapsulated in performance. Reduction of human 

experience reduces education to superficial sound bites, which are then manipulated for 
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social engineering. Through Freirian pedagogical practices teachers might deconstruct the 

spectacle and exist in the real. The discussion on the history of Freirian thought and the 

basic tenants of his work offer us a foundation from which to consider the relationship 

between social studies teaching and critical pedagogy.  

Statement of the problem 
Through my experiences as a teacher, training teachers, and talking with teachers 

it became clear to me that the natural connection between social studies and critical 

teaching is not fully interrogated in research and practice. I felt that even teachers 

claiming to be critical pedagogues did not always fully understand the embodiment of 

criticality. I do not claim to be the authority on critical teaching, but rather that I believe 

in its transformative possibility and wish to support teachers via my intellectual solidarity 

with them. For this reason, I examined the nuances in critical practice and ways critical 

social studies teachers understand pedagogy to better supporting teacher’s critical 

becoming. I believe even for critically identifying teachers, pedagogy, classroom reality, 

and ideology are not always working symbiotically. The dialectical factors determining 

one’s ultimate pedagogy can be observed, differently embodied across communities. In 

classroom conversations I observed the struggle for critical teaching in differently 

restrictive contexts.  

The teachers in this study come from unique backgrounds and experiences, have 

all centered critical consciousness in their teaching and are trying to understand 

themselves as teachers. I chose the focal teachers in particular, because each articulated a 

unique student centered vision for teaching, was in a different stage of his or her career, 
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teaches in a unique context, and most important for the purposes of this study, expressed 

a desire to be a critical social studies teacher.  

Throughout my experiences with these teachers and reflecting upon my own 

teaching experiences, I became curious about the following: given these experiences, 

why/how teachers become critical and how does critical teaching manifests in the social 

studies classrooms. I read widely considering what this means in different social studies 

and critical “camps.” Some examples included teacher ontology and perspectives a 

person takes to engaging the world, (Kincheloe, 2003; Meyer, 2011), while more 

commonly scholars described critical social studies practices that illuminate and 

challenge power within curriculum (Brown & Brown, 2010; Salinas & Blevins, 2013). 

Academics in the social studies tend to use the term discursively; so many teachers 

inevitably come to a range of understandings about critical pedagogy. The possibilities 

become situated through individualized context, school environment, through policy, and 

by engaging curriculum. 

 In this qualitative study the three focal teachers have demonstrated the desire and 

skill to embody critical social studies teaching. I know them to value humanizing 

pedagogy and apply critical interpretations to social studies curriculum. Each was chosen 

because he or she is an exemplary teacher from whom I could learn a great deal about the 

relationship between social studies and critical pedagogy.  

In social studies, critical teaching and practice has typically meant understanding 

how students think disciplinarily, to challenge monolithic social studies understandings, 

to understand how sociocultural context and identity shapes interpretation of social 
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studies concepts, to empower students to construct alternative narratives through inquiry 

and to promote more active citizenship. Upon these foundations, this study examined the 

authenticity in critical social studies approaches, the development and negation of 

relational aspects and how teacher have understood the relationship between social 

studies and critical pedagogy. The idea of transformation via socio-historical 

consciousness is a natural unifier between social studies, critical pedagogy and civics. 

Concepts such as inquiry, power, democracy, civics, truth, humanism, action, relations, 

and dialogue are all part of the complex relationship between social studies and critical 

theory.  

This project is grounded in the idea that teachers can cultivate new classroom 

possibilities through critical and more dialectically focused social studies instruction. In 

my experience critical approaches to the social studies can help illuminate the world they 

aid actions citizens may take action. The research focus considers the focal teachers 

social studies and critical consciousness, ideology, and experiences and its application to 

their work. To help illuminate the potential for critical pedagogy and dialectical social 

studies approaches, we must first understand what social studies teachers think critical 

pedagogy is, how they may or may not embody or employ these approaches, and how 

they understand themselves within the schooling and social environment. By dialectally 

exploring these social relationships, I hoped to understand the challenges and agency 

teachers come to know, and how they respond.    

The following research questions guided me as I developed this study:  

1. How do the social studies teachers selected for this study define critical pedagogy?  
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2. How do the teachers employ critical pedagogy in their classrooms?  

Conceptual framework: overview 
I framed my research through elements connecting criticality and social studies 

instruction. For this reason I included critical consciousness, critical inquiry, and critical 

agency to contextualize the ways teachers understood their contexts and practiced what 

they felt was critical social studies pedagogy. The first aspect of the frame for analysis 

was critical consciousness (Freire, 2000). Utilizing this frame allowed me to consider 

how the teachers perceived the social, political, and economic relations of power 

affecting their classroom community and their critical engagement with pedagogy. The 

second analytical frame considered considers teacher relationship to critical social studies 

inquiry (Blevins & Salinas, 2012; Salinas & Blevins, 2013). Inquiry is an important skill 

inviting interrogation of artifacts in order to trouble, complicate, counter, or resist 

narratives in a negotiation of new disciplinary knowledge. The third research frame 

examined the potential for critical civic action (Abowitz & Harnish, 2006). Considered 

together these concepts allowed me to conceptually develop a critical foundation for 

social studies transformational praxis. 

Methods: overview 
To understand how social studies teachers come to identify as critical educators, 

determine if social studies teachers engage in praxis in their pedagogy, and to understand 

how practices will affect the nature of the social studies classroom, I observed, 

interviewed, and analyzed the instruction of three social studies teachers. Examination of 
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practice, interviews, and artifacts helped me better understand how social studies teachers 

understood critical pedagogy, and the data helped me determine what being a critical 

social studied teacher meant to participants.  

I conducted a critical case study within the dialectical research tradition. 

Dialectical research approach helped me consider critical teaching by illuminating the 

power relationships that situated teacher consciousness and teacher responses to 

constantly changing conditions and tensions. Critical case study allowed me to compare 

findings across research sites to determine answers to researchers’ questions that ask how 

and why rather than illuminating simple interpretation (Merriam, 1998). Dialectical 

critical case study made possible examinations of the relationships that matter most in 

operationalizing critical pedagogy in the social studies classroom.  

General findings   
Results for how teachers understand critical pedagogy suggest that critical social 

studies teachers center student experiences and utilize curricula to teach for 

consciousness. Further, several findings represent how critical social studies teachers 

understand criticality. First, teachers embody social studies criticality through a range of 

critical interpretations. They struggle to negotiate the dialectical tensions in norms, 

relations, and curriculum. Second, rather than being actively critical, teachers tend to be 

conceptually and abstractly critical; more clearly, criticality encompasses content and 

pedagogy. Third, ideology, recognition, and political clarity are foundational for critical 

social studies teaching (Bartolomé, 1994, 2008). Critical social studies teachers 

understand those social and relations elements that situate lived experiences. Fourth, the 
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range of critical reflexivity a teacher exhibits nuances possibilities in social studies 

practices how a critical social studies teacher understands his or her praxis. Lastly, 

critical teachers understand criticality as socially just and transformational.  

A second way that social studies teachers conceive of critical practice is through 

more critical civics interpretations. Results include that critical social studies teachers 

trouble colonial foundations of civics, and center issues of race, power and politics to 

illuminate inherent inequity in civic discussions. Findings include, first, that critical 

social studies teachers attempt to develop temporal connections between citizenship and 

disciplines by working between student understandings and more traditional social 

studies concepts. Second, teachers attempt to center student experience and support the 

move towards social action or future social action. Across the critical teachers, each 

believed critical civics has an element of transformation, however they demonstrate a 

range of what this means. Further, with a social studies focus, critical teachers trouble the 

historical foundations of citizenship to deconstruct common understandings to 

reconstruct meaning both as personal transformation and through student analysis of the 

social sphere. By personal transformation, I refer to a teacher’s critical becoming where 

she changes herself to negate the master/slave dialectic in the practice of teaching, 

allowing her critical consciousness to develop in solidarity with students. I note the 

analysis of the social sphere as an overlapping aim of both social studies and critical 

pedagogy, where teacher and student jointly transform group consciousness and apply a 

transformational consciousness to society.  
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Dissertation overview  
In Chapter Two I examined the foundations for critical theory, the inter-

determinate nature of society and education, policy and practice, and intersections within 

social studies teaching and practice. The dialectical nature of this analysis helped further 

determine the literature chosen in an attempt to contextualize the challenges critical 

teachers experience. Dialectical analysis allowed me to examine the relationships 

between ideology and practice to understand how teachers negated power imbalances and 

understood ideology and practice. The approach also allowed the presentation of 

contradictions and alignments of critical theory and critical practice. Further, the 

literature helped provide a direction for analysis situating the ways the teachers struggle 

to work with students to establish a transformational educational experience within the 

social studies. I also examined the intersection of social studies practices and critical 

embodiment experienced as part of critical social studies pedagogy. In Chapter Three I 

outlined my research methodology and approach to this study, including initial 

considerations (bricolage) and the ultimate decision to conduct a critical case study in the 

dialectical tradition. In Chapter Four I primarily examine my first research question: How 

do the social studies teachers selected for this study define critical pedagogy and, is their 

definition evident in their practice? Data for this chapter was analyzed for the 

embodiment of a criticality and its unfolding within the social studies teaching context. In 

Chapter Five, I primarily answer the second research question: how do the teachers 

employ critical pedagogy in their classrooms? The answer to this question was primarily: 

teachers employ criticality at the intersection of civics and the discipline through inquiry. 
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Chapter Six discusses recommendations and implications for social studies curriculum 

and pedagogy. Lastly, I offer recommendations and implications for teacher educators 

interested in supporting critical social studies teachers, put forth conclusion for the study, 

and discuss need for more critical interpretations of social studies and civic practices 

given current social realities.   

CONCLUSION  
In my experiences with teachers I have seen firsthand how interpretations of 

social, political, and historical factors shape a teacher’s classroom approach. A teacher’s 

responses and interpretations determine the dialectical reality that occurs between 

teachers and students. By dialectical reality (Hegel, 1977) I mean the teachers living 

interpretation of ways power exists within a teacher’s relationships: to students, to others, 

to the social world, to curriculum, to policy or to any of the other relationships 

foundational to the educational experience. A critical pedagogy emerges from the 

teacher’s ability to recognize and respond to those factors limiting what students can 

know or experience. In other words, how is the teacher working to support educational 

freedom? A critical social studies teacher would then work to negate those tensions 

inhibiting critical consciousness and/or limiting students taking social actions. 

Critical teachers are always becoming, negotiating, experiencing as well as 

negating what they perceive to be oppressive social relations, educational relations, 

positivistic practices and power inherent within the practices of teaching. However, they 

are not always aware of the ways power is present in all experiences, which is why 
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understanding the negotiation between ideological consciousness and pedagogy is vital to 

understand the way these systems operate within schooling.  

Considering the relationship between critical pedagogy, and the larger educational 

context we might more fully understand how a critical teacher’s personal ideology 

informs negation, unfolds into his or her social studies teaching. Within subjective 

conceptualizations of the idea of “teaching,” critical ideological consciousness may or 

may not come into conflict with many of the instructional approaches commonly 

experienced in social studies teaching. For this reason, critical practice must take a 

variety of forms to negotiate the realities of dialectical tensions.  

The potential disconnection between being a teacher and critical teaching is key in 

understanding pedagogy. A teacher’s social capital emerges in part from the hegemonic 

power within the existing schooling system (Bourdieau, 1984). The system offers the 

teacher social capital, so s/he may negotiate power and what s/he understand to be critical 

teaching. S/he may attempt to work within the system, but also embody criticality and 

challenge the legitimacy of hegemony (Rodriguez & Magill, 2015). Similarly, a teacher 

may develop his or her approach through the apprenticeship of observation. The mentor 

teacher may or may not share the teacher’s ideology, methodology, or approaches, which 

means that disposition, ideology, and methodology may then come into conflict. 

Subsequently ideology and practice are mediated through a traditional classroom 

approach given the realities of schooling. The factors may or may not adequately support 

a critical teacher (Rodriguez & Magill, 2015).  
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Likewise, we should examine the nature of work in traditional social studies 

classrooms alongside dominant ideological perspectives. A teacher may offer a 

worksheet representing a historical event critically, but may not allow students to struggle 

or interrogate the event in ways that will support transformation or consciousness. In this 

instance, though critical, the teacher is still offering a one-dimensional and abstract 

perspective of a given topic. For most students, this type of instruction is disinteresting 

and thoughtless and fails to offer any tangible connection to experience. Further, this 

teaches students to adopt given narratives without opening space to challenge those ideas. 

On the other hand, a teacher might have students engage in historical and contemporary 

inquiry and use these understandings to participate in the community as actionable civics. 

School is a primary place where students learn to develop the skill that will apply to civic 

practices and social life. In my experience, civics becomes similarly uncritical when 

teachers adopt traditional practices without pressing the given way of practice. Critical 

civics is crucial for our democracy given the political lies and abuses of power that hide 

truth, exploit labor, and limit consciousness. Students need skills to critically analyze 

social systems, political messages and take action in ways that will better the lives of 

those in our communities.  

Critical teaching attempts to support the negation (broadly speaking) of 

oppressive consciousness, practices, curriculum, and relations to humanize classroom 

experiences. Further, the embodiment challenges oppressive power in social relationships 

for understanding oneself within the world. Teachers might engage in social analysis of 

human interactions, social organization and civic behavior as part of critical social studies 
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praxis. However, as I have seen, critical social studies teachers have difficulty fully 

embodying critical pedagogy because of several other factors including: an expansive 

curriculum, a desire to tell stories, lack of critical mentorship, lack of complex 

understandings around the ideas and concepts present in critical teaching, among other 

factors. Subsequently, teachers tend to adopt a semi-critical approach.  

In the next chapter I attempt to make clear the ways criticality has been 

understood, how social and educational forces inform teacher ideology/ontology, and 

postulate the potential relationship between critical pedagogy and social studies. I argue, 

because teaching is relegated to the classroom, students may be discouraged from 

engaging as agentic, relationally aware social analysts. Rather than considering the reality 

of student life as the basis for instruction, traditional classrooms instead, ensure the 

student understandings are, “narrowed to the development of individualistic, neoliberal 

citizens, prepared to compete within, yet not challenge, the preexisting and unequal labor 

market and economy” (Sondel, 2015). I suggest that in response, experience, criticality, 

social connection and inquiry, are foundational to the aims of critical social studies 

instruction. In my view, critical theory social studies represents a needed approach for 

deconstructing an alienated condition, to connect students lived realities to classroom 

work for transformative change (Ahlquist, 1990; Camp & Oesterreich, 2010; Marchman, 

2002; Ellsworth, 1989). Ultimately, I am interested in understanding the ways teachers 

provide the space for critical consciousness to be developed and applied to the skills and 

questions of agency in support of an informed citizenry for a strong democracy. 



 24 

Chapter Two first examines the contexts in which the participating teachers 

practice. The discussion begins with a broad analysis of hegemony. Next, I suggest 

hegemony works to alienate teachers and students from labor and lived experience, 

affirming canonical knowledge as valued social capital. The literature proceeds by 

examining ideology. An examination of the roots of critical theory/pedagogy extends 

from ideology. Next, I situate curriculum and instruction within critical pedagogy. Lastly, 

I examine some of the ways social studies have considered critical pedagogy, ending with 

a conversation on the ways critical civics in a natural intersection of critical theory and 

social studies.  

Ultimately, social studies and critical pedagogy differ in their approach to 

students and our relationship to society. Social studies attempts to “create” citizens, while 

critical pedagogues believe students are always already citizens. The distinction is 

important because of the ways each ontologically situates students. Critical citizenship 

includes added recognition of students and their agency. Social studies approaches are 

reflected in attempts to develop the skills for self-transformation. Critical pedagogy 

begins by supporting self-transformation has a perpetual social actor. The struggle 

becomes the negotiating the two differing approaches within a positivistic educational 

context. 
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CHAPTER TWO REVIEW OF LITERATURE: CRITICAL 
PEDAGOGY, SOCIAL STUDIES, AND SOCIETY 

SOCIAL FOUNDATIONS  
I believe it is important to first consider the hegemonic context in which 

schooling operates in order to examine the complexities of teacher ideology. Gramsci’s 

theory of cultural hegemony (1971) is a framework through which we can consider how 

ideology is developed to further the conditions for a ruling class. Understanding 

hegemony is foundational for critiquing power in relationships that influence the beliefs, 

perceptions, values, ideological perspectives, and degrees of consciousness involved in 

the teaching practice. Gramsci claimed society naturally develops an intellectual or ruling 

class who delineate power. Here we might consider hegemony in instruction as it fosters 

power over (Kreisberg, 1992) relationship that critical pedagogues hope to negate. The 

status quo maintains power by situating dominance and subordination in relation 

structures (Hall, 2001). Hegemonic relationships maintain their dominion through 

cultural institutions and relationships of power among the elite. Gramsci suggested that 

the ruling class decides whose knowledge was valued, commenting that cultural 

knowledge was a tool of power. He further argued working class individuals should 

utilize their consciousness to empower themselves. The line of thought emerges from the 

idea that all individuals are capable an intellectual and transformational existence.  

Gramsci began to apply his theory to education arguing working class 

intellectuals would engage in social transformation given inequitable conditions. The 

theoretical approach greatly influenced Freire (2000), critical race theorists (Delgado & 
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Stefancic, 2012) and others, who draw on hegemony to negate the collection of thoughts 

and meanings that make up patriarchy and call for consciousness for action against 

oppression. Discussions of hegemony reflect Marx and Engels (1988) and Marcuse’s 

(2013) discussion of alienation and can be applied to education. We can begin to 

understand how students and teachers are othered in their removal from philosophical 

work that might otherwise support intellectual curiosity and meaningful educational 

pursuits. In my view, the condition of alienation, particularly in education, supports the 

development of a population trained to engage in meaningless work that serves the 

interests of a business and political class.  

Hegemony is a tool by which modern ideology develops the conditions for 

exploitation and social efficiency. Hegemony and alienation other individuals to ensure 

the working class does not organize. One-way this exists in education in through the 

cultivation of deficit values of certain groups of students that become part of instructional 

practices (Hill, 2008; Valencia, 2004). Deficit thinking propels teachers to see culture as 

something that inhibits a student, rather than recognizing it as an attribute. Hegemony 

also works to place the teacher in a position of power over students while discouraging 

unique thought and creativity. The teacher is placed as the authority over students, but 

also an unintellectual purveyor of hegemonic content (Giroux, 1984). For example, status 

quo and conservative political aims ensure cultural reproduction when the state outlines 

what curricular and instructional practices a teacher may use (Apple, 2004; Asante, 1991; 

McCarthy, 1994). Educators are given room to maneuver so long as it aligns with state 

mandated institutional aims (Ingersoll, 2009; Jay, 2003). In my view, education in this 
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state exists as two sides of one coin- both as the maintenance of a class system and a 

potential space for social transformation.  

Gramsci’s analysis is foundational to the critical tradition because it first allows 

us to see how dialectics work to maintain social conditions, and second in that it 

encourages grassroots intellectual organization. We might consider critical theory as a 

framework that recognizes and names hegemony for developing agentic resistance to 

power (Morrow, 1991). By focusing on transformation Gramsci’s analysis allows for 

individuals to conceive of truth as an element of collective action by humanizing those 

outside cultural hegemony (Gramsci, 1971).  

Others have examined how hegemonic power works to develop consensus 

responses within education (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2002). Critical theorists have worked 

in opposition to support subjective objectivity through dialogue, claiming these 

interactions illuminate relations of power by experiencing the realities of others and 

offering solidarity in organized resistance to inequity (Rodriguez & Magill, 2015). I 

contend that by engaging in dialogue and considering an objective subjectivity, critical 

social studies pedagogues are able to develop intellectual solidarity with their students. 

Through the shared understandings, recognition and intellectual solidarity, teachers are 

better able to recognize and negate alienation and hegemonic power. Education’s role is 

to promote the conditions by which these conversations can occur. Ideally, dialogical 

experiences will lead to civic acts considering group consensus on transformation 

(Noguera, Ginwright & Camarota, 2006).  
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Critical social studies scholars suggest this process begins by negating, critiquing, 

resisting, and complexifying disciplinary understandings to demonstrate that more 

complex social interpretation exist. As a pedagogical practice, students situated as 

knowledge creators develop agency as intellectual workers. Further, critical teachers and 

transformative intellectuals realize that change emerges through criticism, consensus, and 

action (Coben, 2013).  Here, critical teachers attempt to understand the individual and 

group dynamics. In other words, teachers might ask in what ways the interconnected 

parts exist independently and interdependently as part of a social whole.  

Critical analysis of social, interpersonal interactions and inward reflexivity 

illuminate micro dynamics of human interaction such as bias, privilege, and power, peel 

back layers of alienation (Kellner, 1995; Cary, 1996). Understanding hegemony is vital to 

social studies disciplines because history, government, economics, and geography 

themselves are built upon hegemonic foundations. Social studies also are the discipline in 

which we interrogate social organization. What’s more is that the analysis of these 

systems allows us to uncover the ways hegemonic power informs democratic citizenship.  

Modernity  
Modernity developed as a mechanism of hegemony (Bauman, 2001). The 

ideology reduces people to portions of themselves and justifies it by equating efficiency 

with scientific truth. However, scientific approaches sometimes reduce human experience 

to its representation (Popkewitz, 2008). In education, I believe modernity affects the 

ways people teach through standardization (Peters, 2002). Maintenance of existing social 

frameworks limits the possibilities for educational freedom by suggesting real science is 
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positivist research. Curriculum, instruction, and knowledge exist as part of the hegemony 

social apparatus by institutionalizing class distinctions in educational practices and 

training students to perform his or her classed ideology (Hochschild, 2003). Modern 

ideologies situating social norms develop the idea that society is fair, so we are what we 

make ourselves. The perception keeps individuals from seeing and acting in other, 

legitimate ways.  

We can understand modernity in education by examining the relationship between 

the teacher, student, and school. Consider the ideal student. She becomes a symbolic 

concept: sitting still, well mannered, following rules, achieving high-test scores. The 

student is compared to his or her peers. The comparison assumes a value-based 

relationship. The so-called non-successful student is required to take more structured 

classes as an intervention. The ideal students are promoted to advanced placement classes 

(AP) where she or he is assigned more critically analytical tasks. The ideal student now 

has the social capital and experience to become a more discerning member of society 

allowing her or him to manipulate systems to get what they want. 

Testing is a mechanism by which the system is enforced. The teacher is alienated 

from much her intellectual work in the neoliberal/market-based logic of schooling and 

students become the representational value of their score (Au, 2011, 2010a; Darder, 

2015; Malott & Malott, 2016; Johnson, 2009). The representation of value is articulated 

in Bauman’s (2001) analysis of the Holocaust. Jews were reduced to a number and 

assigned a value so they could be treated as less than authentically existing humans. 

Though this extreme example, we can understand how students are similarly 
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dehumanized through standardized testing practices. By developing a representation that 

has meaning, such as a number, people can be discarded when they do not meet a 

standard. Students with low scores or who behave differently because of their 

unwillingness or inability to assimilate are excluded rather than included in the schooling 

community. Bauman suggests this occurs like “weed(s)…to be exterminated” (Bauman, 

2001, p. 92). Schools, perhaps unwittingly ostracize students in an effort to encourage 

assimilation or their removal to maintain school funding and prestige, rather than 

considering the humanity lost in the schooling experience (Magill & Rodriguez, 2014). In 

other words, students must assimilate or become understood as those kids with poor test 

scores, and therefore not themselves or fully accepted members of society. 

In school we can observe teachers and students as agents for humanization 

(Magill & Rodriguez, 2014). I believe Badiou’s (2012) approach to ethics demonstrates a 

conceptual approach that might respond to bottom line politics. Badiou (2012) suggests 

that ethics are not interventions designed to save people, but rather to provide them with 

the capacity to engage in democratic projects that can improve society. Once again, take 

testing as an example. Federal policy suggests it holds teachers accountable, however, it 

is, in reality, a mechanism by which freedom and possibility are removed from the 

educational experience. Ethics, in this case, would include fully understanding students 

and how she or he has endeavored to support others in improving the world. Ethics, then, 

is about understanding and supporting positive contributions and supports for meeting 

social challenges. Instead of naming right and wrong along a concretely determined 

binary (Derrida, 1982), schooling as ethical action is offering a commitment of resources 
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and support to a student’s commitment to social transformation. Baidiou’s ethics 

contextualizes the relationship between self-direction and authentic civic engagement. 

Social studies teacher ethical action can be understood as supporting the foundations for 

the critical social studies civic practices within its modern context.  

THE INTELLECTUAL ROOTS OF THE CRITICAL TRADITION IN EDUCATION  
Critical pedagogues work for a critical consciousness that allows them to support 

students engage in the ethical actions discussed by Badiou. We can learn from the 

experiences of the social movements of the 21st century and today, applying lesson to the 

classroom (Freeman & Johnson, 1999; Newton & Seale, 1968). Social movements 

require consciousness of the history of oppression, consensus, and action. Studies within 

education and critical theory are then vital to the theoretical framing by which can 

support consciousness and agency. Both social studies and social movements require 

understanding our socio-historical place in time and acting in the civic interests of social 

justice. An example of conscious organization is the feminist movement. Feminism 

developed as a result of women and allies understanding the material reality of women 

and becoming more conscious of the ideologies drawing the boundaries of hegemonic 

existence. People overcame oppression by transforming oneself, dialoguing, and 

deliberating to take transformative action (De Beauvoir, 2012; Friedan, 2001). Feminists 

acted upon the power that had relegated them to second-class citizenship (Mackay, 2015). 

Postmodern interpretation was vital to the struggle because it helped people see outside 

the hegemonic ideology (Butler, 2011; Collins, 2008; hooks, 2014; Lather, 1991). My 

analysis does not argue that gender issues have reached absolute negation, but that the 
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engagement led to creative consciousness development and ultimately social change. The 

action can and must perpetually continue to improve social relationships. Civics 

education is similarly meant to support the knowledge, skills, and dispositions to re-

invent our democratic sphere in ways that represent the interests of all members of a 

society.  

Critical race theory (CRT) offers another framework by which people can resist 

hegemonic relationships that maintain social conditions. Scholars in this tradition focus 

on the intersection of race and law (Bell, 2004) to demonstrate hypocrisy in whiteness as 

power. Hegemony claims the US is based upon conceptions of freedom, democracy, and 

liberty, but uses race to maintain social inequity. The framework suggests institutional 

rights matter so scholars attempt to reconfigure legal rights in the public sphere for 

increased equity, representation, and access. LatCrit, AsianCrit, and TribalCrit have also 

been taken up to center the experiences of other groups (Brayboy, 2005; Brown & 

Brown, 2010; Chang, 1993; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Grande, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 

1995b). Both CRT and feminism serve as examples of social struggle for transformation 

applied for particular purposes. Similarly, each could be jointly applied to center the 

intersectional identities of race, sexuality, and gender. I argue education should similarly 

inform struggle both inside and outside the classroom.  

Finally, liberation theology is another relevant framework for learning about 

critical pedagogy. The approach is about aligning ones purported values with actions. 

Liberation theologians call those claiming to be Christian to act like Christ by changing 

how they understand and approach social relations. The line of thought works to reveal 
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hypocrisy in organized religion invoking what was intended to be a message of peace and 

love but is repurposed as a means of domination and control (Cone, 1990; Gutiérrez, 

2015). Theologians suggest loving your neighbor and rejecting human commodification 

should be at the center of social and material existence (Miranda, 2011; Rocha, 1999).  

Several liberation theologians speak to critical ideas we might consider in social 

studies and critical pedagogy. Gutiérrez (2015) argues, “history is the scene of the 

revelation God” (p. 32). He claims is the inward reflection and outward response to one’s 

historical conditions is our salvation. We act to bring about the transformation of our 

society to support our fellow man informed through examination of our past. McBrien 

(2013) argues God’s word is mediated through the cries of the poor, a foundational aspect 

of praxis of liberation. Mclaren (2015) suggest we follow the revolutionary socialist 

example of Christ. The traditions all maintain that ideology changes the way we interact 

with society and can be principal barriers to liberation. Freire (2000) suggests examining 

the world in these ways is vital to liberation. Each shares a dialectical materialist 

approach to reality and action though they are uniquely applied.  

Ideology always works to encapsulate us in a regulated consciousness without 

allowing us to see that we are being contained (Eagleton, 2007). As Foucault (1980a) 

suggests, people naturally re-create inequitable conditions without first changing his or 

her own consciousness. Critical ideology calls us to constantly analyze reality and 

challenge the problematic relationships of an ever-changing world, rather that accepting 

what power and the modern progress narrative have dictated.  
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In my experience, some interpret critical theory pessimistically because it 

acknowledges the permanence of unwanted power ordering social relationships. 

However, understanding and fostering critical ideology is a most hopeful avenue for 

transforming consciousness. Critical pedagogy helps teachers work towards 

consciousness that might lead to a better society, better relationships, and better 

classrooms. Freirian pedagogy applies many of the concepts from these approaches as 

part of a liberating educational praxis. 

Freire and dialectics: an overview 
Critical pedagogy involves the interrogation of consciousness, truth, humanism, 

action, and dialectical engagement (Kress & Lake, 2013). Praxis is a process by which 

teachers analyze, reflect, and act to become critically aware of one’s own condition and 

become allies in the struggle for liberation (Freire, 2000). Freire suggested that we are all 

incomplete beings who are constantly becoming. We all learn from each other through 

dialectical analysis and dialogue (Au, 2007b; Darder, 2002; Greene, 2003). The teacher is 

more a leader than a conveyer of knowledge. Through dialogue we come to know each 

other in an effort to act on the world together. Dialectics is an analytical tool to 

understand the connection between things and truth in options. So, we dialogue to better 

understand the dialectics affecting power, others, and ourselves.   

Freire, Marx, and Gramsci each consider Hegel’s discussion of dialectics (1977) 

as a way of contextualizing the struggle they observed socially (Kress & Lake, 2013). 

Freire (2000) was optimistic that through consensus dialogue and action, oppression 

could be overcome. Dialogue was an important pedagogical tool to share these ideas, 
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create a classroom culture and act in the best interests of the group. He understood that 

society was shaped through hegemony and applying dialectics to education could 

transform the ways we understood society. He called the condition critical consciousness.  

Many different applications of dialectical thought have historically existed. 

Dialectical thought can be traced back to Chinese and Greek philosophers who primarily 

used this approach as a method for reasoning (Kress & Lake, 2013). Dialectics was 

historically understood in the Western tradition to be the study of the truth in reasoned 

options (Plato, 1950). Some of the major uses of dialectics from this time included: 

understanding life by observation opposites, eliminating possibilities as a form of 

deduction, and explore ideas in a forum through questioning.  

Philosophers like Rousseau (1979) reconsidered dialectics in the Enlightenment 

as a way to understand influences on political structures. He argued dialectics supported 

democratic organization, allowing humans to fully develop and clarify life and truth 

through reason1. Kant (2007) viewed dialectics as a syllogism from which logic could be 

drawn while Descartes (2013) used it as a method of self-research through his Cartesian 

doubt. He argued becoming skeptical of one’s own beliefs was important for finding truth 

(Gadotti, 1996). For critical theorists, dialectics emerges helps understand the continually 

                                                
 
 
1 Rousseau was not conscious of many ideological social relations of his time (such as patriarchy) and is 
truth in relation. Thus he may not be a representative example of a critically conscious scholar. 



 36 

changing nature of people and power, and apply freedom and agency in response (Marx, 

1976).  

Hegel (1977) and Marx (1975) are perhaps the most important theorists for 

considering Freirian dialectics. Hegel argued dialectics could be used as model of logic 

for understanding relational struggle. Hegel’s conception of the master servant dialectic is 

an example of the tension he understood to be inseparable within social relationships. For 

him, an idea (thesis) would be considered through its relationship to its oppositional 

theory (antithesis). The struggle between the two would lead to a new understanding or a 

change in one’s thinking about the world. Further, it is a refusal of simplistic human 

relations understood as binary oppositions. Each subsequent thesis could be reexamined 

and tested this way in search of truth. We can understand the dialectical relationship in a 

historical example. British and their American colonies existed in a historical dialectical 

struggle. The British rule was the established order, or thesis, while the Americans who 

wished for an independent state represent the antithesis. The struggle between them 

represents the change or negation resulting from the interaction. The Americans negated 

British rule to achieve relative freedom in the relationship. From examining this example 

we can understand struggle as the perpetual attempts to become freer, as we exist in the 

world by removing barriers to freedom.  

Hegel’s (1977) master slave dialectic illustrates the need for one’s conscious 

recognition of humanity in others and for perpetual efforts to negate the relational factors 

that position people as inferior or oppressed. Educational dialectics can be applied to 

struggles in history, oneself, policy, social relation, the educational environment, or any 
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other space where relational power exists. Dialectics applied to relationships found within 

social studies classrooms might emerge within curricula, in students’ struggles to 

understand themselves within society, or within their relationships to different 

perspectives. The goal for dialectics in education is absolute negation, or the dialectical 

process by which all oppression is removed. Freire suggests first we need to engage in the 

negation of the negation to first remove the oppression from ourselves. 

Marx (1975) furthered Hegel’s work by suggesting arguing the permanence of the 

unequal relationships and the need to take action to physically negate oppression. He 

concluded in addition to analysis, constant action is needed to change reality (Jay, 1996). 

Like Hegel, Marx felt everything is connected and could be relationally understood, but 

argued that agency is required for social transformation. Both Hegel and Marx felt 

understanding history was key to understanding how society would unfold (historical 

materialism) (Giddens, 1987). Marx felt struggle would achieve freedom from the master 

slave relationships Hegel described. Marx referred to this condition class struggle. 

Critical theorists attempt apply Marx’s idea of alienation and class struggle to eliminate 

the barriers between man and the real world that keeps us blind to our subordinated 

existence (Lukács, 1971). 

Freire’s understanding of dialectical engagement is similar to both Marx and 

Hegel. He suggests applying struggle to consciousness and action against alienation. For 

example, a teacher might become critically conscious to the fact that she or he exerts 

power over students. She or he might then eliminate, or negate, the power to develop 

more equitable classrooms.  
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Thinkers like Adorno and Horkheimer (1972) extended critical work by 

examining how society situates people. They argued modernity should have furthered 

freedom and self-actualization, but it instead created new mechanisms by which 

hegemony limiting the scope of human thought and action. The Frankfurt School scholars 

saw Western society as being a culture industry (2007): like a factory producing a 

preconceived ideal. Frankfurt scholars similarly argued media and other modern creations 

standardized, homogenized and manipulated people for tractability (Marcuse, 2013). 

More recently Chomsky (1986) described this as production that justifies state action, 

calling it the manufacture of consent. Schooling can be seen as a mechanism of the 

culture industry, and also as potential location to emancipate oneself from the condition. 

Moreover, Habermas (1989), another Frankfurt scholar, believed society had 

become transformed into a culture-consuming public. Schooling similarly reflects this 

condition. Marcuse (2013), argued cultural production made it more difficult to become 

conscious within in a society actively working to create a social repression and one-

dimensional thought. He believed false needs are created through mass media, 

advertising, and management. In advanced industrial societies this leads to ideological 

repression, so Marcuse (2013) suggests a “great refusal” as negation and rejection of the 

positivism supporting false needs. Educational curriculum works similarly as a 

reproductive force in an unequal society (Apple, 2004). Arendt (2013) argued that 

humans are reduced to parts of themselves developing a condition limiting being and 

action. She argues the central purpose of politics is freedom and its central field of 

experience is action. Her theory can be applied to the classroom, where both freedom and 
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action are severely limited. As educational scholars point out politics remove experience 

and action in favor of trivia (Ediger, 2003). Arendt encourages us to live the life of 

action, or vita active, because it gives us the power to invent and put ideas into the world. 

Deliberation, for example, is a foundational to a democracy and makes actions political. 

School primarily remains situated in her lesser stages, labor and processing.  Rarely do 

experiences reach the stage Arendt calls vita active. She also describes the automated 

process that emerges from removing students from meaningful action.  

Like conceptions of democracy, deliberation and informed political action 

become major components of the dialogical pedagogy utilized by critical scholars. Freire 

and Frankfurt scholars wrestled with how revolution was a needed permanent fixture in a 

democracy. Habermas (1990) and Freire both argued for a model supporting 

communicative action where dialogue and action would recreate the social sphere. 

Deliberation and decision-making are central to the practice of freedom, particularly 

within the educational context.  

Fanon (2008) influenced his contemporary, Freire, who suggested that colonial 

relationships situated some as inferior humans. Colonial ideologies emerge in social 

relations (Honneth, 1992), another means by which hegemony maintains an objectively 

subjective state (Althusser, 2006). De Beauvoir (2012) and Fanon (2008) argue fear of 

losing basic human standing shapes how people understand themselves and how they will 

interact with power. Ultimately, criticality becomes challenging to change those 

conditions so ingrained in ideology and identity (Foucault, 1980a). 
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Basic tenants: Freire  
Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2000) provided educators with a 

foundational understanding a critical approach to the classroom. The following sections 

will offer a brief overview of Freireian terminology to establish context for practically 

understanding the application of critical praxis. Throughout the discussion I hope to 

demonstrate some of the more noticeable practices of teachers and critically pedagogical 

responses.  

Banking 
Freire’s banking metaphor (2000) describes the traditional relational stance 

between teachers, students, and knowledge. Banking serves a particular function in 

Western society. It, “reflects, reinforces, legitimizes, and replicates those social, political, 

and economic structures and relationships of domination that rendered people powerless” 

(Kreisberg, 1992, p. 8). Instead, Freire foregrounds the problems with this approach 

citing a lack of personal engagement, critical thinking, and individualized curricular 

ownership. He proposes banking is dehumanizing. The larger implication is that students 

become “object” in Hegel’s (1977) subject/object positioning. Students become acted 

upon as things rather than agents of change. To this end, Freire calls for teaching as a 

liberatory practice, where co-intentional education between teachers and students occurs 

for self-emancipation.  

Sartre (1992) suggests that people give power to what perceive as authority to 

alleviate fears of freedom. Freire argues the fear affects educational practice. For 

example, teachers may believe it too difficult to engage in dialogical experiences because 
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they worry about losing classroom control and moving away from testable curriculum. 

Teachers often adopt the textbook and more traditional pedagogy to eliminate this fear. 

However, reliance on the state knowledge and pedagogy eliminates ‘biophilly’ (Fromm, 

2001; Wilson, 1984) or a deep connection to others. I argue the deep connection to others 

through intellectual solidarity is a way to support critical teacher becoming and 

demonstrate educational possibility beyond positivistic interpretations.  

Dialogue/dialectics 
Dialogue is the principal means Freire (2000) suggests, by which teachers and 

students will engage with dialectics. Dialoguing about agentic possibilities allows people 

to see the humanity within each other, to critically understand the world, and to engage in 

cultural work that might bring about new group understandings and action. Tinder (2003) 

suggests facilitating dialogue has the potential to bridge “oral and literate forms of” 

(Roberts, 2000, p. 91) interpretation, understanding, and transformation. West (2005) 

similarly argues dialogue is vital to an educational experience that will foster democracy. 

Schooling is the place where students learn to be active citizens by fostering social action 

rather than succumbing to “sour cynicism, political apathy and cultural escapism” (West, 

2005, p. 27). Buber (2010), who influenced Freire, and Noddings (2013) further argue 

dialogue is central to care and critical thinking. I suggest experience, understanding, and 

genuine care are needed elements for engage in democratic possibility. 

Praxis 

In Freire’s words praxis is the connection between the conscious unfolding in to 

action. He notes education is, “reflection and action directed at the structures to be 
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transformed.” (2000, p. 126). Praxis attempts to describe the cyclical process of learning 

(Marx, 1976; Gramsci, 1971). The process that involves experiencing, reflecting, 

generalizing and applying theoretical, political and economic knowledge to the 

curriculum of everyday life (McLaren, 1989). Freire and Macedo (1995) suggest teachers 

and students reflect on our mental and physical state, engage in dialogue, and take action, 

which allows our subjective existence to unfold into objective reality. The process begins 

anew with new understandings. Freire (2000) felt that engaging in the process allowed 

students and teachers to apply knowledge of the world focusing on connecting the 

theoretical, political, ethical, economic, and practical implications of their ideas. Freire’s 

work to Kress and Lake (2013) is, “historicity in praxis,” or the “historical authenticity of 

Marxism” (p. 37). Students are encouraged to reflect on what seems to be common sense 

universal knowledge they have internalized (hegemony), how the knowledge affects 

society, and to imagine possibilities for historical analysis and agency (Gramsci, 1971; 

Freire; 2000). What this means in Freirian praxis (2000) is that we need to see the world 

as history in action and be part of its unfolding (Marx, 1976).  

Reflexivity 
Critical reflexivity is how a teacher’s critical awareness of ways his or her power 

informs his or her pedagogy and resultant action. Praxiological reflexivity turns the lens 

upon the teacher. She or he is constantly calling into question his or her positioning in the 

classroom. A reflexive teacher recognizes the power within the dialectical relationships 

between the broader social context/agenda, curricula, and teacher/student relationship and 

his or her own power in it. Reflexively praxiological teachers support not only student 
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efforts to uncovering dialectical conflicts or negations (Hegel, 1977) but also understand 

those uncovered systems and logic of racism, classism, and sexism in his or her practice.  

He or she then transforms his or her own classroom pedagogy in work towards absolute 

negation.  

Consciousness, negation, and society 
Teacher praxis is influenced by context, beliefs, goals, expectations, and 

motivations internalized differently based on geographic location, community values, 

administrative support, and other factors. Understanding teachers, then, means 

understanding all aspects of the human relationships in modern schooling the ideological 

unfolding into curriculum and instruction. I utilize the concept of negation as a way to 

describe the relationships affecting ways teachers understand themselves as critical social 

studies educators. As a researcher, understandings the process of negation teachers 

engage in allowed me to ascertain many of the major internal, external, and interpersonal 

relational tensions within teacher practice. 

We ought to be clear on consciousness, negation, and the negation of the negation 

as it relates to critical praxis if we are to understand consciousness-raising efforts as/with 

teachers. Freire’s praxiological reflexivity is essentially Hegel’s concept of negation, or 

the inclusion of oneself in the analysis of power and action to transform power applied to 

pedagogy. The process is described in “The Negation of the Negation” (1979),  

In Hegel’s dialectical system, development is the emergence of a logical 
contradiction and its subsequent sublation. In this sense, development is the birth 
of the internal negation of the previous stage, followed by the negation of this 
negation (G. Hegel, Soch., vol. 6, Moscow, 1939, pp. 309–10). To the extent that 
the negation of the previous negation proceeds by sublation, it is always, in a 
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certain sense, the restoration of that which was negated, a return to a past stage of 
development. However, this is not a simple return to the starting point, but “a new 
concept, a higher, richer concept than the previous one, for it has been enriched 
by its negation or opposite; it contains in itself the old concept, but it contains 
more than this concept alone, and it is the unity of this and its opposite. 
(Anonymous, p. 1) 
 

Hegel argues consciousness emerges through dialectical struggle. It occurs as one negates 

those tensions situating us as un-free. Sharing social aspects that govern consciousness 

and social relations stands to create space for new understandings to emerge. Considering 

our own relationship to the dialectic understanding of consciousness of the self is 

important for working towards absolute negation, particularly when considering one’s 

own pedagogy. If absolute negation is complete freedom, then the process of praxis is 

education for freedom. Freire (2000) believed we might begin to approach absolute 

negation through reflexive praxis. We become able to address the world in socially just 

ways, as our civic duty (Levstik & Tyson, 2010) through critical consciousness. 

Understanding the potential for socially just civic practice as a teacher requires 

researchers to examine ideology, power, consciousness, and the corresponding 

relationships to practice. Education is often understood as value neutral so educational 

stakeholders may or may not consider how power exists in his or her classroom (Apple, 

2004). However, critical practitioners understand every classroom decision as political. 

Decisions appearing to be apolitical typically support status quo opposed to change, 

which require shifts in consciousness. Consciousness is key for realizing and overcoming 

the challenges of oppressive social legacies in the process of negation. Consciousness is 

integral for social analysis and vital for critical social studies instruction.  



 45 

Historical and material dialectics 
Social studies teachers might consider dialectical negation (Hegel, 1977) and 

materialist approaches to the world (Bellamy-Foster, 2000; Marx, 1988; Therborn, 1980) 

in developing possibilities for teaching beyond the classroom. Gibson (1999) suggests 

that the ideologies that have moved democracy towards the neoliberal context have also 

further removed Freirian pedagogy from practice. Freire’s work on democracy has often 

won theoretical battles but little to nothing has been changed because it has largely been 

divorced from materialism (Gibson, 1999). In Gibson’s mind, both poverty and inequity 

must be addressed to create democratic conditions. Gibson (2003) argues that a greater 

focus on dialectical materialism can more closely support the possibilities for establishing 

civic action and social transformation as a visceral application of critical pedagogy. His 

approach calls social studies scholars to acknowledge the relationship between our 

discipline and the material world. Interplay between, history, philosophical materialism, 

and dialectics represent a shift in ways social studies teachers consider the affiliation 

between experience and civic agency. Further, dialectical analysis and negation centers 

the constant nature of social change alongside our role as historical actors. Reality is 

dynamic. Things exist and change. 

Gibson (2003) suggests several categories that might help us understand 

dialectical relationships more simply. His categories for considering dialectical tensions 

include: appearance and essence, form and content, relative and absolute, finite and 

infinite, actual and potential, chance and necessity, particularity in general, similarity and 

difference, and cause-and-effect, objectivity versus subjectivity, and theory and practice. 
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Each of these categories helps us understand the relational nature of being, reminds us 

that social relationships are situated in helping us to understand the different perspectives 

necessary to understand knowledge, truth, epistemology, ontology, potentiality, 

relationships, symbiotic nature, and the results of different action.  

Consciousness to dialectics can offer more critical foundation for democratically 

deliberative change (e.g. apply to Parker, 2003). Inquiry into dialectical tensions is one-

way social studies teachers might support the connection between knowledge and action. 

Inquiry can illuminate potential agency in conscious action by connecting curriculum, 

students, knowledge, and the social environment (Dewey, 2004; VanSledright, 2008, 

2013). Through the inquiry process decisions are made on how to act (Englund, 2000; 

Gutmann & Ben-Porath, 1987). Individuals are not merely dissolved into his or her social 

function (Dewey, 2004; Freire, 2000; Russell, 2014) and have the agency to exist apart 

from a predetermined social function or role. Social studies teachers have the unique task 

of helping situate oneself within a social context, a person in time, in a place and with the 

power to change existence.  

Dialectics are an important, often overlooked and sometimes abused educational 

concept (Manzo, Garber & Warm, 1992). However, a dialectical approach to education m 

might help students by helping them see the world in new ways, acting as more conscious 

citizens, understanding the fluidity of life, and may stand to illuminate questions integral 

to the ideology regulating consciousness. Benjamin (2002) cautions that dialectical 

representations should not be understood as objective truth. In his view, fixed devotion to 

dialectical truth can have the same coercive effects as currently exist. Historical 
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materialism is the application of dialectics to history, so we can see the negation, which 

led to the contemporary situation. Some have suggested, however, a rigid adherence to 

historical materialism can lead to: a historical progress narrative (Barton & Levstik, 

2004; Lowenthal, 2000; VanSledright, 2008), understanding history merely in epochs, or 

understanding history through the eyes of heroes (Kohl, 1994; Wertsch, 2000; Wineberg 

& Monte-Santo, 2008). Historical materialism then ought not be considered something to 

be indiscriminately applied in search of an unquestionable truth, but rather as a way of 

critically examining historical positions and relationships (Ollman, 2004; Trouillot, 

1995). 

Dialectics of civics and democracy 
Civics is taught based on its relationship to the nation state rather than democratic 

participation. Critical and materialist conceptions of civic actions have been “politically 

domesticated” (Malott & Ford, 2015) to the point that most of us are unable to see life 

outside the traditional approach to civics. Democracy as it is taught synonymously with 

decisions made by the United States. Similarly, freedom is understood as one’s ability to 

own and assert privilege.  

The challenge for critically democratic teachers is to understand the historical 

antagonisms, which develop the logic of an un-free existence. A critical social studies 

teacher must develop both a curricular critique to challenge a monolithic disciplinary 

narrative and a transformative pedagogy, in which she understand the multiple 

relationships of power in pedagogy. A resultant posture represents hope for revealing 

socio-historical systems of oppression and engaging dialogical creativity as part of a 
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critically democratic pedagogy. Democratic freedom means considering what students 

know, are allowed to know, and engaging in critically reflexive praxis to ensure their 

freedom alongside them.  

Social studies teachers have the unique opportunity to examine the actual histories 

that shape contemporary life. Instruction may take many forms including: deconstructing 

colonial knowledge, participating in political rallies, other forms of civil disobedience, or 

other consciously informed action. For example, discussing imperialism, US involvement 

with tyrannical dictators, and the foundations of inequitable social policies allows 

examination of the dialectical tensions and hypocrisy in what is called US democracy 

(see De Lissovoy, 2017). The analysis allows for students to take informed political 

action to hold our democratically elected leaders accountable.  

Students need to understand the relationship between democracy, participation 

dialogue, and action. A critical teacher moves past the superficial to understand the 

interconnectivity between consciousness, objects of analysis, and social reality. An 

effective teacher is both aware of, and connected to all aspects of the educational context. 

Further, she is also a politician, in that she works to understand how to organize and lead 

people, and a revolutionary in that she works with others for ideological and material 

change. She fosters intellectual growth by existing with students in classrooms and in 

communities. A critical social studies teacher then understands the complexity of social 

existence and works to foster natural existence.  
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IDEOLOGY: AN OVERVIEW FOR TEACHING 
Freeing ourselves for consciousness and transformation requires understanding 

that we can free ourselves from ideology that is given (Eagleton, 2007). Ideologies 

develop to help us explain reality as part of hegemony, work best for those in power 

when people are unaware that they exist. They arise based on received cultural norms and 

through interpretations of experience. A human performs his or her ideology as a way to 

order his or her consciousness as a response to external stimuli. People then make 

decisions considering his or her ideological worldview. Hegemony works to develop 

particular ideologies for influencing ways people will behave and reinforce class 

distinctions. The goal of schooling is, in part, the ideological enculturation of students. 

Enculturation is not forced but encouraged through continual interactions with certain 

themes, curriculum and messages. Žižek discusses this type of ideological conditioning. 

He suggests, “we feel free because we lack the very language to articulate our un-

freedom” (Žižek, 2002, p. 2). Hegemonic ideology is so strong that it leaves people 

unable to conceptualize themselves outside of the given framework. So people, “freely 

choose the community to which (we) already belong, independent of (our) choice–(we) 

must choose what is already given” (Žižek, 1989, p. 186).  

Althusser’s (2006) discussion of ideology might help contextualize how it 

manifests in teacher practice and is normalized through conservative policies and 

practices. Conservatism in this case is antipodal to criticality since the goal of 

conservatism is maintenance of current practices and the goal of critical education is 

continual transformative change. Althusser (2006) argued society creates imaginary 
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representations of the relationship between individuals and the real conditions of his or 

her existence (pp. 153-154). We see how social studies develop ideology through the 

memorization of facts and hegemonic narratives. The narrative may be about groups, 

events, locations, and/or social systems. For example, narratives of worker struggle are 

restricted to the progressive era and it is implied that we have past this point in our 

historical evolution. The example demonstrates how shared ideology around social 

struggle lessens one’s drive to connect with and engage with others in class struggle (p. 

151). The need for transformation is obscured replaced by a false sense of universality (p. 

161).  

Althuser (2006) further contends that ideologies within the modern condition 

focus on being productive workers and deeply embedded into whom we understand 

ourselves to be. Education exists as part of the interpellation in which people already 

understand themselves as subjects and thus accept subjugation. Teachers, for example, 

tend to freely accept the social ideology around the teacher (p. 169). He contends, 

“productive practices are so integrated into our everyday ‘consciousness’ that it is 

extremely hard, not to say impossible, to raise oneself to the point of view of 

reproduction” (p. 123). In social studies ideology also reflects Eurocentric, Americanized, 

and un-critical historical accounts (Epstein, 2000; Trouilliot, 1995). Ideology further 

teaches students how to be citizens (VanSledright, 2008) and that we have certain things 

like history fully figured out (Barton & Levstik, 2004). As many have outlined, social 

studies classrooms are uniquely situated as sites for possible engagement with, and 

responses, to social oppression (Quijeda Cerecer, Alvarez-Gutierrez & Rios, 2010; Ross, 
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2015; Ross & Queen, 2010, 2013; Stanley, 2001). As Sartre (1992) and Fromm (2001) 

argue, even though ideology shapes who we are, we have freedom and agency to change 

our social existence.  

We can understand negation of ideological normalization as grounded in the 

dialectic of freedom (Greene, 1988; Freire, 2000). Here, we share our authentic selves 

with one another to become aware of our own condition in development of a critical 

consciousness, which develops solidarity in our existence with others. Though we have 

been conditioned, we can recognize others and ourselves as subjects in the struggle for 

recognition. Greene (1988) considers the ways private, public and internalized ideologies 

can become more authentically part of a teacher’s praxis to connect with others. 

Dunayevskaya (1982) similarly argues for freedom, suggesting a revolution in 

permanence constantly causes us to reconsider our and others ideological 

understandings/frameworks. She applies a revolutionary humanist approach by arguing 

the ideologies foundational to supporting humans should be adopted in practice 

(Dunayevskaya, 1982). Dunayevskaya’s (1982) work calls for perpetual dialectical 

engagement to achieve freedom through perpetual informed engagement. 

Perpetual material dialectics does not garner instant absolute negation, but rather 

that we must struggle to continually recreate those ideologies that might limit intellectual 

and material freedom. The work of Althusser (2006) and Dunyevskya (1982) help us 

consider ways ideology might work in teaching. Examining movements like the 99 

percent, Black Lives Matter, LGBT and the Woman’s Movement demonstrate the 

sustained commitment needed for consensus ideological change. The struggle for 
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ideological human freedom is the struggle for social liberation and might be aided by 

social studies instruction as part of a critically civic praxis. 

Shaping ideology 

The NCLB hangover  
Neoliberalism and scientific approaches to schooling have done irreparable 

damage to the way most educators approach the classroom. Consider No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB). NCLB applied technical educational approaches to school and 

implements punitive responses to those who cannot or do not want to align with the 

policy (Giroux, 2001; Carr & Kemmis, 2003). The act represents neoliberal ideology’s 

effect on educational policy and instruction, as mechanisms like high stakes testing (Au, 

2011, 2007a; Hursh, 2005) govern the classroom experiences of students and teachers 

(Hong & Hamot, 2015; McNeil, 2000a). The policy removed the classroom from social, 

political, and economic forces leaving instruction lacking (Apple, 2014; Newmann, 1996; 

Newmann, King & Carmichael, 2007). Connecting performance in these measures to the 

funding schools will receive assures teachers will, in many cases, teach to the test 

(Guilfoyle, 2006).  

NCLB testing incentivized schools to increase scripted curriculum, removed 

critical educational practices, and therefore limited academic freedom of students and 

teachers. While many elements of No Child Left Behind are no longer policy, new 

initiatives like Common Core, and Race to the Top yield similar results and keep the act’s 

homeostatic and ideological foundations intact. Ross, Mathison and Vinson (2014) argue 

some argue for a more progressive and student centered approach within current 
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standards based practices; however, Common Core continues to serve the logic and needs 

of consumer capitalism. New educational policies address criticisms, while maintaining 

the ideological foundation of NCLB (Au, 2013; Karp, 2013; Kumashiro, 2015). Rigid 

standardization and bureaucratic management limits the agency of teachers and are 

accepted as “necessary, inevitable, and unquestionable” (Hursh, 2007, p. 495). The C3 

Framework (Civics, College, Career) improves on previous policy approaches by 

centering inquiry, but teaches skills, rather than consciousness or transformation. The 

question ironically what is the cost to educational freedom (De Lissovoy, 2012; Freire, 

1998; Giroux, 2001)? 

Texas  
The neoliberal and rightwing assault on intellectualism and dialectical thought is 

evident in the rhetoric and policies that govern Texas textbooks and curriculum (McNeil, 

2000b; Salinas & Reidel, 2007; Valenzuela, 2005). Many politicians in charge of the 

curriculum suggest standardization is vital, as it protects children from liberally biased 

teachers (McGreal, 2010). The Texas Education Agency has increased the study of 

arbitrary social studies historical figures students are required to memorize furthering the 

idea that testable trivia is knowledge. Further, conservative lawmakers developed 

textbooks that reflect religious ideologies in conflict with scientific and historical thought 

(Collins, 2013). Historical agency is reduced inclusions of historical actors that represent 

talent and hard work to further conservative narratives of progress. Classed, raced, and 

gendered perspectives have been removed delegitimizing certain groups of people and 
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developing problematic ideologies around the “other” (Brown & Brown, 2011; 

Cornbleth, 1984).  

According to the Texas Freedom Network (Texas Freedom Network, n.d.), the 

social studies curriculum has been destroyed. Proponents claim to support freedom and 

democracy while offering a partisan understanding of these concepts. They claim the 

curriculum downplays events like slavery and enlightenment ideas in favor of concepts 

promoting American exceptionalism. Revised standards included the religious influence 

on the founding documents and ideas such as “the responsibility for the common good” 

were removed as too communistic (People for the American Way Foundation, n.d.). 

Social studies teachers working in these contexts clearly face major challenges as they 

endeavor to make choices that reflect critical consciousness and engage in instructional 

and transformative civic practices. 

Teacher ideology 
Many scholars have discussed the complex epistemological intersection at the 

formation of a teacher’s identity that determines the curricular and pedagogical stances he 

or she will take (Britzman, 2012; Cochran-Smith, 2004; Howard, 2003; Shor, 2012). 

Giroux (2005) argues ideology is a useful pedagogical tool for understanding how 

teachers “produce, negotiate, modify, or resist” ideology in practice. Further, a teacher’s 

environment naturally effects how comfortable he or she is implementing critical 

ideology.  At times, the struggle causes an “identity-perception gap” as teachers consider 

“who they are, who they should be and how they want others to see them” (Toshalis, 

2010, p. 15). In navigating schooling experiences, teachers “(learn) to dance the 
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acquiescence, accommodation, resistance waltz” (Smagorinsky, Lakly, & Johnson, 2002, 

p. 211). Freire (2000) reminds us that teachers are all constantly becoming, and if we take 

this to be true we see why personal reflections on environment and practice are vital for 

teachers (Zeichner & Liston, 1996).  

Teacher ideology informs teacher practice and allows us to “examine views about 

knowledge, human nature, values, and society” (Giroux, 1989, p. 5). Ideology is present 

in the teaching discourse as well as in the action and inaction of educators. Giroux (1989, 

2011) believes teachers can be transformative intellectuals if supported theoretically and 

methodologically. With this support, teachers can begin to deconstruct ideology and 

engage with critical practices their teaching by examining dialectical tensions, learning 

the role of schooling, and examining how these elements exclude certain social groups 

(Beyer, 1989).  

Teachers and students struggle to situate what they understand to be personal 

values within the institutional context and in society (Barth, 1990; Goddard & Goddard, 

2001). Hegemonic school ideology develops “sham oppositions” that determine how a 

teacher negotiates his or her classroom teaching. For example, the scope of political 

thought in the United States is limited to the very similar ideologies of Republicans and 

Democrats leaving vast political possibilities un-considered. In education we can 

consider how testing causes teachers to focus on memorization rather than situating 

experience or freedom as learning. Here a dialectical understanding of teaching is 

particularly important as it demonstrates the actual conflicts that developed social studies 

classroom ideologies.  
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Since cultural capital remains the greatest predictor of success in the classroom 

(Yosso, 2005) understanding the relationship between it, class, and ideology might allow 

us to understand the dialectics of the classroom. The ideological relationship between 

teacher and students resembles that of an employer and employee in contemporary 

neoliberal society (Popkewitz, 1987). Teachers tend to unconsciously adopt an 

ideological stance favoring production of the student, success measured against 

hegemony. Classroom teachers likely understand the value of high social class and 

hegemonic ideology, as its adoption provides the greatest amount of cultural capital to 

students. Award ceremonies for tests, grades, scores, and placing students in gifted or 

remedial classrooms further enforce cultural capital and status quo ideology (Popkeowitz, 

1987; Magill & Rodriguez, 2014). The context valuing the particular understanding of 

performance largely explains why it has been so easy to convince teachers to adopt the 

language of power (Alfaro, 2008).  

Given the large amount of students with whom teachers interact and the structural 

focus particular types of performance, students are often subconsciously restricted to 

certain tracks or experiences fitting their social class. Parents with knowledge of the 

system ensure their students are placed in the best opportunities to succeed, while 

“othered” students are expected to advocate for themselves. Further, social class 

influences major processes that effect student’s future lives (Bohman, 2000). For 

example, the activities determined to be appropriate for a student’s social class determine 

the real world skills a student might gain from schooling experiences (Anyon, 1983; 

Heath, 1981). Resultant decision-making, structuring activities and positioning students, 
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become examples of the relationship between conscious and subconscious ideology 

manifest in classrooms (Agee, 2004; Britzman, 2012; Gee, 2001).  

CRITICAL CHALLENGES 
Social studies teacher may find it challenging to teach critically in traditional 

classroom. Even when teachers have a student’s best interests in mind, many teachers 

may not have experienced critical pedagogies or developed critical consciousness needed 

to develop intellectual solidarity with students. Therefore even progressive and caring 

teachers may not clearly see many issues in need of negation. However, in my experience 

there are many teachers who do recognize and acknowledge the need for transformative 

education. What transformative education means, however, may differ from teacher to 

teacher.  

Teachers may experience pushback against critical pedagogical practices in favor 

of more traditional pedagogies (Sleeter, 2008; Webb, Brisco & Mussman, 2009). 

However, experiencing critical practices like culture circles, critical pedagogies, (Gadotti, 

1996; Souto-Manning, 2010) and dialectical materialism (Gibson, 2003; Lukács, 1971; 

Marx, 1976) with other teachers might demonstrate connections between philosophy and 

living understandings of criticality. The practices may be demonstrated to teachers in 

professional development, university coursework, through critical friendships or through 

lived experiences. No series of practices can be prescribed for criticality; experiences, 

conversation, and approaches are unique to the teacher. Unfortunately even when 

teachers demonstrate critical practices, they are often labeled as “too ideological” if they 

differ from others at the school site. Criticality seems to have a negative connotation 
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(Leonardo, 2004) and ideology is removed from the teaching discourse to normalize 

hegemony. The label “critical” may impact a teacher’s ideology and how they perceive 

themselves within the western dialectic (Grande, 2015; Sandlin et. al., 2009). Ultimately, 

the capacity to dialectically acknowledge, negotiate, and embody criticality informs 

pedagogical decision-making. Consequently, a teacher’s ideological and ontological 

posture is foundational to her practice. Awareness of one’s own posture determines how a 

teacher understands herself, thereby influencing how her ideology unfolds into teaching 

(Apple, 2004).   

Curriculum and instruction  
Curriculum is an appropriate representation of the ideology its authors would like 

to support (Reid, 2003). Cherryholmes (1998) argues, curriculum shapes, “ideology and 

power arrangements (which) infiltrate our thinking and actions; they shape our 

subjectivities, that is, how and what we think about ourselves and so act” (p. 6). Ideology 

emerges in the technical curriculum through textbooks. Cornbleth (1984) explains, 

“textbooks are products of human culture that present partial, local organizations of 

meanings. It seems their fate never escapes partiality and ideological bias” (p.72). 

Similarly, Mayo (2000) argues the curricular canon and textbook representation 

represents “claustrophobic accounts of power” (p. 103) students are expected to 

regurgitate. It is important to recognize that ideological-stances, likely the dominant 

ideologies of a nation, are maintained or challenged in the materials social studies 

teachers use. 
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Cornbleth (1984) work suggests the classroom is much more dynamic and 

complex than the technical curriculum. She argues curriculum-in-use shapes the formal 

elements of the curriculum by reflecting the ideology of the teacher. Teaching in her view 

is “shaped less by courses of study, textbooks, or planning models than by institutionally 

sanctioned teacher beliefs and teacher-student interactions” (Cornbleth, 1984, p.35). 

When teacher decision-making is removed (or limited due to policy-level constraints) 

from classroom interactions, the textbook becomes the schema by which a topic is 

understood. Ideology and power shape the social perception of relations establishing the 

social ontologies (Hacking, 2002; Lukes, 2005; Therborn, 1980) that re-enforce 

knowledge, truths, values in educational practices (Moses & Cobb, 2001).  

History textbooks often silence authorial voices (Paxton, 1999) allowing 

narratives to exist as unquestioned, unbiased accounts. Further, these narratives 

inadequately represent many of the social groups being served in K-12 settings (Patrick 

& Hawke, 1982). Curriculum suffers from what Mills (1998) calls revisionist ontology, 

where many narratives and philosophical have been removed to further a global ideology 

of white supremacy. Following, a national narrative of progress and benevolence 

becomes the schema for the national social identity and the ways we interpret history 

(Barton & Levstik, 2004; Epstein, 2009; Lowenthal, 2000; VanSledright, 2010). Though 

hard to break from these understandings, teachers often supplement traditional curricular 

resources and with counterhegemonic narratives (Milner & Howard, 2013; Salinas, 

Blevins, & Sullivan, 2012) to challenge myths and conventional wisdom that emerge as 
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“standards” in what has become the scope of most standardized curricula (Helfenbein, 

2005; Ross, 2006; Salinas, 2007; Tupper, 2009). 

Important work has been done with curriculum to trouble some of these 

discourses (Ladson-Billings, 2003; Evans, 2004; Nash, Crabtree & Dunn, 1997) 

particularly as they relate to racial representation and social relations (Brown, 2011). 

Scholars, for example, have examined how collective social memories develop ideologies 

around particular groups of people (Brown & Brown, 2010). The racist, classist, sexist, 

actions people take are informed by the ways they have been taught to understand the 

other. In my experience, criticality means committing to troubling these ideologies and 

then actively working towards changing them. 

Ideological consciousness informs the way a teacher will approach his or her 

practice and subsequent engagements with power (Peck & Herriot, 2015; Westheimer, 

1999). However, even when teachers identify as progressive they still run the risk of 

reinforcing the ideologies of hegemonic social systems (McLaren, 2015). This does not 

have to be the case, as Apple (1992) shows in his works that shows how teachers 

sometimes challenge monolithic artifacts by subtlety changing and critiquing materials. 

He (1992) suggests this is an important part of a teacher’s relationship to curriculum 

arguing, “teaching is decision-making (and) call(s) for much greater influence by teachers 

in the entire range of decisions they must put into practice” (p. 426). Salinas and Castro 

(2010) extend this work by examining the subtle ways teachers resist the dominant 

curricular narrative. The authors suggest teachers insert cultural biographies and critical 

narratives into social studies as agentic practice (Salinas, Naseem Rodriguez & Ayala, 
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2015). Critical interpretation of curriculum and instruction are often critical entries to 

practice. The way teachers understand, negotiate, and resist hegemonic curriculum and 

instructional practice can help us understand relationships between ideology and 

pedagogy.  

Practice 
Current organization of the educational system often makes teachers feel like they 

must accept their given role as instructional decision-makers rather than curriculum 

developers (Levstik & Tyson, 2010; Thornton, 1991). Often teachers are led to 

understand school as ritual rather than an authentic place to grow (McLaren, 1999). The 

resultant instruction tends to privilege the curricular knowledge and testing approach of 

the state (Crocco & Costigan, 2007; McNeil, 1988). Often teachers work under the 

assumption that they can separate instruction from curricular goals and objectives 

(Cornbleth, 1984) but that the focus on technical curriculum has lead society to see 

teachers as “disinterested specialists” (p.32). By separating instruction from curricula and 

objectives, teachers become mere curricular conduits (Ross, 2006). Conversely, a teacher 

engaging in curricular craftsmanship may be more creative and connected. When teachers 

are divorced from curricular decision-making, many scholars argue they are not really 

teaching (Bartolomé, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 2003). Alternatively, removing instruction 

from context eliminates many of the socio-cultural and political aspects vital to a lesson 

(Hollins, 2015).  

Cornbleth (2001) outlines several foci that affect the ways teachers’ understand 

the challenges of curriculum in development of a personal pedagogy. These include: the 
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administrative culture of law and order, a conservative climate in maintenance of the 

status quo, rigid curriculum requirements/self censorship, pupil pathology and the testing 

climate. Teachers navigate the bureaucracy of schooling as localized, curricular 

discretion is removed, (Apple, 1992) and reactionary, un-reflexive decisions are made 

about instructional situations (Lampert, l985).  

Scholars such as Darling-Hammond and Bransford (2007) call on teachers to be 

trained as subject masters, pedagogues, and goal focused (Shulman, 1986; Wineburg & 

Wilson, 2001). A dynamic and adaptable pedagogy is important for social studies 

teachers because of the extreme curricular diffusion within the disciplines (Levstik & 

Tyson, 2010). Further, social studies contains large amounts of content so critical content 

knowledge is required to trouble monolithic narratives. I suggest a relationship exists 

between critical content knowledge and the ability to engage effectively as a citizen. 

Much in the way critical consciousness allows one to see and understand dialectical 

relationships of power, critical content knowledge allows for the deconstruction of 

hegemonic knowledge. Since, the goal of social studies instruction is the promotion of 

good citizens, a focus on critical civic literacy/consciousness helps achieve both subject 

mastery and complex understandings of society/pedagogy.  

 Social studies scholars also suggest the need to begin instruction by centering 

student interest and knowledge and embedding the findings in textual understandings 

(Alvermann & Hagood, 2000; Moje, 2007). Understanding students’ experiences helps 

teachers implement relevant changed-oriented subject matter as part of educating for 

personal, cultural, and cognitive processes (Shor, 2012). Personal connections to 
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instruction provides context for accessing subject matter, fostering discipline knowledge 

and developing habits of mind (Parkinson & Adendorff, 2004).  

Social studies teachers need to understand the lived experiences of students. If 

teachers wish to teach agentic notions of citizenship, they must considering how students 

understand the world, civic engagement, and cultural norms. Appreciative, funds of 

knowledge, and responsive educational approaches help teachers make sense of what 

might be differing interpretation of lived experience and knowledge. Several frameworks 

incorporate aspects of what might help teachers engage in reflexive praxis. Several 

scholars discuss empathy as a foundational characteristic for effective teaching 

(Noddings, 2013). However, true empathy involves experiencing life authentically with 

students. Living the experience of students first requires a funds of knowledge approach 

were the bodies of cultural knowledge helping students function are considered in 

practice (González, Moll, & Amanti, 2006). Understanding the knowledge students carry 

with them must go beyond mere examination. Other scholars suggest taking culturally 

responsive (Gay, 2010), relevant (Ladson-Billings, 1995a), sustaining (Paris, 2012) or 

revitalizing (McCarty & Lee, 2014) pedagogies into classrooms. I believe these are asset-

based approaches foster linguistic, literacy-based, and cultural pluralism in response to 

socio-scholastic challenges. However, empathy, funds of knowledge, responsiveness, 

revitalization, and sustaining culture are only part of embodying a critically civic 

pedagogy.  

Subject matter knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, goals, beliefs and 

ideology all influence instruction. Considering teacher practice, a teacher’s ability to 
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mobilize resources, is an authentic part of the community are supremely important for 

critical instruction (Ross, 2015). Further, culture is an important part of both the 

instructional and civic process. Facilitating analyses and identification of the sub textual 

realities informing experience and acting together is foundational to critical instruction. 

Instructional practices and historical literacy can work together as a means of liberation 

(Freire, 2000). Critical teaching ideology engages a dialectics of practice (Allman, 2007; 

McLaren & Jaramillo, 2010; Carpenter, Ritchie, & Mojab, 2013) and requires 

considering contexts, empowerment, and classroom practices. 

Power and the teacher 
Critical theory attempts to utilize classroom experiences to reveal, understand, 

and act on power. French and Raven (1959) categorize the basic power types commonly 

utilized in society: reward, coercion, legitimate, expert, referent, and informational 

power. Teachers commonly utilize each type of power as part of his or her pedagogy; 

however, I argue further attention be paid to ways teachers understand and wield power 

and what teachers understand to be the ethical use of power.  

In a general sense, power is the ability to move people to action. However, 

teachers use power to unique ends (both positively and negatively) and power sometimes 

moves teachers to adopt particular postures. Teaching practices that assert privilege or 

situate students as powerless shape the classroom in oppressive ways. Power is relational, 

so we can examine its regulation or transforms of dialectical teaching postures. In this 

way, we can consider power not as a thing, but as a representation, a process of 

production, and an omnipresent part of a context (Foucault, 1980a). Teacher actions 
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reflect their power as they have the capacity to construct a classroom environment that 

determines: who is knower, who is actor, what is valued, what organizes classroom, and 

what determines social relationships. Subsequent understandings affect how students will 

act as citizens. Social studies teachers have power to frame the nature and application of 

power, which affects ways students will consider and as consciousness and free citizens. 

A critical interrogation of power is vital to critically conscious teaching, but not 

often considered in decision-making (Lukes, 2005). Even critically or progressive-

minded individuals do not always realize power relations in their actions (McLaren, 

2015). Therborn (1980) argues ruling class power is mediated through bureaucracy, 

social organization, ideology, and knowledge to hide mechanisms of oppression and 

reproduction. Teachers may utilize power unconsciously for what they understand to be 

the needs of student. Inevitably teachers use power and power is used on them. However, 

critical teachers must be aware of how power situates being and experience, on them and 

by them.  

Teachers unfortunately measure themselves against the status quo, determined 

through hegemonic power and ideology (Giroux, 1989). Educators respond to ways they 

understand themselves in practice by deciding how power will be used. Assertion of 

different forms power reflects a teacher’s ideological stance. Teachers find spaces to 

transform power and knowledge in classrooms (Giroux, 2011; Solórzano & Delgado-

Bernal, 2002). A critical classroom teacher might share power in the classroom as jointly 

negotiated between teacher and students (Manke, 1997). Teachers utilizing referent 
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power, for example, can position themselves as leaders and insist on remaining adaptable 

and responsive to student needs as they work towards sharing power.  

Kreisberg, (1992) suggests teachers should understand power as power over 

rather than power with which he feels is vital for critical teaching. Banking education, to 

him, legitimizes power functions in US society, to reflect, enforce, legitimize and 

replicate social, political, and economic structures. Further, he claims the power asserted 

in classrooms represents the Western desire to dominate the natural world. Instead, he 

suggests a power with approach. Kreisberg, (1992) argues classroom relationships 

should, “not (be) based on domination and submission and organized into hierarchies of 

the powerful and powerless,” but rather should be about, “thinking about ourselves, our 

communities, and our world” (p. 18). Ultimately social studies teacher have the agency  

“to transform schools from places characterized by human isolation, competition for 

scarce resources, end relationships of domination and submission into democratic 

communities in which people enter into critical inquiry characterized by mutual support, 

cooperative decision making, and synergistic learning” (p. 208). Kreisberg’s ideas 

represent ways we might consider power to support more transformative critical civic 

practices. 

Ontological teaching posture 
In this section I discuss a teacher’s ontological posture given the preceding 

discussion of the literature concerning ideology, power, and instructional practices. A 

teacher’s ontological posture represents the unfolding of consciousness in teaching and 

thus, the way he or she is able to navigate traditional schooling as a critical educator 
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(McLaren & Fischman, 1998; Rodriguez, A. personal communication, February 4, 2014; 

Smith, 2012). In this study I refer to ontological posture as the way participant teachers’ 

consciousness becomes evident into his or her classroom approach. In other words, a 

critical ontological posture is about understanding and negating oppressive relations and 

fostering the conditions for freedom as part of the continual process of becoming as 

teacher and student. A critical ontological posture will inform ways teachers make 

decisions to work towards absolute negation as part of a critical approach to social 

studies.  

A critical ontological posture reflects a teacher’s recognition of his or her 

responsibility to engage in consciousness-raising efforts with students as pedagogy 

(Kincheloe, 2003). One’s ontological posture can be observed in the everyday classroom 

practices by examining ways teachers understand relationships, tools, consciousness, 

action and knowledge (Howard, 2003).  

A social studies teacher’s unfolding ontology is observable in different areas. His 

or her ontological orientation may become evident in curriculum, pedagogy, knowledge, 

power, personal reflection, and human connectivity. A teacher’s awareness of him or 

herself, his or her ideological reality and the ideological context are all aspects relevant 

for examination (Freire, 2000, 1973; Gay & Kirkland, 2003). Ideological foundations for 

the social studies are rooted in conservative policies and put forth by corporate 

stakeholders interested in furthering capitalist interests (Ross, Mathison & Vinson, 

2014a, 2014b; Stanley & Longwell, 2004). Teacher consideration and negotiation of this 

influence then an object of analysis for this study.  
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  Further, a critical ontological posture is observable in social studies teaching. For 

example, some social studies teachers understand the dominant historical narrative to be 

Eurocentric. A critical social studies ontological posture may offer students the 

opportunity to construct narratives or engage in dialogical instruction about a given 

historical topic. Further, a teacher may ask students to engage in historical materialism 

for understanding social conditions, support student engagement in transformative civics 

and/or utilize reflexive praxis to negate oppression in the act of teaching. Teacher 

interpretation of freedom, reflexivity, creativity, and criticality are individually 

understood and uniquely unfold into practice as ontological posture. 

SOCIAL STUDIES, DEMOCRACY, AND CIVICS: A CRITICAL TURN 

History and the historical narrative  
Social studies education is largely based on interpretation of history. Often these 

interpretations are given rather than constructed. Monolithic narratives present a problem 

for critical teaching because they remove interpretation, agency, and culture. Further, 

they inscribe particular ideologies and inform individual and collective consciousness. 

With so much at stake it becomes clear why history needs to be taught as agentic, 

interpretive, and reflective of culture. Marx (nd.), suggests that history in and of itself,  

does nothing, it possesses no immense wealth, it wages no battles. It is man, real, 
living man who does all that, who possesses and fights; history is not as it were, a 
person apart, using man as a means to achieve its own aims; history is nothing but 
the activity of man pursuing his aims (np).  
 

Marx’s argument demonstrates the power and limitation in historical study. The spirit of 

the argument is that historical narratives inform how we will act. For this reason, 
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historical interpretation is vital for existing in the social world. I argue, accurate and 

complete historical interpretations are important for critical social studies instruction 

given how representation affects decision-making. 

Social studies instruction often revolves around narrative and is created to offer 

schematic understandings. Students are often asked to access history through a 

Eurocentric or Americanized and un-critical historical account in the typical textbook 

(Epstein, 2000; Trouilliot, 1995; VanSledright, 2008). When un-critical narratives go 

untroubled, there is little to suggest that issues of race, class, gender, sexuality, power, or 

hegemony will be addressed (Davies, 2007; Giroux et. al., 2013; Urrieta, 2005). 

Subsequently, contributions of certain communities are marginalized (Epstein, 2009). 

VanSledright, (2008) found that teaching for social justice and change becomes difficult 

when social studies teachers work within these contexts. 

Barton and Levstik (2004) outline four themes dominating the US History 

narrative. The national narrative is based on the following historical schema: 

achievement, motivation, freedom, and progress. The authors (2004) suggest these 

themes tend to neglect “the political and economic contexts that shaped…actions” 

(p.157). Interrogations of agency and/or culture become removed from narratives, which 

leaves room for people to insert their own understandings into the historical schema when 

interpreting narratives. This becomes particularly problematic to understanding history 

through thematic narrativization (Truliot, 1995).  

Barton and Levstik (2004) contend students must be concerned with historical 

agency, empathy, and significance to more completely understand an event (Barton, 
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2012; Clark & Camicia, 2014; Sexias & Peck, 2004). Complicating the narrative supports 

students in rejecting simplistic inaccurate suggestions of mere freedom and progress and 

demonstrate the potential to act as historical agents. Overly nationalistic historical 

narratives also limit historical materialism (Marx & Engels, 1972).  

Barton and Levstik (2004) suggest that the nationalistic rhetoric (Vansledright, 

2008; Lowenthal, 2000) of freedom and progress is so powerful that it extended to, 

“those excluded from full participation in the nation’s politics, culture, or economy” 

(p.179). Exposing limitations and contradiction might illuminate, “what America claims 

to be and what it actually is” (Foner, 1999, p. 254). Barton and Levstik (2004) further 

argue “multiple interpretations of the past” (p.182) should be understood as common and 

necessary. The common historical narrative tells a very specific story of Western, white 

male exceptionalism, individualism, progress, and civilization. Historical examination 

becomes a vehicle for the production of an imagined nation state and limits complex 

historical thinking in favor of patriarchal and white supremacist narratives (VanSledright, 

2008).  

Textbooks and official curriculum not only inform ideological currents, but do so 

in large part, by perpetuating limited historical representations (Brown & Brown, 2010; 

King, Davis & Brown, 2012; Salinas, Naseem Rodriguez, & Ayala, 2015; Vickery, 

2015). Loewen (2008) demonstrates that the history recorded in textbooks is only a 

historical snapshot from the hegemonic perspective. Zinn, (1999) similarly reconsiders 

historical interpretations by revising common historical stories to include cultural 

perspectives. The authors endeavor to tell historical narratives from the perspective of 
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America's women, factory workers, African-Americans, Native Americans, working 

poor, immigrant laborers, and others commonly left out of the historical discussion 

(Trouillot, 1995). Rather than including multiple perspectives, the master narrative is the 

script to which many teachers anchor historical storytelling in the classroom. Yet 

counter-narratives stand to challenge privileged concepts by offering additional 

information (Alridge, 2006; Ellis, 2001; Lyotard, 1989; Salinas, Blevins & Sullivan, 

2012).  

Historical materials (Barton, 2012; Damico, Baildon & Lowenstein, 2008) and 

content (Shulman, 1986; Wineburg & Wilson, 2001) are important for teachers to trouble 

for taking critically mediated action (Wertsch, 1998). McCully (2006) found that many 

secondary students felt the history they learned in school was not the history they 

understood. The student’s cultural understandings and lived experiences did not match 

what the students were being taught in class. Many of these students felt a scholastic 

history was simply the balancing of accounts to reflect present day world perspectives, 

tempering the sharpness of non-desirable historical events and participation (Wertsch, 

1998).  

Historical understandings differ between teachers, historians, and students 

(Epstein, 2009; Wineburg, 2001; Yeager & Davis, 1996). For this reason it is important 

to remember the ways in which historical narratives are personal and dialogical (Wertsch, 

2001) constructed (Doolittle & Hicks, 2003; Wineburg, 2001). Students and teachers also 

differ in interpreting  (Levstik, 2000; VanSledright, 2013) and drawing conclusions from 

historical evidence (Lee & Ashby, 2000; Wineburg, 2001). Similarly, understanding 
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mediated action or the use of cultural tools determines how we think about narrative 

(Wertsch, 1998). Historical thinking (Wertsch, 2000) and inquiry (Fragnoli, 2005; Sexias, 

1993; VanSledright, 2002) become crucial for understanding the construct and 

implementation of the historical narrative.   

Epistemic cognition helps us to understand how students generate knowledge. 

Cognitive work has helped social studies scholars understand how students think 

historically and it has furthered conversations around creativity, independent learning as 

well as narrative accuracy and relevance (Bain, 2005; Wineburg, 2001; Wineburg & 

Wilson, 2001). Epistemic knowledge also helps consider prior knowledge and author 

contributions to work, to help the process of metacognition (Paxton, 2002; Wineburg, 

2001).  

Wertsch, (2004) distinguishes between specific narratives and schematic 

narratives. People, he claims, often understand the feel of a narrative. Recognition of a 

historical narrative might become a template by which a pattern becomes generalizable. 

However, these generalizations can be filled by inaccurate, simplified, and marginalizing 

information. Examining the generalized narrative is a valuable tool for intergenerational 

analysis and comparing interpretation of historical consciousness (Wertsch, 2004). 

Wertsch (2004) evaluated how people differentiate between memory and history, 

collective and individual memory, and memory in historical narratives. He found that 

collective and individual memory is mediated more by narrative than experience. Inquiry 

and practical application are both vital to consider.  
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Historical thinking is a cultural act that requires understanding a student takes a 

subjective role in knowledge production (Stearns, Seixas & Wineburg, 2000). Historical 

inquiry provides the space to author historical narratives based on understandings derived 

from an analysis of historical evidence (Seixias, 1993). When applied critically, the 

process can help give voice to other narratives (Salinas, Blevins & Sullivan, 2012), 

counter narratives (Salinas & Sullivan, 2007), and disrupt the problematic and seamless 

textbook narrative (VanSledright, 2002; Wineburg, 2001). Critical teachers ought to be 

given space and support as they commit to understanding how their experiences shape 

teaching and learning in content areas (Salinas & Blevins, 2013). Teachers and students 

alike ought to be encouraged to utilize these conceptualizations as a way to create space 

for alternative authorship (Salinas, Naseem-Rodriguez & Ayala, 2015).  

Cruz and Thornton (2013) argue historical interpretations ought to emphasize the 

contextual historical circumstances for dressing material, social, political, cultural, and 

ideological conditions that limit critically consciousness engagement within disciplines. 

Similarly, Grande (2015) suggests more deliberate work in the history classroom can 

uncover the harmful ideologies that inform narratives. Further, Bernal (2002) suggests 

the epistemologies different communities’ hold as unique knowledge. Incorporation of 

the knowledge into instruction can cut through marginalized representations in discourse.  

History teachers ought to work for understanding the humanity, agency, and 

actions across groups (Clark, 2014; Salinas, Naseem Rodriguez, & Ayala, 2015). 

Similarly, alternative narratives exist in economics, geography, and politics. The 

narratives are commonly organized to develop narrative for the base superstructure. 
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Struggle for agency requires an understanding the master narrative, the counter narrative, 

and the possibilities for change through inquiry (Salinas & Blevins, 2013). In my view, 

teachers wishing to negate oppression must understand how society situates groups and 

individuals within our narratives and collective social memory as part of a reflexive 

praxis. The master narrative grounds understandings in a version of history supported by 

specialized social artifacts, such as textbooks, media, and messages about social 

relationships that work as national propaganda for compliant citizens (Foucault, 1989; 

Tupper, 2009).  

SOCIAL STUDIES: VISIONS AND PRACTICES 
The National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) argues educators should be 

teaching students to consider civic concepts, analyze primary sources, have conversations 

and engage in inquiry to develop skills needed to access social studies knowledge 

(National Council for the Social Studies: Task Force on Standards for Teaching and 

Learning in the Social Studies 2008, p. 280). Social studies classroom teachers 

implement a wide range of instructional practices in their promotion of historical thinking 

and skill building. Traditionally, social studies research examines both the benefits of 

effectively utilizing documents and for advancement of skills like historical thinking 

(Blevins, 2011; Salinas, Blevins, & Sullivan, 2012, Seixas & Peck, 2004; Wineburg, 

2001).  

Research shows how considering complex histories in depth, including multiple 

ethnic perspectives, and engaging in personally relevant examinations of historical 

material are crucial to improving history pedagogy and instruction (Martell, 2013). 
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Historical (or disciplinary) thinking allows students to construct cultural acts of meaning 

(Wineburg, 2001). As part of a critical historical inquiry, historical thinking facilitates 

opportunities to engage these practices in self-directed ways (Salinas, Blevins, & 

Sullivan, 2012) to “organize events in a narrative that will show us something important 

about our position in the world” (Seixas & Peck, 2004, p. 111). Critical historical inquiry 

is an important strategy, but does not ensure critical pedagogy as part of social studies 

instruction.  

Social studies scholars critique the discipline’s failure to address issues of race 

(Brown, & Brown, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Salinas, Naseem-Rodriguez & Ayala-

Lewis, 2015), class (Anyon, 1993), gender (Crocco, 2003), sexuality (Mayo, 2013), 

identity (Archakis & Tsakona, 2012; Schmeichel, 2011), and democratic citizenship 

(Abowitz, 2008; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Student-led inquiry into these areas 

presents alternative stories calling into question values, norms, and social practices. As 

Epstein (2009) observes, diverse historical interpretations across cultures are not 

represented in most social studies classrooms and much of what minority students 

historically understand is simply ignored since the curriculum is often rigidly focused on 

narratives of freedom and progress (Barton & Levstik, 2004). Students are unable to 

identify with curriculum that does not represent their understanding of the world 

(Aguilar, 2010; Brown & Brown, 2010; Epstein, 2009; VanSledright, 2008). 

Underrepresented students subsequently know an alternative history and do not believe 

what the teacher is presenting or believe what the teacher says but do not know the story 

(Wertsch, 1998). Ultimately, students need to see themselves reflected in curriculum. 
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However, by including multiple and individualized perspectives teachers support civic 

identity development for all students (Saye & Brush, 2002).   

Teaching for alternative social visions is important to the development of a 

critical consciousness; however, sometimes teachers become nervous about teaching 

things they consider to be controversial issues and non- mandated curricula (Parker & 

Hess, 2001). Several scholars point out dominant narratives can be particularly harmful 

for student outside of the hegemonic group. Takaki (2012) argues ethnic isolation occurs 

when culture and agency are removed from instruction using the metaphor, “a different 

mirror”. Traditional approaches for navigating instruction often fail students when they 

are required to adopt narratives they understand to be incorrect, devoid of perspective 

and/or without enduring agency (Barton, 2012; Seixas & Peck, 2004). Chomsky and 

Herman (2002), address ways alternative interpretations might develop a historical 

consciousness. Supporting the development of more critical narratives however requires 

exceptional content knowledge, critical visions, and dialectical understandings of 

historical conditions. 

Giroux (2012) argues economic factors currently affecting student undermine the 

democratic processes upon which active civic life should exist, subsequently they need to 

be addressed as part of curriculum. He further suggests the seemingly natural connection 

between capitalism and democracy is one of the elements leaving society fundamentally 

un-democratic. Public life can no longer be believed to be of, by, and for the people 

without understanding money and other alienating forces as part of the formal political 

process and society (Strama, 1998). The matrix of experiences, actions, and learning 
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processes required for understanding need to engage the reality of public life (Putnam, 

1993). Gross and Schapiro (2005) argue action orientations, supported by dialogue, 

inquiry, free speech, community involvement and participation can help teachers and 

students work towards a democratic common good. Teachers then are democratic 

activists who publically politicize and challenge social inequalities facing students 

(Giroux 2007).  

Parker (2003) suggests democratic ideas are cobbled together and this reckless 

organization permeates the social studies classrooms. Expanding notions of democratic 

involvement is an important aspect of social study, yet action is a commonly neglected 

part of democracy (Kaufman & Alfonso, 1997). Ayers et. al. (2015) respond to this by 

calling for the inclusion of historical elements like disobedience, strikes, and rebellions 

for normalizing an action orientation to expand democratic possibility. Critical social 

studies scholars argue social studies are the spaces for working with students for, 

recognition and response to social power (Tabachnick, 1991).  

Critical social studies scholars hope the field will help foster broad participation 

with a democratic community of inquirers, empowered citizens, reflectively-active 

students, and develop frameworks that works across space and time to better understand 

human experience (Ross, 2006). Most critical educators see the goal of history and the 

social studies to, “empower citizens in a democracy, include all,” and “engage its 

members in active learning in meaningful and real world activities” (Ross, 2006, p. 375). 

As a critical teaching stance this requires teachers, “accommodate learners with diverse 

needs, interests and abilities, intentionally builds learning support strategies and fosters 
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rendering and building real collaboration within the school and with families and the 

community” (Gibson & Peterson, 2001, p. 104). Ultimately criticality, democracy, 

inquiry, and action are vital to a critical social studies teacher approach.  

Dialogue, deliberation, and seminar 
Dialogical deliberation and Socratic seminar are approaches both critical and 

social studies teachers utilize in practice. The NCSS considers civic conversations an 

important part of social studies instruction but unfortunately, dialogue is not mentioned in 

the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills for Social Studies or the C3 Framework, 

despite the fact it is found in Common Core. Through social studies practices commonly 

include deliberation (Parker, 2003) it rarely becomes critically transformative. In history, 

however, teachers do discuss artifacts and apply elements of historical thinking for 

analysis (Seixas, 1993). The potential exists to extended this practice by including more 

historical agency, empathy, and significance by first engaging historical inquiry and then 

moving to social inquiry and ultimately applying understandings to one’s community. 

Together, students and teachers can practice the skills of deliberation by discussing and 

debating artifacts, but more importantly they can work towards negation by considering 

the dialectics associated with a given object of analysis. In this way students are acting as 

discerning citizen, rather than merely practicing the skills of citizenship.  

One hopeful avenue for criticality in the social studies is the critical cycle (as 

informed by critical pedagogues and critical theories). Culture circles are a hermeneutic 

practice in which participants analyze social artifacts as part of a community of learners. 

Students discuss artifacts, topics or problems, associated elements and social 
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implications. The process closely resembles praxis (Duncan-Andrade & Morell, 2008; 

Souto-Manning, 2010). Souto-Manning (2010) organized a teacher friendly model for 

culture circles. First, the teacher facilitates the conditions where students will brainstorm 

about an artifact. The teacher simultaneously develops generative themes. In this stage 

students might be asked to record examples from personal experience or prior 

knowledge. Social studies classes might conduct inquiry and historical analysis for social 

examination of a given topic. Students might engage with artifacts, or historical 

documents for critical analysis (Salinas & Blevins, 2013). 

Next, the teacher utilizes problem-posing to develop the brainstormed themes for 

examining power. In social studies, students might read and understand a dominant 

narrative and critique the seamlessness of the story (Van Sledright, 2002 & 2008) as 

critical historical thinkers and compare the historical analysis to contemporary objects 

affected by the analysis (Salinas & Blevins, 2013; Salinas, Franquiz & Guberman, 2006; 

Seixas, et. al. 2013; Wineburg, 2001). Teachers and students jointly discuss how the 

issues in the historical text as are relevant to engagement with important community 

issues through deliberation (Parker, 2003), critical dialogue, questioning (Dull & 

Murrow, 2008; Howard, 2004; Schuitema et al., 2009), or problem-based teaching (Saye 

& Brush, 2002). Within this practice students are asked to read the word and read the 

world (Freire, 2000). Social studies teachers can explicitly apply problem posing to 

dialectics in human relationships.  

Smith Maddox and Solórzano (2002) suggest critical engagement relies heavily 

on this type of problem-posing. To them, problem-posing is a liberatory educational 
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practice existing in three phases. First, students find and name a social problem, next 

analyze the causes of the problem, and lastly they find solutions for transformation. 

Engaging in problem posing education requires teacher be open to developing generative 

themes, sharing classroom power, and demonstrating critical political ideology. Further, 

teachers must authentically and materially understand the realities of their students to 

speak to the problems they pose. Embodiment of reciprocal humanizing pedagogy is vital 

to the process and involves understanding knowledge, experiencing and valuing what 

students bring him to the classroom (González, Moll & Amanti, 2006), living in student 

communities, analyzing life and developing lessons that are meaningful, relevant and 

transformational (Magill & Rodriguez, 2015).  

The critical cycle asks individuals and community of learners to personalize the 

inquiry process, making it authentic, academic, relevant, and visceral. Engagement might 

take different forms depending on the teacher, students, discipline and community. 

Scholars have examined different areas that are relevant to critical and social studies 

practices. Examples include: political activism (Noguera, Ginwright & Camarota, 2006), 

developing a proposal for legislation (Kahne & Westheimer, 2014), going to a political or 

activist rally (Urrieta, 2005), canvasing for a political candidate, engaging in digital 

activism (Karahan & Roehrig, 2015), creating a social innovation project (Conrad, 2015) 

or taking other civic action (Mohammed & Keller, 2009; Marri & Walker, 2008; 

Wheeler-Bell, 2014) based on what students wish to see changed (Ganesh & Zoller, 

2012). For younger students, community organization focused on the school is an entry to 

social inquiry (Vaughn & Obenchain, 2015). Further, community partnerships can be 
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developed with organizations that engage in civic work that might demonstrate the 

capacity needed for social change. The previous examples are not prescriptive, but 

represent possibilities for critical social studies practices that might emerge from a critical 

ontological posture. Through mediated action student can better understand areas of 

personal and social need (Kennedy, 2007; Tyson, 2002) offering both authentic 

engagement and intellectual quality (Newmann, 1996) through authentic and universal 

schema (De Lissovoy, 2007; Said, 1993). 

The cycle of critical praxis works across content area and must be consistently 

discussed throughout the year, but there are many challenges limiting this type of 

engagement in secondary classrooms. Teachers are required to become ethnographers to 

learn about students and community, develop themes which represent them and develop 

lessons that encourage constant engagement with both personal experience, power and 

transformational curriculum (Barnhardt, 2015; Ross, 2015; McCowan, 2008). Educators 

might support culture circle dialogue towards deliberation as a way to ethnographically 

understand lived student experiences and emphasize potential civic problem-solving 

(Freire, 1973; Smith-Maddox & Solórzano, 2002) as communicative action (Habermas, 

1984; Knight & Watson, 2014). 

Another social studies practice closely resembling the critical cycle is Socratic 

Seminar (Gutmann & Thompson, 2009). Students are asked to engage in dialogue, 

acknowledging different viewpoints (Epstein, 2009), engage in historical inquiry (Barton 

& Levstik, 2004; Sterns, Sexias & Wineburg, 2000; VanSledright, 2002), question (Jaffee 

et. al., 2015), dialoguing (Dull & Murrow, 2008), and reflecting. Socratic seminar, like 
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deliberation works to develop group consensus, but rather than examining external 

artifacts, seminar is about deeply understanding a single text. Both aim to teach the type 

of analytical skills needed for inquiry and engagement with social and controversial 

issues (Parker & Hess, 2001; Hess, 2002).  

Differences exist between, deliberation, culture circles, and Socratic seminar. 

Deliberation is “a form of shared inquiry, but the object before discussants is a problem 

involving a value conflict and requiring a decision that will be binding on all. 

Deliberation, in short, is discussion with an eye toward decision-making” (Parker, 1997, 

pp. 19). Conversely, Socratic seminar works to foster critical thinking, metacognition 

around a single textual interpretation (Lee, 2009). The goal is to facilitate the condition 

whereby students can jointly answer to questions using a dialogical approach (Copeland, 

2005; Dull & Murrow, 2008). For Parker and Hess (2001), Socratic classroom practices 

leads to deep knowledge of “powerful historical and contemporary texts and issues” (p. 

279). Students make decisions on what is important knowledge, why it is important, and 

how it relates to disciplinary question (Biko & Stubbs, 2002; Merryfield, 2008). 

Intellectual discussions (Conklin, 2007) and development of historical thinking skills, 

like empathy, have been shown to emerge from this process (Brooks, 2009). Socratic 

seminar then, is a method by which students develop skills and knowledge based on 

scrutinizing the content of a text via interpretation and inquiry, but is not asked to use the 

knowledge for social transformation. In contrast, critical approaches may utilize text to 

highlight inequality, but foreground transformative deliberative action for negation. 
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Socratic seminar might be used to examine oppressive historical structures, but a critical 

teacher would apply this knowledge to transforming self and society.  

I have discussed a few applications of criticality in the social studies, the critical 

cycle, and other forms of social inquiry as a model for understanding critical theory in 

practical application in social studies education; the discussion is by no means 

prescriptive. Rather, frameworks exist by which teachers can support critical embodiment 

in social studies practice. The conversation was meant to demonstrate some of the subtle 

differences in a social studies approach and a critical social studies approach. Social 

studies teachers the skills and dispositions for citizenship and social studies thinking, 

while critical social studies teachers support reflexive and social transformation.   

CRITICAL VISIONS FOR DEMOCRACY  
Social studies is the appropriate setting to educate young citizens for stronger 

visions of democracy (Hess & McAvoy, 2014; Levstik & Tyson, 2010) and civic practice 

(Gutmann, 2004), but intellectual tensions between purpose, content, and pedagogy 

continue to frame what the social studies are and what they should do (Ross, 2006; 

Barton & Levstik, 2004). Social studies scholars tend to believe in training students for 

democracy, rather that supporting personal and social transformation. Educating the 

populace for strong democracy is important (Levstik & Tyson, 2010; Parker, 2003; 

Payne, 2016) though in social studies, democracy is often understood as technical rather 

than transformative process (Ross, 2006; Barton & Levstik, 2004). Parker (2006) notes 

that democratic education is a path rather than an accomplishment, though it may appears 

as if we are already there. Similarly criticality is a path to understanding oneself as an 
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active public intellectual. Social studies teachers may ask students to engage with social 

problems (Kahne & Westheimer, 2014), but critical social studies teachers ask them to 

see the relationships of power limiting access to democracy. Similarly, scholars suggest 

teachers should create political classroom to deliberate over ethical dilemmas (Hess & 

McAvoy, 2014). However, I argue ethical action is the application of a critically 

democratic process.  

Giroux (2005) argues school is a barometer for democracy in society. Schooling 

experiences constitute the dialectics of western political thought and keep student citizens 

from thinking beyond what is presented (Adorno, 2002). Conversely, Critchley (2002) 

argues democracy is instead about binding oneself to your responsibility to another’s 

suffering and the injustices we see in society.  Contemporary teaching practices work to 

make the struggles of others, all but invisible, thereby threatening democracy. Dewey 

(2004) similarly argues democracy “has to be constantly discovered, and rediscovered, 

remade, and reorganized” (Dewey, 2004, p. 142). Interrogating democratic ideals falls to 

educators, who, I believe, are always working within a major political battleground. 

Teacher and students will ultimately decide how society will define democracy situating 

the scope of democratic possibility through thought and action.  

Understanding how the individual and community engage democracy is salient to 

democratic education (Schugurensky, 2004). People understand democracy very 

differently, but discussions “often start with the notion that we are democratic, and, 

therefore, it is naturally (more) advanced, superior, preferred, righteous, and justifiable 

than others, which are considered as the opposite” (Carr, 2011, p. 4). If we believe in a 
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democratic education it must begin with the understanding that all citizens must be able 

to access it and be critical of ways it functions.  

Critical democracy (Mirra, et. al, 2013) offers a framework for space approaching 

consciously informed action (Levinson & Levine, 2013). A critical democratic approach, 

“value civic participation through deliberation… better prepare(ing) students to find 

multiple ways to participate in local, national, and global contexts” (Schmidt, 2008). 

Teachers must examine those modern conveniences that detach us from authentic and 

democratic experiences. We tend to engage in hashtag politics, voting, and more 

simplistic/neoliberal pseudo-democratic acts that revolve around consumerism and 

symbolic participation (Latour, 1993). The abstracted democratic practices remove 

needed human interactions full engagement with others. The classroom becomes a 

microcosm of this phenomenon by engaging in methods that represent or teach 

democratic engagement. Teachers, however, have the capacity and agency to support 

authentic engagement in meaningful civic practices.  

Traditionally civics is about teaching benign ideas about electing political 

representatives, obeying the law, paying taxes (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004) and 

considering how governing structures operate (Schmidt, 2008). Teaching in and for a 

democracy is about developing a critical consensus among all those in a community and 

recognizes difference in appreciative ways. Required is a critical multicultural, skills 

based, actively engaged approach and the space to address the shortcomings in social 

development of democracy (Banks, 2008; Dilworth 2004; Marri, 2005).  

Active democratic ideals involve engagement with “thick” civic practices (Carr, 
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2011). Scholars have taken up the idea to encourage more active forms of democracy 

(Portelli, Soloman, & Patrick, 2001). An example of a “thin” democratic practice might 

be a person engaging in voting, while a “thick” practice might focuses on critical 

engagement for social action (Carr, 2011). Kahne and Westheimer (2014) suggest teacher 

support engagement with social problems, controversial issues, and developing civic 

dispositions are needed approaches to social studies teaching. Giroux (2009) suggests 

space exists for youth resistance. He calls for a commitment to thick practices through 

community organizing and the incorporation of working class intellectualism in the 

democratic sphere (Giroux 1984, 2007).  

Democratic action requires a more literate and democratically engaged society 

(Cook & Westheimer, 2006; Freire, 1998; Portolli & Solomon, 2001). Teachers create 

new possibilities for curriculum by supporting and developing a democratic community 

(Deuchar, 2009). Brosio (2003) suggests embodiment of Freirian pedagogy engage 

democracy in theory, teaching, and action. The Freirean project involves understanding 

and continuously working towards personal consciousness. Consciousness enables an 

ideological clarity supporting democratic action in the face of power. By ideological 

clarity, I mean the way a teacher is able to identify her, and student experiences within 

the social, economic, and classed, political hierarchy. Power is always present in the 

teacher student relationship but criticality and ideological clarity allows teachers to see 

and understand his or her own assertion or release of classroom power. Shared experience 

and dialogue are foundational to both critical pedagogy and democracy. Criticality is not 
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a way to teach democracy, it is the negation of power within it as it relates to oneself that 

allows for new possibilities of relating to possibilities of democratic visions.   

Teachers are engaged in democratic practices by being more generative, forging 

new definitions, offering opportunities for reflection, and making democracy an authentic 

part of students’ lives (Biesta & Lawy, 2006; Freire, 2000). Democratic understandings 

emerge when students are asked to be part of, and further democratic society (Ross & 

Marker, 2005; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). A critical approach to civic instruction 

promotes transformative democratic character (Soder, Goodlad & McMannon, 2001), 

engaging authentically in democratic experiences (Apple & Beane, 1995) and through 

actually taking informed action (Levinson & Levine, 2013). As a teacher transformation 

supports students in developing their own critical dispositions for democratic engagement 

and mediation.  

Possibilities exist for transformative democratic learning through critical 

deliberation and dialogue (Hess 2004; Parker, 2006). Critical deliberation inspires teacher 

activism that might possibly lead to community change (Noguera, Ginwright, & 

Camarota, 2006; Urrieta, 2005). Classroom possibilities exist to develop authentic 

democratic environments that reflect (Kliebard, 2004), or promote engagement with 

society. Deliberation can help classes find solutions to social issues (Youngberg, 2008) 

and engage in political issues (Moore, 2012) that will affect schooling and social 

experiences.  

Critical Democracy and education (Kincheloe, 1999; Goodman, 1989) can help 

make, “visual culture, digital technologies, making the lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
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transgendered experience visible in the curriculum” (Ross, 2014, p. 7). Further, some 

argue that by developing communities of support through lived experiences stands to 

further authentic instruction (Dewey, 2004; Macedo, 2003; Neumann, King, & 

Carmichael, 2007). Critical pedagogues suggest the goals of democratic education should 

be to engage with and be conscious of, the materialist relationships within society to 

develop a critical consciousness. In current practice some teachers engage in action 

oriented civic participation, but teachers must be encouraged to develop these practices 

(Queen et. al., 2013). 

If we are to expand the definition of democracy (Kahne & Westheimer, 2014; 

Parker, 2010) we ought to interrogate how the concept of democratic engagement has 

been limited for many as well as include an activist approach and critical multicultural 

approach (Ayers, et. al., 2015; Dilworth, 2004; Epstein, 2009; Marri, 2005; Thornton, 

2005) in our pedagogical practices. Transformation of oneself in development of 

intellectual solidarity with those marginalized populations becomes part of a critical 

pedagogical posture. Critical pedagogy and a critical ontological posture can in these 

ways be applied to notions of citizenship (Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Kincheloe, 2001; 

Ross, 2004) in the social studies classroom (Levstik & Barton, 2011). Teachers often 

understand democratic concepts but fail to connect approach to action (Queen et. al. 

2013). Teaching about democracy as part of social movements and other actions might 

normalize activist practices (Markoff, 2015; Della Porta, 2013). The potentiality exists 

for salient change to democratic teacher practice if teachers and students are critically 
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conscious of the way ideology situates democracy (King, 1991; Apple, 2004). We can 

learn from much from critical action-oriented democratic teachers.  

Civic agency  
Civic agency builds upon the idea that critical visions for democracy can 

transform the public sphere. Ultimately, understanding critical democratic visions help us 

understand how to transform society after transforming oneself. Critically civic agency is 

about being more aware of the reality of those in our community and making decisions 

will positively affect others (Coogan & Derricott, 2014; Dalton, 2008). Students might 

learn about how those possibilities empower individuals and the community through 

“liberating alternatives” (McLaren, 2015, p. 100), “solidarity and comunalidad… through 

a pedagogy of commitment and obligation” (McLaren, 2015, p.10). Citizenship education 

is occasionally linked to critical philosophy; however, in curriculum and practice, many 

teachers understand critical to mean thinking rather than praxis (Arthur & Davies 2008; 

Johnson & Morris, 2010; Lawson 2005). Ultimately teachers can and do teach for thick 

(Carr, 2011) and active (Arthur & Davies 2008; Lawson 2005) notions of citizenship.  

Fostering critical citizenship in social studies can support critically conscious 

praxis (Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Castro, 2014; Kincheloe, 2001). Supporting discerning 

civic actors responsive to social conditions requires a more literate, democratically 

engaged, and equitable society (Carr, 2011; Cook & Westheimer, 2006; Freire, 1998; 

Portolli & Solomon, 2001). Critical approaches move beyond discussions about the 

difference between democrats and republicans, voting, jury duty, and other performative 

acts (Carr, 2011). Performance is antithetical to critically civic action. The distinction 
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being that performance is representative of a concept rather than embodying the spirit of 

the act. In other words, performing civics checks off boxes while critically civic actions 

are embodied and transformative. Civic action further requires citizens who understand 

civic involvement, shortcomings in social relations and his or her culpability in 

alienation. To this end, teachers can support the condition to reflect on self, society and 

take “direct action to solve community problems” (Jacobsen, Frankenberg, & Lenhoff, 

2012, p. 817) rather than merely teaching political processes (Zukin, et. al., 2006). 

Critical civic instruction includes many possible approaches to classroom 

practices including: critical democratic (Johnson & Morris, 2010; Veugelers, 2007) and 

supporting the justice-oriented citizen (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Justice orientations 

“provide the conditions for collective social change, through a combined focus on 

‘knowledge’ and ‘participation’ (DeJaeghere & Tudball 2007, p. 49). Kahne and 

Middaugh (2008) suggest the teaching of citizenship must be fluid. Socially inclusive 

civic involvement becomes authentic through dialogical (Barton, 1996; VanSledright & 

Brophy, 1992; Levstik, 1995) and reflexive dialectical praxis (Hegel, 1988; Freire, 2000). 

The critical approach is about providing the conditions for self-transformation and 

applying new understandings to the community.  

Dialogical and dialectical approaches to critical social studies pedagogy help 

students build the capacity for understanding culturally informed civic practice (Billig, 

Root, & Jesse, 2005). Similarly, including examples of agentic civic actors supports 

intergroup understanding and engagement (Hess & McAvoy, 2014; Levstik & Tyson, 

2008; Parker, 2010). Kahne and Sporte (2008) suggest that open dialogue around 
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difference, controversial issues, and civic examples improves civic participation. 

Alternative visions for citizenship across cultural and political communities can emerge 

from these experiences (Dilworth, 2004; Rosaldo, Flores, & Benmayor, 1997; Schmidt, 

2011; Vickery, 2015). 

Critical civics is about change, based on the dialogue, participation and cross-

cultural understanding (De Lissovoy & McLaren, 2006; Giroux, 2003; Green 1997; Hill, 

2012; McLaren, 2015) that might lead to intellectual solidarity. DeLeon (2006) reflects 

on critical pedagogy and citizenship in the classroom suggesting, “education [is meant] to 

engender social change and empower educational actors” (p. 2). Combing the critical and 

social studies traditions, critical civics educators might begin with inquiry that will 

support students to “build their capacity to become active and effective citizens” (Fisher, 

2008, p. 195). Inquiry supports the avoidance of “groupthink... which is likely to result in 

irrational and dehumanizing actions directed against out-groups” (Janis, 1982, p. 13). 

However, critical civics is subjective. Ajegbo (2007) argues that citizenship is first 

concerned with self-knowledge related to collective social values. Critical civics is about 

recognition, the potential for freedom through collective action. 

Ginwright and Cammarota (2007) examined “critical civic praxis” with young 

urban youth to understand the connection between citizenship and space beyond the 

classroom. Findings suggest citizenship emerges through experience in community-based 

organizations and experiences (see also Knight & Watson, 2014). Perhaps then, 

democratic expressions and definitions should reflect coalition building through 

community partnerships. Further, what it means to be a citizen might be problematized 
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and examined in a way that extends from national borders into borderlands or emerge 

from border pedagogies (Anzaldúa, 2012; Giroux, 1991). Conceptual and physical walls 

limit human freedom and potential for creative thinking needed for a complex and 

interconnected world. Similarly, teachers might expand ontological possibilities by 

including the personal histories of students (Maynes Pierce, & Laslett, 2012). In these 

space teachers and students hold civic membership and ownership over citizenship 

Critical historical inquiry can be a foundational space for combining skills, 

dialogue, and critical interpretation that reveal those aspects of society limiting critical 

and participatory citizenship (Salinas, Blevins, & Sullivan, 2012). The approach 

emphasizes the knowledge, critical dispositions, and creative tensions that Gutmann 

(2004) suggests are essential to civic practice. These practices include insuring capability 

of children to become equal citizens, differentiating cultural practices, and addressing 

historical oppression (Salinas & Blevins, 2013). The inclusions of dialogical question and 

critical dialogue (Dull & Murrow, 2008; Schuitema et al., 2009) have been shown extend 

the possibility for criticality. Reflexive social inquiry aimed at civic life might become a 

framework for self-directed dialogue and self-discovery (Dewey, 2004; Connelly & 

Clandinin 1992). The connection between inquiry, dialogue, and dialectics are a hopeful 

avenue for reflection, skills, experiences, and action.  

Critical citizenship is about expanding ideas of what citizenship is, whose agency 

is limited and whose is recognized, and what it means to act as citizens. Within a critical 

civic framework everyone has agency and acts in solidarity. Further, it combines the 

skills, disposition, critical reflexivity, and transformation for individual and social 
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benefits. If, as NCSS suggests, the goal of our discipline is to promote civic competence, 

dialectics are a relevant unit of analysis to contextualize our civic actions and better 

understand why civic understandings have been framed in particular ways (Loewen, 

2008; Ross, 1996). In the next section I will discuss the relationship between critical 

pedagogy, civics, the work done by critical educators in the social studies, and some of 

the ways teachers might facilitate instructional realities based on the philosophies and 

conditions described above.  

WHAT’S MISSING: CRITICAL CIVIC INSTRUCTION 
 Critical pedagogy and social studies appears to hold a natural relationship; 

however, there are many differences between the work of social studies scholars and 

critical theorists. Though not uniform distinction, social studies scholars tend to imply 

students ought to be trained for citizenship or that good citizens can be created. 

Conversely, critical theorists tend to believe a student transforms one’s consciousness, 

which then unfolds as transformative action.  

Social studies scholars tend to believe it is the responsibility of the teacher to 

create good citizens (NCSS, 2004; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Dewey (2004) 

suggested that students should be given the organic opportunity to be self-determined; 

however implied in this was that educators were furthering democracy by creating 

effective citizens (Callan, 1997; Parker, 2003). Critical theorists on the other hand, 

believe that the student already exists as an agent within the civic sphere despite her 

ability to vote or act in particular ways. Her civic nature may emerge differently into the 

civic sphere based on consciousness, agency and community, but she is a civic actor 
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(Freire, 2000; Rodriguez, 2008). Critical theorists suggest the student comes to 

consciousness based on his or her own experiences and relations with others in the world, 

rather than through the self-directed practices of formalized civic instruction. However, I 

have observed many critical social studies teachers apply criticality by “inserting” 

criticality into social studies teaching. Rather, a critical social studies pedagogue 

recognizes the embodiment of criticality as part of an ontological posture. 

Critical pedagogy: an optimistic response 
Critical social studies teachers tend to adopt certain practices that reflect 

transformative ontological posture. Critical teachers endeavor to make authentic 

connections with students, address power in relationships, and develop civic agency 

(Kincheloe, 2004). Critical social studies pedagogues will address many of the 

obstructions to freedom in human organization. Students and teachers together consider 

the influences of power in interpersonal relationships, relationships to the community, 

and relationships to the curriculum for shared meaning making (Freire, 2000; McLaren, 

1988; Shor, 2012). Shor (2012) argues, the role of the student in the traditional classroom 

is the object of instructor’s knowledge, but in a critical context he or she must be an 

active critical subject.  

 For Kincheloe (2004) a central focus of critical pedagogy includes: a vision of 

justice and equality, acknowledgement of the inherently political nature of education, 

dedication to the alleviation of human suffering, generative dialogue, ethnographic 

research, social change, and cultivating intellect. Understanding and embodying this 

stance helps social studies educators understand ontology in ways that allow for teaching 
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that are jointly empowering, consciousness raising, and cooperatively transformative. 

Teachers often adhere to “traditional” teaching practices because of the behaviors they 

have observed others (Lortie, 1975). Lack of experience leads them to understand certain 

students as other and focus on so-called deficits (Milner, 2008; Valencia, 2012) of 

students, rather than celebrating, listening to, and agenticaly incorporating the knowledge 

they bring to the classroom. Critical pedagogues are, in this way addressing power by 

allowing themselves to be vulnerable like students. They share with students, and 

understand the ways students are subjectively and objective positioned. Further, the 

critical social studies teacher supports personal deconstruction of those elements that are 

not objectively true (Giroux, 1989; McLaren, 1989; Rodriguez & Magill, 2015).  

Critical social studies teaching requires teachers be open to student experiences 

and authentically sharing of oneself. Vulnerability allows critical pedagogues to work 

towards self-actualization, consciousness-raising, and ideological clarity for deeply 

understanding the social sciences. Opening conversations to include student and teacher 

interpretations broadens understandings of dialectical relationships and possibilities. 

Sharing one’s personal social interpretations allows for safer dialogue about privilege and 

power to in the evolution of critical consciousness. Achieving consciousness requires 

engagement with power and the authentic examination of truth (Darder, Baltodano & 

Torres, 2003; Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008). The focus of this work has considered 

critical approaches to different educational contexts including consciousness to the: 

curricular (Apple, 2004), institutional (Giroux & McLaren, 2014), community (Grande, 

2015), cultural (Darder, 1991) human (McLaren & Jaramillo, 2010) and instructional 



 96 

(Bartolomé, 1994; hooks, 2014; Souto-Manning, 2010) relations. The generative nature 

of critical pedagogy will determine communal truth and reflexive pedagogical 

approaches.  

In general, traditional pedagogy in the social studies does not adequately or 

authentically addresses the material realities of students (Apple, 2004; Bartolomé, 1994; 

Macedo, 1998; Newmann & Wehlage, 1994; Carter & Welner, 2012). Scholars have 

discussed challenges teachers face in taking up critical practices. For example, 

conversations around power dynamics often remain limited to a particular lesson or the 

teacher-student relationship maintains elements of power limiting authentic and truthful 

interactions (Ellsworth, 1989). Power over limits the dialogue critical scholars argue is 

foundational to critical instruction. Ahlquist (1990) believes another major tension 

between social studies teaching and critical pedagogy is the artificial disciplinary 

categories. For example, economic or imperial impetus for historical action is often not 

well considered. Instead, the social studies should be interdisciplinary and dialectically 

connected across subject areas (Ahlquist, 1990). Subject divisions occasionally limit 

critical connections teachers and students might jointly make across experiences and/or 

disciplines.  

However, scholars have done important work to complicate the nature of the 

social studies within the critical tradition (Blevens & Salinas, 2012; Brown, & Urrieta, 

2010; Stanley, 2001; Vickery, 2015). Camp and Oesterreich (2010) demonstrated that 

inquiry-based, critical teaching could occur when participants drew on life experiences, 

considered injustices and were offered alternative coursework to traditional teaching. 
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Marchman (2002) studied the deconstruction of homophobia in a civics class, 

demonstrating how critical teaching practices might offer support for students alienated 

because of their identity and how it develops space for consciousness raising. Other 

approaches have helped reconsider ways disciplinary narratives situate certain students 

and their implications for curriculum. Many make the argument troubling narratives 

connect critical theory and the social studies (Barton, 2012; Bigelow, 1990; Brown & 

Brown, 2010; Ellis, 2001; Salinas, Blevins & Sullivan, 2012; Zinn, 1999). Further work 

has begun to understand how critical social studies teachers take up critical practices and 

philosophies and how these experiences changes the nature of instructional practice 

(Brown, 2011; Salinas & Blevins, 2013; Salinas & Castro, 2010). The studies suggest 

critical teacher interpretations attend to the social conceptions of particular ethnic groups 

by extending narratives, including alternative philosophical approaches, and ways of 

knowing that conflict with hegemonic classroom approaches.  

Several studies exist that examine: critical pedagogy, critical social studies 

instruction, critical ideology, however none that I found consider the relationship 

between self-identifying critical social studies teacher’s conceptions of critical pedagogy 

and how practice unfolds in classroom teaching. I believe this is a significant gap, 

particularly as it relates to social studies literature. The study offers a demonstration of 

the range of critical teaching visions and offers possibilities for supporting critical 

teachers in teacher education programs.  

Social studies teachers must consider how praxis supports the unfolding of a 

critical ontological posture in classrooms. Understandings the relationship between 
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critical pedagogy, critical ideology, and the challenges critical social studies teachers face 

are under considered areas of research. The work of critical social studies scholars and 

the connection between civics, democracy and criticality were discussed in this chapter. I 

hope that through the discussions in this chapter, tensions and possibility emerged that 

contextualizes critical social studies teaching. These discussions offers context for 

considering critical social studies practices and reflexivity taken up in my study. Further, 

this conversation demonstrates differences in ways social studies teachers and critical 

pedagogues often understand classroom teaching so we might better understand how to 

support critical social studies teaching and the teachers who seek to practice critical 

pedagogy. The next section outlines the methods, conceptual framework, and analysis of 

this study, for understanding and demonstrating the different ways social studies teachers 

take up critical classroom pedagogies. The section will outline the means by which I 

came to understand the possibility of more authentic instruction and engaged civic 

practices in my experiences with the participating teachers. By studying teachers who 

engage in disciplinary inquiry, utilize critical pedagogy, and promote active citizenship, I 

better understand the challenges and possibilities for criticality in social studies 

classrooms. 
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CHAPTER THREE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: EXAMINING 
PEDAGOGY, POSSIBILITIES, AND PRAXIS 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to understand how social studies teachers 

understand critical pedagogy and to determine if their understandings are evident in 

everyday classroom practice. In social studies, critical teaching has typically meant 

understanding how students think disciplinarily and challenge monolithic disciplinary 

understandings, understanding how sociocultural context and identity shapes 

interpretation, to empower students to construct alternative narratives through inquiry and 

to promote more active citizenship. Building from these foundations, my study examined 

the development and negotiation of relationships between social studies and critical 

pedagogy. Concepts such as inquiry, power, democracy, civics, truth, humanism, action, 

social relations, and dialogue were part of the complex association between social studies 

and critical theory. Because critical pedagogy is about consciousness and addressing 

alienation, dialectics was an important unit of analysis for this qualitative case study. 

EPISTEMOLOGY AND ONTOLOGY 
I took a critical realist approach to this research project. As Fairclough (2009) 

explains, a critical realist must, “assume a stratified ontology, which sees 

processes/events and structures as different strata of social reality with different 

properties” (p. 355). Critical realists make distinctions between structures and causality, 

events and processes (Fairclough, 2009). Empirical critical realist work examines 

relationships when “the real and the actual [are] experienced by social actors” (p. 355). 

Lewontin and Levins (2007) and Agostine-Wilson (2013) suggest the interplay between 
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experiential factors contextualizes how criticality unfolds in practice. Dialectical 

methodologists argue for an approach that view the scientific processes as hierarchical 

and considers shifting conceptual positions within the research processes. The authors 

argue for five components of critical realism that are relevant to dialectical research. 

First, that knowledge comes from a relationship between experience and reflection on 

experience. Second, self-consciousness (or critical consciousness) requires being 

conscious of historical conditions and the relationship between new and old ideas. Third, 

all epistemologies have a particular point of view. Fourth, science is foundational for 

promoting development and progress, but that the influence of power must be 

acknowledged. Fifth, capitalism inherently influences both scientific and social 

processes. Further, Holmstrom (2002) suggests that human nature does not exist as 

something we are born with; rather, humanity is shaped through social systems and lived 

experiences. Critical realist onto-epistemological positions are vital to my approach since 

critical teacher praxeology was foundational to my approach to this research study.  

Teachers inevitably affect the realities of others through their engagement with 

ideas situated within a given context. That this occurs influences both pedagogy and 

research. Researchers and teachers have the agency to address power, privilege, and 

relationships through the experience of both teaching and research. The nature of their 

consciousness as participants and researchers changes based on relations, which are 

always entangled with research or teaching. Power in inherent to teaching, research, and 

social contexts, and each is part of a political agenda (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005; 

West, 2005). Understand the potential avenues for working to alleviate injustices that 
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have led to human suffering is inherent to critical research (Kincheloe & Berry, 2004). 

Critical research examines the conscious or unconscious adherence to or rejection of 

power (Fanon, 2008; Gramsci, 1971). The relationship to this power will not allow any 

sort of finality in research, since the critical and dialectical researcher is constantly 

changing.  

Studying current critical research practices involves exposing the mainstream 

histories that serve the interests of the ruling class by understanding the perspective of the 

oppressed or colonized to more fully understand “truth about empire” (Jani, 2012, p. 68). 

For researchers it includes considering both the methods and subject of a given analysis. 

In this case, I analyzed the relations of power present in the ideological foundations of 

knowledge, inquiry, relationships and practice. By examining tensions and struggle, 

critical research illuminated the potential for transformational approaches and 

experiences. The study represented relationships between historical foundations of 

consciousness as it informs critical social studies teaching as part of research and praxis 

in contemporary settings.   

 The project worked within an epistemological and ontological approach based on 

McLaren, Steinberg, and Kincheloe’s (2012) assumptions about critical research. The 

authors outline seven basic foundations for research. First, thought is mediated through 

social and historical power relations. Second, information understood to be fact cannot be 

isolated from values or ideology. Third, social relationships between object and concept, 

signifier and signified, are in constant flux and are often mediated by social relations of 

capitalist production and consumption. Fourth, language is consciously and 
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unconsciously central to the formation of subjectivity. Fifth, certain groups are privileged 

and oppression in contemporary society is most forcefully reproduced when the 

oppressed accept this status as natural or inevitable. Sixth, oppression is interconnected, 

and all oppression requires consideration. Seventh, mainstream research is often 

unwittingly reproducing systems of class, race, and gender oppression. These points were 

used both as a research foundation and as part of a critical analysis of teacher 

participants.   

Gadamer (2006) suggests the critical researcher is careful to take different 

approaches that do not reproduce the methodologies that reinforce oppressive power. He 

argues we reconsider so called scientific truths arguing research should be carefully 

constructed to guard against them. Further, the critical researcher needs to understand the 

ideological relationship between the research methods and what is being observed. For 

research with teachers, considering both the teacher’s privilege and my subjective stance 

as researcher was valuable. McLaren, Steinberg, and Kincheloe (2012) suggest this 

requires understanding power and, as Freire (2000) suggests, dialectically working to 

develop a horizontal organization of knowledge and experience.  

 Cultural inscription and historical situation are vital to critical analysis. Physical, 

social, and cultural psychological and educational dynamics connected participant 

teachers to the larger fabric of society. The teachers came to their ontological and 

epistemological understandings based on subjective worldviews yet attempt to work 

towards objective consensus to better understand oneself and society. Consciousness 

manifests differently from person to person, as do ways ideology was internalized and 
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applied to lived experience. For this reason, multiple data points and various interactions 

were relevant to illuminating the challenges of the teacher participants. The study then 

required considering many different approaches to knowledge production. How and why 

these efforts were made were crucial for understanding the relationship between ideology 

and cultural production. The inquiry participants in this study were complex and were not 

described simply as “encapsulated entit(ies)” (McLaren, Steinberg, & Kincheloe 2012).   

To understand power, ideological reproduction, and self-directed confinement 

along with the ways teachers overcame oppression it was necessary to consider teacher 

discourse and relate with teachers much as an ethnographer or discourse analysis might 

(Hyslop-Margison & Thayer, 2009). Bricolage as method allows the researcher to adjust 

their methods as the study develops and as understandings change. Denzin and Lincoln 

(2005) suggest conducting bricolage research demands, “choices regarding which 

interpretive practice to employ [that] are not necessarily made in advance” (p. 4). The 

complexity of the social, cultural, historical, and critical aspects of this study encouraged 

me to employ bricolage as an ontological, epistemological, and methodological approach. 

The approach utilized multiple methods for analysis of the multidimensional nature of 

complex social connections, centering on human relationships and the relationships to 

society. Methods for research reflected the interdependence, complexity and 

incompleteness of the research elements as an extension of critical praxis.  

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), bricolage research can be understood as 

critical, multi-perspectival, multi-methodological approach to research inquiry by using 

the tools at hand (Lévi-Strauss, 2012). For Denzin and Lincoln (2005) this allows the 
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researcher to respect the meaning making process and contradictions in experience that 

shape the subjectivity of participants. Bricolage researchers examine phenomena from 

multiple and sometimes competing perspectives for embracing a multiplicity of 

epistemological and political considerations (Kincheloe, & Berry, 2004). For Kellner 

(1999) the approach is useful because the research may lead to uncommon possibilities 

for unique knowledge construction and political action. Kincheloe and Berry (2004) also 

suggest bricolage allows a researcher to understand critical research praxis as it is 

changing and unfolding. The approach, they claim, allows a researcher to be a greater 

part of the study in ways representing a critical ideology.  

The approach worked to uncover invisible artifacts of power and culture and their 

influenced on the human experience. Because the study was ontologically complex and 

teachers are part of many diverse contacts and processes, the relationship between 

individuals and their contexts is a central aspect of the ontological and epistemological 

approach. For studies like this, bricolage research focuses on “first, the complexity of the 

objects of inquiry and their being in the world; second, the nature of social construction 

of human subjectivity, the production of human being” (McLaren, Kincheloe & 

Steinberg, 2012, p. 24). This ontological and epistemological research approach offered 

insights into ways power operates and how anti-democratic features emerge from within 

oppressive conditions. Secondly it helped me employ strategies for understanding how 

subjectivity develops. Ultimately, what began as bricolage research became a critical 

qualitative case study.  
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
The conceptual framework, (see Figure 1), was designed to overlay social studies 

instructional practices with critical participant teachers ontological postures (Smith & 

Rodriguez 2008). Three major concepts will inform the conceptual framework for this 

study. The first frame of analysis was critical consciousness (Freire, 2000). Utilizing this 

frame will allow the researcher to understand how the teacher perceives how power and 

the social, political, and economic contexts affect their classroom community as well as 

how this understanding affects his or her ability to engage in critical instruction. The 

second research practice considered how the teachers utilize critical social studies inquiry 

(Blevins & Salinas, 2012; Salinas & Blevins, 2013) allowing students to engage with 

disciplinary artifacts to trouble, complicate, counter or resist narratives, for negotiation of 

new disciplinary consciousness for action. The third frame examined social studies 

critical civic action emerging from lessons. Considered together these concepts allow the 

researcher to understand the ways in which teachers laid the foundation for and take up 

critical practices for fostering more materialist transformational praxis. 
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Figure 1. Theoretical critical social studies approach.  

Social studies, civics, and critical consciousness  
 Critical consciousness suggests students and teachers will be willing and able to 

act based on self-generated knowledge by applying a criticality to civic concerns. I used 

criticality to consider the approach teachers take to examining, teaching for, and acting 

on the dialectical tensions in social studies teacher classroom praxis. Criticality facilitates 

the development of, “self-acceptance and self-confidence, social and political under-

standing, and the ability to play an assertive role in controlling resources and decisions in 

one's community” (Zimmerman & Rappaport, 1988, p. 726) within students. Applying 

the idea of critical pedagogy to civics education we can examine Abowitz and Harnish 

(2006) and Kincheloe (2001) theories of critical citizenship. The authors suggest civic 

notions are based on problematic centuries old ideas promoting patriarchal hetero-
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masculine privilege. Instead, ideas should address how power operates to recreate 

democracy to represent socially just participation. Since critical consciousness is meant to 

perceive social oppression, critical civics is a natural concept to foster Abowitz and 

Harnish’s (2006) and Kincheloe’s (2001) conceptualization of critical civics.   

 There is a natural link between civic action and critical consciousness. Freire 

(2000, 1973) suggested that critical consciousness involves the ability to make sense of 

one’s social world, and to in turn, relate to that world and act in the world. Further, 

critical consciousness facilitates negation of oppression to reveal the human essence 

rather than appearance (Hegel, 1977) allowing action to emerge as one’s authentic nature. 

Freire (2000) further asks us to consider authentic being as it emerges from humanistic 

love for liberating our self and our fellow humans. Recognizing the power of, and the 

need for community dialogue is an important aspect of critically consciousness praxis. A 

teacher’s critical consciousness will be reflected in his or her relationships with students, 

the community, knowledge, and instruction.  

Social studies and inquiry 
  Inquiry allows space for student and teacher critical reflection for challenging the 

ontological and epistemological disciplinary knowledge often derived from oppressive 

ideological structures (Apple, 2004; VanSledright, 2008). As a site of collective memory 

and society, social studies are representative of it as part of the social consciousness 

(Brown & Brown, 2010; Sterns, Seixas, & Wineburg, 2000). Inquiry into social studies 

subjects must allow students to make sense of epistemological shifts based on evidence at 

hand to identify nuance or challenge problematic canonical knowledge understood as 
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official (Blevins & Salinas, 2012; Franquiz & Salinas, 2011; Salinas & Blevins, 2013). 

An inquiry approach facilitates the possibility to comprehend and weigh the human costs 

of any action by informing our approach to material life (Dunayevskaya, 1982). 

  Critical interrogation of this knowledge and disciplinary cognition is crucial for 

informing potential action. In a circular way, critical consciousness is necessary for 

critical interrogation informing action. Integrating inquiry as part of Freire’s call for 

dialogue, reflection, and action adds an interesting disciplinary layer to critical practices. 

Dialectical inquiry might also facilitate a more complete understanding of habitus 

(Bourdieu, 1984) to which a student’s critical consciousness can be considered within 

focused dialogue situations. Inquiry may also represent a potential gateway into critical 

practice for teachers who may otherwise struggle with the paradigm in more traditional, 

restrictive, or self-conscious contexts.  

Social studies and agency 
  Critical action is the informed collective intervention taken to support a 

community impacted by oppressive conditions. Freire (1973) argues that the purpose of 

critical consciousness is to be able to act on the oppressive conditions we become aware 

of. Conscious action offers the possibility for negation (Hegel, 1977), or overcoming 

oppression, in the words of Freire (2000). Though consciousness may be an end in itself 

(and it is a perpetually unfinished process), thick democratic practices (Carr, 2011) 

suggest the need for more materialist civic engagement. If we apply conscious action to 

Abowitz and Harnish’s (2006) or Kincheloe’s (2001) approach to critical civic 

participation, the connection between critical consciousness and the adoption of an 
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action-orientated approach to civics engagement becomes clear. Action may take many 

forms including addressing values, or the public and private divide, to criticize and 

change public institutions (Abowitz & Harnish, 2006), in other words, critical civics 

adopts a Reconstructionist or transformative approach.   

  A central tenant of critical pedagogy is to develop consciousness to afford 

students agency. As Watts, Diemer & Voight (2011) contend, “people do not act to 

change their social conditions without some consciousness or awareness that their social 

conditions are unjust… as people act on their social conditions they…gain a more 

sophisticated understanding of structural oppression” (p. 47). Developing critical 

consciousness is in direct relationship to the actions one may take to intervene into 

oppressive conditions. If the duty of a citizen is to support our fellow persons and 

reconstruct society, there is a logical connection between critically conscious action and 

civics. Critical civic action, then, might be understood as teaching consciousness and 

action for meaningful, informed activism, requiring both experiential (Ginwright & 

Cammarota, 2007; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004) and authentic instruction (Newmann, 

King, & Carmichael, 2007) for critical citizenship (Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Kincheloe, 

2001). Teachers are rarely afforded the space to create opportunities for material civic 

practice; however, critical teaching suggests action is needed, particularly if we believe 

structurally oppressive social issues exist. 

Transformational civics praxis   
  Through this conceptual frame, the researcher could consider aspects of 

participant teacher ontological postures, (Smith & Rodriguez, 2008) and ways teachers 
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take up critical practices. Further, critical consciousness, critical inquiry, and deliberative 

critical civics represented a helpful analytical frame for considering ways to implement 

more transformative critical classroom practices as social studies teachers. The frame 

aligns with the critical tradition outlined in previous chapters, namely, reflective 

dialectical and dialogical deliberative action for material change that is informed by 

critical disciplinary inquiry. Social studies secondary practices such as deliberation 

informed by critical inquiry ought to enrich the type of critical civic work done in 

classrooms. Critical teaching requires teachers become practicing intellectuals who speak 

back to the lack of materialist democracy teaching in our classrooms (Giroux, 1989) 

helping work past flag waving, imperial, and bourgeois forms of civic patriotism (Malott 

& Malott, 2016; Kahne & Westheimer, 2014). Ultimately, this conceptualization offered 

a frame for understanding the way teachers understand and implement criticality for 

potential transformative education.  

RESEARCH PARADIGM 
This qualitative study aimed to gain further insight into teacher understanding and 

application of critical/emancipatory social studies pedagogical practices. The study is 

framed as critical in nature, as it seeks to describe, understand and promote emancipatory 

curricular practices in a classroom setting (Merriam, 2009). Within this study I examined 

classroom phenomena, which are too complex to simply be described and understood 

with quantitative data (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 2005).  

Qualitative research works to develop this in-depth understanding of human 

interaction and is interested in how people make sense of their lives and their worlds. 
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MacMurry (1961) argues that relationships order and constitute human social existence. 

Meaning in these relationships are embedded in human experiences. To understand the 

complexity of human phenomena and relation, it was necessary to study several aspects 

of localized events that could teach the researcher about the ways these teachers live. It 

would have been difficult to fully quantify an experience or develop thick descriptions of 

an event without deeply understanding, observing and living within the complex human 

interaction describe in this study. 

The primary goal of a qualitative research study, according to Merriam (2009), “is 

to uncover and interpret these meanings” (p. 24) by building towards theory, “from 

observations and intuitive understandings gleaned from being in the field” (p.15). Stake 

(1995) suggests qualitative work builds, “conceptual bridges from what is already known, 

cognitive structures to guide data gathering, and outlines for presenting interpretations to 

others” (p. 15). Qualitative research is a tool for investigating more holistic 

understandings of events (Stake, 1995), which situates itself within the complex historical 

field, but means different things in different moments (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 3). 

For this study, I examined teacher practices, alongside my own praxis working with the 

teachers, to build holistic interpretations across contexts and meaning. Parallels in the 

research were drawn between classroom observations, dialogical interviews, debrief 

conversations, and are situated within the socio-historical practice of teaching. I 

compared these interactions to artifacts, phenomena, personal narrative analysis, and the 

dialectical relationship between the instructional status quo, social studies knowledge and 

criticality.  
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Since Merriam (2009) suggests critical research works to change, empower, or 

emancipate, an emphasis on social equity was considered for addressing the imbalances 

in information or power (Stoecker & Bonacich, 1992). The critical research study worked 

to allow the researcher to perceive the diverse epistemological representations in given 

spaces, where the phenomena of critical social studies teaching could be more fully 

understood within its relation to power as it disrupts, complicates, nuances, and inform 

the teacher experience. In the critical work of this study the researcher scrutinized the 

existing values, practices, ideological frameworks, and processes (Habermas, 1990; 

Kellner, 1999; Froomkin, 2003) central to the critical social study teacher experience. 

Work became part of both a social and cultural criticism reflecting the power historically 

mediated by the social relations that influenced the teachers and the researcher. Data 

then, were not isolated from the social relationships that contextualized teacher practice 

and played a major role in understanding phenomena. As a critical researcher, the author 

also worked to understand power and the personal privilege ordering his own 

interpretation (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2002) and to situate, “human beings [the teachers] 

as producers of their own historical form of life” (Horkheimer 1993, p. 21). Kincheloe 

and McLaren (2002) further suggests that the purpose of critical research is to “develop a 

form of cultural criticism revealing power dynamics” (p. 286) within the social and 

cultural. Crotty (1998) echo’s this sentiment suggesting critical research tradition is “a 

struggle, then, at least to reduce, is not to eliminate, the injustice and unfreedom” (p. 182) 

people experience. 
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Power in research orientation is often part of a political agenda (Kincheloe & 

McLaren, 2002) that has a conscious or unconscious adherence to or rejection of power 

(Fanon, 2008; Gramsci, 1971). As Kincheloe and Steinberg (1997) claim, it is easy for 

researchers to unconsciously succumb to the oppressive systems functioning to order 

classist, racist, gendered, heterosexist, and other realities of our learned epistemological 

frameworks. The researcher endeavored to consider power in the research praxis as well 

as deconstruct it with the teacher participants. Similarly, the researchers shared the 

research process with teachers and allowed them to be part of the conversations that led 

to the research analysis.  

The nature of this research is empirical, but also weighs how scholars consider a 

deconstructed research space (Denzin, 2013; St Pierre, Adams, & Pillow, 2000). As St. 

Pierre et. al. (2000) claims, scholars must, “produce knowledge differently” and “produce 

different knowledge” to a new space for research, reflecting our own interpretive 

practices. In this way, certain researchers look to fold traditional methodologies “into one 

another…tangled up in one another” (p. 354) to give voice to other forms of 

interpretation that do not privilege presence, voice, meaning, or intentionality. As the 

researcher, I was concerned with “performative interventions and representations that 

heighten critical reflective awareness leading to concrete forms of praxis” (p. 354). The 

researcher was reflexive of this personal praxis, endeavoring to allow multiple forms of 

expression, self-interpretation, and experiences to naturally emerge from participant 

teachers.  
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It is perhaps also important to note that this study diverged from the traditional 

methodology as it has been situated within the colonial foundations of academy research 

(see Anzaldua, 1999; Christians, 2005; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). By taking a bricolage 

approach to my research, I endeavored to reveal the invisible borders within which 

teachers and researchers operate, but do not always consider, as well as understanding the 

dialectical struggle as a critical social studies teacher. When I say “invisible borders,” I 

mean how certain unseen elements stand to limit ways participant teachers taught 

critically. The research study was also informed by pre-existing relationships I had with 

participants. I knew the participant teachers personally, as students who had taken 

courses with/from me, and as teachers in the field. Ultimately, this relationship helped to 

illuminate the nature of focal teacher praxis by looking at the experience both in and 

outside the case. I suggest the method helped the researcher and participants consider 

more than simply the immediacy of the context to inform this critical research. In this 

case both the teachers and the researcher acted informally as ethnographers (Freire, 2000; 

Souto-Manning, 2010), as they endeavored to experience and understand the material 

realities of the communities in which they existed.  

My approach was heavily influenced by Rosaldo’s (1993) anthropological work 

laid out in Culture and Truth the Remaking of Social Analysis. My work and experiences 

with teachers allowed me to consider how they think, what they worry about, and how 

society informs their social studies teaching. Further, the approach helped me genuinely 

understand the participants beyond a “representation” by having experiences with them 

beyond the case. As Rosaldo (1993) suggests, research can also be positioned with 
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participants to more fully understand lived realities and experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005). In Rosaldo’s (1993) work he describes how he could not fully understand why his 

subjects acted as they did until he became part of their community and felt what they felt. 

To this end, as researcher, I participated in class, reflected on personal experiences as a 

teacher, had meals with the teachers and students and developed relationships with the 

teachers as part of the fraternal teaching community.  

The following questions guided this study: 

1. How do the social studies teachers selected for this study define critical 

pedagogy? And, is their definition evident in their practice?  

2. How do the teachers employ critical pedagogy in their classrooms?  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
In this study, I sought to apprehend how participants understood themselves as 

critical social studies teachers and how their critical embodiment changed their 

relationships to the more traditional/positivistic/fact based educational discourse. Teacher 

responses are both the object of study and part of an informal ethnographic and auto-

ethnographic approach used to understand, both, the participants and researcher 

experiences. In this way, the study developed a multi-layered understanding of praxis. 

What I mean is that, the study takes a dialogical approach reflective of both the 

participant and my own understanding of praxis. Since I have worked with each teacher 

in different ways and am both teacher and student in relation to them, it is vital to 

understand myself as part of the research process. I am reflexive of how human 

positioning influences the research and educational process, adding depth and plurality, 
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highlighting the interconnectedness, intertextuality and relationship between experiences 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Finlay, 2013). For this reason, I more formally employed a 

framework that can be described as critical case study.  

Though bricolage does not require firm choices about the research methodology 

be made in advance, one should develop a starting point, arguing his or her vision for the 

method taken when undertaking a study. I began by utilizing a dialectical research 

method to (Agostine-Wilson, 2013) better understand the human struggle situating the 

many factors regulating teacher practice. To understand and reveal the nature of the 

dialectical relationships, I also considered many methods commonly associated with case 

study, critical discourse analysis, critical ethnography, and phenomenology. Though case 

study served as framework for the research, I considered the historical and cultural power 

embedded in language, to uncover patterns that demonstrate ideology at work. Similarly, 

I endeavored to understand how the groups shared behavior, beliefs, and language 

developed and how power was embedded in these practices.  

This particular study began with a political economy and a class-based theoretical 

approach, but the analytical lens was continually re-considered based on the need to 

potentially shift to a feminist, critical race or different approach depending on 

observances in the field or reflections on data. Further, I believe all research is political 

and suggest this research was conducted to help make sense of critical pedagogy in social 

studies classrooms and support teachers’ work towards more action-oriented civics 

instruction. The approaches to research vital to this study are outlined below. 
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Dialectical research 
 A dialectical approach was less about utilizing a particular methodology but 

rather an attempt to expand understandings of how “people’s experiences are mediated 

through a range of ideologies” (Agostine-Wilson, 2013, p. 108). A dialectical approach to 

research endeavors to align with critically conceptual understandings. A critical 

methodology is about life and is analyzed in terms of the possibility for change within the 

given context, symbolic production, and the inter-determinate nature of culture within the 

processes of social reproduction. Through the deconstruction of common experience this 

research should help people make sense of experience (Beach, 2008). Experiences in our 

contexts are situated within the capitalist modes of production, ideology, and often 

understandings of measurement. Since existence is shaped by capitalist modes of 

production and experience, analysis must be situated in relation to the capitalist forces 

producing it (Gimenez, 2001). Similarly, and relevant for the study, the I took extra care 

to must be aware of information that becomes substitute for authentic solidarity (Rich, 

2003).  

Executed carefully, a dialectical research approach will help in understanding the 

ways in which critical teaching requires illuminating both the power relationships that 

situate teacher consciousness, as well as teacher responses to constantly changing 

conditions. Considering the relationship between change and teacher 

power/consciousness is important since relationships among people and those between 

people and knowledge are not static. Understanding these complexities, within this 

project I worked to understand the conceptual and material struggles of complex human 
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interactions within a complex spheres teachers are working in. Focusing on the 

exchanges, social antagonisms, and organization that situate their practice, social studies 

teachers will endeavor to foster the conditions by which they and students might most 

meaningfully engage with and learn together about social reality.  

Furthermore, dialectical research facilitates questions around how things got the 

way they are and what actions we can take to intervene. Allman (2007) suggest a 

dialectical approach is a critical orientation for understanding how social problems can be 

approached. For this reason, dialectical framing begins with larger macro level use of a 

given project to understand the social contexts that develop the interaction. Social needs, 

often under considered in non-critical research, were a focus of this research since 

humans rely on experiences and interactions to cultivate critical consciousness or achieve 

their potential (Howell & Prevenier, 2001). The focus extends from the social context 

considering human activity through history paying special attention to labor production 

as the foundation for analysis (Fairclough, 2009).  

This project argues for the need for critical teaching and in doing so suggests an 

attempt to improve the status quo by understanding and building collective agency 

(Grande, 2015). A dialectical approach attempts to work beyond research methods 

constrained by the interests of the powerful (Lewontin & Levins, 2007) by opening up 

identities which have been taken for granted within the historical conditions that make 

them possible, and in doing so replaces identity politics with considerations of power and 

collective agency (Hennessy, 2002).  Offering dialectics as a form of research suggests 

the researcher considers environment, imperialism, labor, and action asking, “what are 
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the relationships between the stabilizing and destabilizing processes?” (Lewontin & 

Levins, 2007, p. 150). Further, dialectical analysis was helpful for understanding the 

deconstruction of existing ideologies, which needs to occur for change to or extension of 

ideology into practice (Agostinone-Wilson, 2013). 

Understanding dialectics can help understand how social relationships inform 

lived experience, evaluate them and implement change (Ollman, 2003). Dialectics was a 

way to organize lived experiences of participants for the purposes of this study, 

acknowledging that life is not static and independent as history curricula often suggests. 

This particular research study aimed to understand how critical ontology and teaching fits 

into the larger context of the system to which it is a part. Social organization often 

encourages people to focus on the narrow fields of perception to which people belong; 

however, dialectics begins by outlining the whole and then understanding the system 

within the whole that demonstrates how the piece functions. As Ollman (2003) suggests, 

dialectics is particularly helpful for understanding identity and difference, saturation of 

opposites, quantity and quality, and contradictions. Relations of identity, the antipodal 

relationship between transformative and transmissional teaching, as well as 

contradictions between civic definitions and practices are precisely what this study hopes 

to explore. Identity, in this study, refers to how conditioning situates people and objects. 

The relationship or knowledge may adopt a commodified nature depending on how an 

individual or curriculum is situated and conveyed. Quality and quantity represent the 

relationship between elements in the teaching process at different moments in time.  The 

relationship of difference across time helped me understand the association between 
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action and a given transformation, in this case teacher practice, consciousness or civic 

action. Contradiction helped me understand the incompatibility between the traditional 

teaching and critical teaching. Contradiction between the two demonstrates the teachers’ 

negotiations of situations. Similarly, the choices teachers make can be understood in the 

dialectical relationship between the dominant narratives and critical interpretations.  

 Ultimately dialectics allowed me to understand the multifaceted nature of a 

contradiction or struggle in conversation with one another, and relate these tensions to the 

larger context. Through this approach I was able to perceive the relationship of 

dependence between people and objects within to consider the material engagements that 

move towards a new conceptualization or praxis.  Dialectics was an appropriate method 

for analysis of transformative teachers, because at its essence, it is both critical and 

revolutionary (Marx, 1964) illuminating the present moment within the socio-cultural 

historical context. Dialectical research was applied to a data sources including, but not 

limited to, interviews, observations, and artifacts (Creswell, 2002).  

CRITICAL CASE STUDY RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
I chose to include aspects of a multi-site critical case study as a research 

methodology for two main reasons. First, I wished to understand the relationships that 

mattered most in operationalizing critical pedagogy in the social studies classroom (i.e. 

administration, required adherence to regulated curriculum, pedagogical ideological 

disconnection, etc.). Second, the common relationships across experiences were more 

easily understood when considered as a multi-site case. A case study allows me as a 

researcher to understand how theory permeates the entire case study research process 
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(Merriam, 1988). The permeation of critical pedagogy in social studies instruction was a 

major aspect of this study, so this framing made sense. The sites in this case were situated 

in largely minority and working class schools. The following is an example of a 

dialectical analysis within civic instruction, which reflected the difference between 

minority and middle class “White” students. When asked about citizenship, minority 

students reported feeling monitored and portrayed as lesser citizens, while their white 

counterparts discussed economics and voting (Bondy, 2014). The realization was a 

starting point for understanding dialectical tensions in civic instruction.  

A case study approach allowed me as the researcher to ask questions that consider 

how and why of particular contexts, rather than illuminating simple interpretation 

(Merriam, 1998). For this particular study, I used an instrumental case study (Stake, 

1995, 2005) methodology and the theoretical considerations, which guided my methods 

and analysis of this case. I considered this the appropriate method because as Yin (1994) 

suggests, case study research allows the researcher to retain “holistic and meaningful 

characteristics” of studied events (p. 3). Similarly, Thomas (2011) suggests, “case studies 

are analyses of persons, events, decisions, periods, projects, policies, institutions, or other 

systems that are studied holistically by one or more method” (p. 23). Case study method 

worked because I attempted to answer descriptive and explanatory questions over the 

course of the study, which required data to be collected from bounded sites. I was seeking 

to describe, in detail, the elements that informed my focal teachers’ ontological postures 

as it related to them taking up Freirian philosophies and practices. Riopel (2006) suggests 
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what happens in early teaching practice will shape future teacher identity so case study of 

these experiences should add needed literature to the field.   

Case study is a detailed examination of a subject related to its contextual 

conditions (Stake, 2005) and, as I argued, understanding the context of this case were 

instrumental in considering the ways the focal teachers took up critical ontologies and 

how it informed classroom practices. For the case study, I employed semi-structured 

interviews at the school site (digitally audio recorded, roughly one hour, at the beginning, 

middle and end of the semester), classroom observations (direct pedagogical observation, 

eight observations per teacher), and analyzed pedagogical artifacts (lesson plans, 

documentation- variable by teacher).  

I endeavored to provide a glimpse into teacher thought and action to potentiality 

redraw generalizations about the way we teach action oriented social studies in, and 

beyond, classrooms while paying attention to how context and ideology inform critical 

practice. To this end, the study used Stake’s (1995, 2005) descriptions of a cross-site case 

study. It was my intention via this study to speak to both the particularity of the 

individual classrooms studied and to examine how the teacher incorporates the broader 

community with dialogical instruction centered on democracy, civics, social action, and 

critical pedagogy.  

Using qualitative case study allowed me as a researcher to consider how teachers 

understood the nature of knowledge, how they internalized power, and what it meant for 

pedagogy. In other words, critical case study allowed examination of the ways context 

differently validated practices within school and community contexts (Moll et al.1992). 
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The approach allowed for a constant-comparative data analysis to compare data in a 

variety of ways and find emergent trends across data sources (Creswell, 2002; Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967).  

Data collection: interviews, observations and artifacts 
Each participant participated in three semi-structured interviews (digitally audio 

recorded, roughly one hour, at the beginning, middle and end of the semester), were 

observed (direct pedagogical observation, five observations per teacher), and asked for 

pedagogical artifacts (lesson plans, documentation- variable by teacher), including a 

weekly journal with personal reflections. 

Interviews 
I conducted, semi-structured interviews with semi-structured questions to allow 

for knowledge and beliefs that might not have emerged (Wolcott, 2005) in everyday 

interactions to be examined for analysis. Seidman (2006) argues that interview data is 

most effective when the participant’s voice is allowed to speak. Seidman (2006) proposes 

methods of interview analysis. First, the interviewer finds emergent themes across 

multiple interviews and within data. Second, the interviewer develops, “narrative profiles 

of participants’ experiences and the meaning they make of those experiences” (p. x). 

Merriam (2009) suggests interviews are important for understanding how a participant is 

thinking, feeling, and understanding the world around them. For this reason, the data 

section included segments from this collection method and triangulated based on my 

classroom, social, and interpersonal observations offering context and validity. For the 
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case study interviews I collected data to present participants’ diverse and particular 

voices and experiences without overwhelming readers in the individual stories and 

personal experiences of too many participants.  

Observations 
Stake (1995) suggests that observations allow a researcher to interpret events and 

offer naturalistic accounts of the setting. Prolonged engagement from field observations 

not only provided an important source of data but also allowed me to continue to build 

relationships with participants (Erlandson et. al., 1993). I observed each participant over 

five class periods taking field notes documenting activities of teachers and students. I also 

considered each classroom and the culture in which the teachers are operating.  

Further data was collected through ethnographic observation. I took notes 

regarding what teachers said about students, the community, the school and 

administrators in formal, social, and null spaces in the classroom. Here I examined many 

unedited responses, which illuminated ontological elements beyond what might be 

evident in the formal interviews and direct pedagogical observations. I recorded and 

reflected on the class sessions, interpersonal conversation, body language, and visual cues 

after our interactions, as it was crucial to consider power in language, as it structures 

human interaction. Attinasi (1997) describes how “linkages among language and 

discourse, discrimination, and racism” (1997, pp. 280-281) present in human interaction 

are vital in “reproducing racial oppression and control” (Smitherman-Donaldson & van 

Dijk, 1988, p. 17), and this particular focus will become important sources of data to 

consider. 
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Artifacts  
Beyond observations and interview data I collected artifacts from the classrooms, 

such as lesson plans, handouts, journals, classroom art, and posters. Collecting artifacts 

helped confirm analysis, establish more meaningful validations and conclusions (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2005) and helped track data to its source (Erlandson et. al., 1993). Artifacts 

also included pictures of the classrooms noting related to factors affecting the teacher’s 

ontological posture. This approach gave me an opportunity to view experiences from a 

practical implementation perspective to understand how complex phenomena were 

occurring. Data sources like artifacts, observations, and interviews helped establish the 

sources that added extra objects of analysis to inform my findings.  

DATA COLLECTION 
As previously explained, data was collected from: direct observation of teaching 

and the classroom, semi structured interviews, dialogical interactions, documents, 

participant observations, narratives, and physical artifacts. Within the case study, data 

was collected in very different ways. Initial data was taken first by having a conversation 

with each participant and fully disclosing what I would be studying. I then proceeded by 

observing each teacher twice on what they considered to be normal days, or, in other 

words, a day wherein their instructional, institutional, and relational routine is what they 

would describe as typical. As a researcher, I hoped to become part of the classroom 

environment, by participating in class, asking basic question, eating lunch, joking and 

having conversations with students. The purpose of this approach was, for me as an 



 126 

outsider, to become part of the community as much as possible and to develop 

relationships with students.  

 Next, I had general conversations with the participants about their classrooms and 

further discussed this project in relation to what I had seen and what we had previously 

discussed. They offered me feedback and general information that they thought would be 

relevant to my research. As I had with the students, I ate lunch with the teachers and was 

able to observe what a typical lunch would be like for each participant. I followed them 

through a typical day and when they were able to converse with me, we discussed what 

they were thinking and contexts they felt would be helpful to me. This shadowing of the 

teacher allowed me to understand how the teachers felt about their students, the school, 

other professional thinking as well as the nervousness they may have had about being the 

focus of a research study.  

 My next step in data collection was to formally interview teachers for the first 

time. I conducted semi-structured interviews with semi-structured questions, giving the 

teachers opportunities to discuss what they felt was important about critical pedagogy and 

its connection to social studies instruction, based on what they knew and what we had 

discussed about the study. These interviews were chunked and coded. Following the 

initial interview, I conducted field observations, taking field notes, collecting artifacts and 

focusing on student and teacher talk. Data from these sources was similarly chunked and 

coded. I collected data several times in this way to understand the variety of critical 

practices and the ways they manifest in praxis.  
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 After the field observation, follow-up interviews were conducted to consider the 

ways in which the teachers’ thoughts on critical social studies practices aligned with their 

practices. Further, we discussed some of the observations and they were given an 

opportunity to reflect on class and explain how these critical instances were related to 

their understanding of the study’s focus. After each instance of data collection, I recorded 

my thoughts and some notes from the day as a way of organizing my thinking, questions, 

and internal reflections. In other words, I endeavored to experience my own praxis as I 

studied the praxis of teachers.  

Trustworthiness 
I began by utilizing trustworthiness as a measure of reliability and validity, 

however my thinking evolved as the study progressed. First, I will outline my original 

approach and then discuss my emergent understandings. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

suggest trustworthiness is established via the following criteria: credibility, 

transferability, confirmability, consistency, and reflexiveness. These are typically earned 

when combining several of the following: prolonged engagement, consistent observation, 

reference materials, debriefs and member checking, journaling, thick description, 

purposeful sampling and an audit trail (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The approach attempts to 

keep methods “parallel” to others in the field conducting similar studies (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1989). It is important to consider the relationship between participant 

understandings of social constructs and how the researcher represents participant 

perspectives (Mertens, 2010). Member checking was done after initial data collection to 

improve accuracy allows the participants the opportunity to have a say in the researcher’s 
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interpretations during the data collection/analysis process (Erlandson et. al, 1993; Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009). Prolonged engagement helped to build trust and offers 

context during the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Though  

For the study, I have considered my experiences through Lincoln and Guba’s 

(1985) criteria and feel I had success at achieving a degree of trustworthiness in the 

traditional sense. I experienced prolonged engagement with each of the teachers in the 

study, having already developed personal relationships with them over the last three 

years, in addition to having discussed critical pedagogy in social studies with them as 

well as observing their classroom teaching over the last two years. To this end, I was able 

to maintain constant observation and more fully understand the research setting. 

Similarly, I was constantly debriefing with teachers, collecting data that could triangulate 

my findings, and reflecting on my own analysis with critical friends and through member 

checking.  

Triangulation to Crystallization  
Triangulation was adopted to help establish credibility for assuring researcher’s 

meanings and conclusions are accurate, but as qualitative researchers this does not 

suggest observations or analysis will be free from personal judgment (Erlandson et. al., 

1993). Multiple sources of data help researchers: understand a context more completely, 

develop more developed conclusions triangulate findings (Erlandson et. al, 1993; 

Merriam, 2009; Mertens, 2010), ensure greater reliability (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), and 

conformability of the researcher’s interpretation. Methodologists argue interpreting the 

logic of the researcher should be made explicit (Mertens, 2010). I was constantly 
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checking and rechecking the consistency of findings from different and similar sources. 

This meant examining data across types and in depth for each source. However, as 

Mathison (1988) explains, a single truth through evaluation and research is not realistic 

and should instead be made sensible rather than triangulated.  

Traditionally, triangulation, credibility, and trustworthiness have been used as a 

bridge between quantitative and qualitative research. Post-positivistic scholars have 

suggested demonstrating validity leads to more complete and precise truth in qualitative 

research. Triangulation was helpful as a tool for organizing this study by helping narrow 

my research trajectory, however the nature of this methodological approach was 

ontologically misaligned with dialectical, critical, and transformative research. Critical 

theorists call for new approaches, which contend with mainstream understandings that 

questions of Western bias in empiricist research. Agency in research begins by 

acknowledging the “different images of understanding” (Smith & Kline, 1986) and that 

research, unlike triangulation, is not prescriptive, which allows the researcher to 

reflexivity consider participants and self (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2008). Critical 

researchers acknowledge that participants are actors that can advance change and 

presentation of research is multifaceted rather than fixed (Lewontin & Levins, 2007; 

Stage, 2007). Critical social knowledge relies on subjective interpretation, active 

construction, and the co-creation of knowledge by agentic actors in the quest for 

consciousness (Guba & Lincoln). Truth, in this study, is located within the historical, 

economic, racial, gendered and systems of oppression and represent a subjective 

objectivity within a historical moment.  
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Though I began with a more traditional approach, my thinking evolved to 

understand the need for this amendment. Subsequently, I understand that my research 

methods cannot narrow data to represent an objective truth, but rather that “triangulation 

results in convergent, inconsistent, and contradictory evidence” (Mathison, 1988, p. 13). 

Instead, evidence must be sensible to researchers, since is not possible to lead the reader 

“to a single presupposition” (Mathison, 1988, p. 13). A study of this nature, instead, 

attempts to consider a phenomena rather than to nicely describe an integrated whole 

(Patton, 1980). In this way, a precise truth does not emerge as a rigid fixed point or 

explanation, so this qualitative research was not meant to triangulate a particular point of 

truth in a mathematical since, but rather, to illuminate some of the truths and experiences 

were articulated in reflexive practice and analysis. It is more important to illuminate ways 

the researcher engages in meaning making (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2008). In this case 

study I engaged dialectical research methods, allowed me to illuminate the complexity in 

the relationship between practice and ideology.  

My research examined and presents teachers within the complexities of an 

immeasurable particular historical moment. Therefore, multiple refractions of data were 

filtered through my own analysis and allowed experiences to crystallize (Ellingson, 

2009). Like a crystal, the research did not loose it structure when not traditionally 

presented, nor was it represented as a singular representative objective truth via 

triangulation. Instead, describing research as crystallizing provided “a deepened, 

complex, and thoroughly partial understanding of the topic” (Richardson & St. Pierre, 

2008). As a researcher I also endeavored to understand the semiotic chains, organizations 
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of power and circumstances as they related to social struggles (Deleuze & Guattari, 

1987). The research, then, might be better described as rhizomatic, rather than fixed, as 

participants were resistant to organizational structure but existed within structures as a 

multiplicity: both part and apart from critical schooling practice. Teachers both acted and 

endeavored to rupture, power relations while maintaining them.  

DATA ANALYSIS 
I first developed a conceptual theory to endeavor to understand the overlay 

between critical praxis, social studies, and what was being observed in this case. Stake 

(2005) suggests this means taking the case apart to understand the meaning in the patterns 

found in the coding process. Yin (2005) suggests there are four principles of good data 

analysis: attention to evidence, addressing rival interpretations, addressing the most 

significant aspects of the study, and application of researcher knowledge. 

 To analyze the data I attempted to utilize the research methodology lens that was 

most relevant to the study. For example, dialectical analysis was helpful in multiple ways.  

The approach allowed me to contextualize the unfolding of particular teacher’s 

consciousness development into their actions, it demonstrated the tensions between those 

practices and the systems of power within which the teachers worked, it was a means by 

which the curriculum was deconstructed, it was a way of contextualize individual 

struggles and relate them to civic praxis. The ethnographic, discursive, narrative and 

dialogical nature of the data collection allowed me to analyze data both as a participant 

observer and as a more traditional researcher. The data from these methods were 

analyzed with a critical eye by comparing theory, actions, hidden meaning in what was 
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said and done.   

Teaches themselves represented the multiple points of analysis. Teachers decided 

what critical pedagogy meant to them, what social studies instruction should look like, 

how the two are related, and how they would reflect on and describe their experiences. 

Codes, and ultimately themes, were developed that represented these pedagogical 

choices. Teacher interactions were further compared to the conceptual framework and 

practices that represented praxis: transformation, inquiry, deliberation, humanization, 

socio-historical literacy, authenticity and responses to what was perceived as injustice.  

Coding 
Coding was developed based on Bryman’s (2012) work on social research 

methods. The first stage of coding was careful readings of interviews, field notes, 

narratives, phenomena, and artifacts. I first read the transcripts from both the interviews 

and field notes in their entirety and examined the artifacts, such a lesson plans, objects, 

and student work that represented teacher and student thinking. I then made notes about 

my first impressions of the data. Next, I re-read the transcripts again one-by-one and 

examined them carefully line-by-line.  The next step in coding was a process of labeling 

relevant words, phrases, sentences, and sections of the data. The labels were dedicated to 

noting actions, activities, concepts, dialectical relationships, opinions, and processes that 

were relevant for analyzing the relationship between teacher conceptions of critical 

pedagogy, social studies, and internalized ideology. Based on these labels I began to 

develop codes that represented relationships relevant to understanding the context and 

teacher experience within the classroom as a representation of the conceptual framework. 
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Data was coded for both a conceptualization of the underlying patterns and based on the 

descriptions that were offered. Next I determined which codes were the most important 

and created categories by synthesizing several of the codes based on which were most 

helpful in explaining the relationships between ideology, social studies instruction, and 

critical pedagogy.  

I then began to analyze the data. First, I created categories that represented the 

codes I found to be most important. This was an attempt to construct categories to capture 

recurring patterns that cut across data. In this process, I applied the objects, processes, 

differences, and struggles to the categories. I then began to conceptualize data based on 

objects of analysis, and my understandings of the participants. I then began to label 

categories and examine their connections or intersections. The connections that emerged 

are the major results of my study. I then decided the relationship between categories and 

the contexts. The results section describes the categories and how they are connected. 

Data collection and analysis should occur simultaneously to allow the researcher to 

consider existing data and collect better data while in the field (Miles, Huberman & 

Saldaña, 2013).  

I manually coded transcripts of interviews and analyzed them as Miles, 

Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) suggest by noting patterns and themes, arriving at 

comparisons and contrasts, and determining conceptual explanations of the case study. I 

noted the materialization of substantive distinctions (Schwab, 1964). The patterns, 

themes and comparisons of interview, observation, and artifact data are the basis for the 

findings to be included in this study. This approach to coding allowed me to analyze data 
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by categorizing similar information as it related to my initial research questions, contexts, 

and the conceptual framework (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2013). Further, coding 

allows for condensing literature to retrieve significant data quickly. Creating themes 

based on coding allowed me to recognize patterns across data as they emerged (Merriam, 

2009; Stake, 1995). 

The responses from journals and interviews were compared to artifacts and 

observations to examine determine participant praxis. I endeavored to understand the 

semiotic chains, organizations of power and circumstances as they related to social 

struggles (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). Via multiple data sources, I hoped to be able to 

understand the successes, challenges, and limitations of working for and with Freirean 

pedagogical practices for democratic social action. The data was analyzed through a 

process of constant comparative multiple-case analysis (Stake, 2005) to contrast different 

types of data and discern trends that emerged across contexts (Creswell, 2002). In 

presenting the data I attempted to provide a thick description, to illuminate the credibility 

and transferability of my findings in a way that allows readers to follow the process and 

relate with the analysis (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995).  

At the start, codes were more general and observable concepts like: civics, 

consciousness, historical inquiry, traditional social studies curriculum, dialogical 

instruction, traditional pedagogy, transformational teaching, and recognition of power in 

the analysis of this data. The codes were then narrowed through their relationship to the 

conceptual framework which represented the initial parts of a social studies posture I felt 

were salient to critical social studies instruction including: inquiry, critical consciousness, 
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and transformation. Final codes were developed which become themes presented in the 

findings. These codes included: Social studies as entry into critical practice, centering the 

student as part of the teacher’s reflexive praxis, deconstructing the foundations of civics, 

addressing race class gender and sexuality for more critically civic instruction, and 

navigating social studies teaching practice.  

I have unique personal insights on teaching with and for democratic social action 

with critical pedagogical practices, having based this study, in part, on my experiences as 

an intervention teacher (Magill & Rodriguez, 2015). My students and I worked to 

develop lessons around what Henry Giroux called public pedagogy. This involves 

centering and addressing the continual learning, taking place beyond the traditional 

classroom (Giroux, 2004; Magill & Rodriguez, 2015). Within this context my students 

demonstrated their desire to engage curriculum and their local community for social 

change. Uniquely, this past personal context was not beholden to standards-based 

accountability, so I am curious to see if and how the teachers in this case study 

implement action oriented pedagogical practices within more typical classroom contexts.  

Researcher positionality 
In my time as a secondary teacher, I taught English and several secondary social 

studies subject areas. As an educator I endeavored to embody and persistently practice a 

critical pedagogy. I considered myself to be what Banks (1998) calls an “external-

insider.” I have been socialized within a somewhat different culture from the one I am 

studying, but had experiences teaching similar populations and pedagogical practices. In 

this way, I identified strongly with the community represented at the research sites. 
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Though I had unique experience with many aspects of this case study and Freirean 

pedagogical practices, I acknowledge that as a European American with certain social 

privileges and middle-class formative experiences as well as having grown up on the 

West Coast of the United States, my understandings and experiences helped framed the 

study. 

Analytical Bias  

In representing the data I endeavored to offer an accurate portrayal of the teachers 

and their practices. I have no hidden agenda, other than to share the exemplary teaching 

of my participants and to analyze the intersection of criticality within their social studies 

teaching pedagogy. The participants were selected because I knew them to be 

phenomenal and in our iterations, they demonstrated a desire to embody criticality. I 

acknowledge that I had personal relationships with the teachers prior to the study and to 

some degree, our experiences as critical teachers have paralleled. Like my teacher 

participants, I am still becoming as a researcher, teacher, and human.  

Participants and context 
The focal teachers for this study work within the normative milieu of traditional 

contexts yet have expressed an interest in engaging students as transformative 

intellectuals through Freirian-inspired pedagogy and praxis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; 

Giroux, 1989). To this end, this study proposed to explore how critical social studies 

teachers navigate requirements and expectations of schooling while finding space to 

teach for transformation (Malott & Ford, 2015), and in what ways critical approaches to 

teaching changes disciplinary social studies.  
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Each teacher was in a different stage in his or her critical becoming. Further, the 

teachers all came with different levels of experience, and of course, particular 

experiences unique to their contexts. Cesar, for example, was in his student teaching 

experiences for the duration of this study while Travis was in his second year teaching, 

and Rosa was in her sixth year teaching. Each teacher also came from a different region 

of the country. Travis grew up in Central Arizona, Caesar in Northern California, and 

Rosa in South Texas. The differences in region and experience allowed for additional 

analysis based on these factors.  

Travis  
 I met Travis in my first year when he was entering his MA credential program at 

Big University. Travis was a second-year social studies teacher at Colorado River 

Academy on the border of a large urban southwestern city. On the other side of the 

school is a rural farming community. The school was very small and Travis has only 

fifty-three student contacts per day. Students needed to apply to the public school 

academy, which shares a parking lot with the more traditional public school, Colorado 

River High School. Travis teaches AP World History and AP Geography and his school 

requires students to take several AP courses. The school had a diverse community with a 

largely Latina/o population. It is important to note that though his context consists mostly 

of Spanish speakers, Travis identifies as monolingual and “white.” Further, he grew up in 

Central Arizona, which informed his teacher identity. He shared that he came to 

understand himself as a critical social studies teacher through his experiences with his 

church group and his University credentialing program. The church group went to many 
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different countries, building houses for what he understood at the time to be 

disenfranchised poor people, represented a different lifestyle from what he experienced 

growing up.  

When considering what it means to be a “good” teacher, Travis compared himself 

to the Classical Greeks who suggested that “good” was not easily defined but is 

“unmistakable” when observed. He suggested that consciousness around authentic, 

responsive, and rigorous instruction is the bedrock of his understanding of “good” 

teaching. Social and interpersonal issues were incredibly important for Travis. He shared 

that he believed teachers are responsible for responding to students, honoring their unique 

abilities, skill and talents to put students in the best possible position to succeed.   

Authenticity, to him, was about connecting students to the classroom environment 

and to their lived experience. Content then must be relevant and teachers’ methods should 

reflect students’ needs. He argued for developing a learning community, which is crucial 

for authentic instruction. In addition to identifying the skills that students bring to the 

classroom, he felt it necessary to recognize what works, and what does not work as part 

of praxis.  

Travis argued that seldom-used techniques such as experiential learning, varied 

instruction, inquiry or problem-based learning were vital for encouraging critical 

consciousness. It was not enough to have students work to complete worksheets and learn 

material, which would then be covered in an end of class exam. I read in his reflective 

journal that, “to have students recite dates and memorize definitions does nothing to 

foster any notion of higher-level thinking.” He expected students to be able to evaluate 
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material from multiple sources discerning some underling truth, know both master 

narrative and counter-narratives, and attempt to help students see themselves in the 

curriculum. Travis wanted students to interrogate what they had previously believed, 

questioning what society, particularly as it relates to the history and geography 

curriculum has dictated to them as “truth.” 

He mentioned that his biggest struggle has been to bring in the critical civic 

practices beyond the classroom and connecting tested curriculum to the culturally 

relevant pedagogy he wishes to practice or practices. Ultimately, he wants his students to 

feel cared for. Travis works at a Collegiate Academy high school and he had fifty-eight 

student contacts per day and his class sizes ranged from ten to twenty two. 

Caesar 
 I met Caesar the semester before his enrollment in his teacher education program. 

It was immediately apparent that he had a reflective and reflexive approach to the world 

and teaching. I had the distinct pleasure of being his instructor in two separate social 

studies courses over the next two years. In his coursework, his analytical skill was 

incredible and he demonstrated exceptional content knowledge. Perhaps most importantly 

he was very conscious of his own privilege and the power dynamics in his classroom.  

 During this study Caesar was a student teacher who would be receiving his 

credential during the completion of this project. He identifies as a “white male” but is 

very aware of the ways his saying “white male” is potentially problematic and embedded 

in power. He worked in two settings during the course of this study. The first setting was 

a high school with an almost exclusively Latina/o population. This was a more traditional 
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Title One public school in a large urban southwestern community. Caesar is bi-lingual 

(English and Spanish) and grew up in Northern California. He mentioned first wanting to 

be a critical teacher when he joined AmeriCorps and began to see the vastly different 

educational experiences students were having compared to his Parochial school 

education.  

Though Caesar is not yet a certified teacher, he has very clear designs on 

developing a safe and generative classroom environment. Caesar believes every member 

of his linguistically, ethnically, culturally, and ability-diverse classrooms should be able 

to feel valued, respected, and enfranchised by their learning environment. He mentioned 

that philosophically he believes students need to be able to have safe discussions not only 

in curriculum, but also as part of developing rules that will govern their classroom 

experience. He described his future classroom in his reflective journal as “a community 

where each enfranchised student experiences safety and respect,” and where “they all feel 

they have something to gain and to learn.” Caesar sees critical social studies teaching as a 

“way to see the world and to re-transform the world.” Caesar taught at a traditional public 

high school with 1561 students. His class sizes ranged from twenty to thirty.  

Rosa  
 I met Rosa while I was in my first year in my doctoral program. She was taking a 

graduate course at the local university. She and I bonded over the fact that we had both 

taught for three years in an educational context designed to support students who were 

not having success in the traditional school setting because of many of the factors 

outlined in Chapter Two. In addition, we both discussed critical pedagogy as part of our 
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approach to teaching social studies. Rosa was in her sixth year teaching geography, world 

history, government, and economics in a small, accelerated program for students, who 

had struggled in traditional schooling environments. Her student population was largely 

Latina/o and she had forty-two contacts per day. Rosa is bi-lingual (English and Spanish) 

and identifies as a Chicana. Rosa grew up in south Texas, which she mentioned shaped 

her teaching. She mentioned that she became critical through her observation of people, 

describing racism and hypocritical priests as some of the reasons she wise to explore and 

embody critical teaching.  

Rosa saw her job as a social studies teacher to support engaged, responsible, and 

responsive citizens that worked to preserve the democratic ideals we have set as the 

primary framework for our country’s government. She believed that these ideals ought to 

promote change and fight oppression in addition to disciplinary knowledge, suggesting 

students need to study society and become interdisciplinary thinkers to do so. In 

describing her coming to this transformational approach, she mentioned the hypocrisy 

from institutions like church, corporate rhetoric and educational policy crediting her 

critical eye to observations as a young person. 

Rosa did not believe in a basic curriculum and certain basic knowledge students 

should know in each subject area, but suggested that skills and the ability to navigate 

complexities in society takes primacy in her classroom. She also believed that 

relationships are the foundation of great teaching and students should feel comfortable, 

loved, and supported before all else. Rosa suggested that a critical approach informs her 

social studies instruction. She suggested social studies begins with criticality and used 
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social studies as a vehicle for critical consciousness. Her social analysis and activism 

permeated all aspects of her teaching.  

Contexts 

Each of the teachers was placed in large to midsize urban districts in Central 

Texas, in large secondary school districts (minimum 2000 students). The teachers each 

came from an Urban Teacher Social Studies Education Program with a social 

justice/social cultural focus. The program claims to value the diverse linguistic and 

cultural resources students bring into the classroom. Each teacher was part of a three-

semester field based sequence. In the first semester the teachers were in the classroom for 

the duration of the semester and were required to fully teach nine times. The second 

semester resembles the first. The final semester, the teachers are asked to take on a 

majority of the responsibilities of a teacher of record. 

Travis taught at Brazos River Academy (pseudonym) on the outskirts of a large 

urban Southwestern city. The campus was an extension branch of a larger school with 

1330 students. Students applied to Brazos River because of the small class sizes and a 

focus on college preparation. The academy campus itself had 164 students from grades 9-

12. Class sizes range from twelve to twenty. Sixty-four percent of its students were 

categorized as economically disadvantaged and the “Ethnic Composition” included sixty-

five percent of students classified as “Hispanic” twenty-seven percent “Anglo,” four and 

one-half percent “African American” as of 2016. 

Caesar was in his teacher education program for the duration of the study. For the 

first half of the data collection, Caesar was in a more traditional urban high school called 
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Alamo (pseudonym), but he moved to a middle school as part of his teacher education 

program requirements. The high school had 1561 students from grades 9-12. Classes had 

between twenty-three and thirty-five students. Sixty-eight percent of students were 

classified as economically disadvantaged. The students “Race/Ethnicity” were classified 

as seventy-four percent “Hispanic,” fifteen percent “White,” and seven percent “African 

American.” Caesar’s Middle school placement, Mendoza (pseudonym) had 1002 

students. Eighty-eight percent were considered “Hispanic.” Five and one-half were 

classified as “White” and the same percentage were considered “African-American”. 

Ninety percent of students were classified as economically disadvantaged at the middle 

school. Both the middle school and high school were in a large urban Southwestern city. 

Rosa first was a teacher at Creekside Academy (pseudonym) in an urban school 

setting, in a large city, within a Southwestern State. Creekside Academy is a non-

traditional High School, consisting of 138 students from grades 9-12. The school was 

created to offer students with unique classroom and life challenges the opportunity to 

attend class in a non-traditional, semi self-directed setting. Rosa’s classes consist of 

between ten and twenty students per period. Students of different grade levels often 

experience class together. School demographics during the 2015-2016 year are as 

follows: the largest population at the school was considered “Hispanic.” More than sixty-

two percent of the student body fit this designation. Approximately twenty-five percent 

of the students were classified as “African American.” Twelve percent of students were 

categorized as “White.” The remaining students were categorized as “Asian American” 

and “Other.” For the 2015-2016 school year, seventy seven percent of students were 
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considered, “Economically Disadvantaged.” Rosa moved to the same school district as 

Caesar after the majority of the data collection had been completed. Rosa’s second 

placement, Bexar (pseudonym), was another school offering personalized educational 

opportunities through a self-paced curriculum for “at-risk” students. Serving 211 students 

from grades 10-12, the school’s students were classified as thirty-four percent 

“Economically Disadvantaged.” Ethnically students were classified in 2016 as forty-four 

percent “Hispanic” forty-three percent “White” seven percent “African American” and 

six percent “Two or More Races” (TEA, 2016).  

STUDY LIMITATIONS  
In my view, the major study limitations were time, credentialing in the same 

teacher education program, and the inability to continually be with teachers in all aspects 

of his or her personal life. Because we are limited by time, collecting data while 

instructing and observing other student teachers, I was unable to continually be with the 

teachers in this study all day everyday. I believe this type of contact would have allowed 

for more in-depth analysis of the ideological underpinnings of teacher pedagogy. 

However, I was able to share many experiences with teachers, both in and beyond the 

classroom. Secondly, each of these teachers were educated at the same university. The 

condition, no doubt, influenced how teachers understood criticality. Further work might 

consider the critical curriculum these teachers experienced or understandings of teachers 

from different university or credential programs. Thirdly, that Caesar and Rosa changed 

schools likely led to different lessons than had they remained at the original site. 

However, most of the data was collected from the original site. Lastly, the study was 
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bounded within a critical case study. I believe further exploration of teacher ideology in 

personal life and examination of social relations could have added another component to 

this research.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: CONSCIOUS ACTION IN SOCIAL STUDIES 
CLASSROOMS 

 

INTRODUCTION  
Given the research questions considered for this study: how do the social studies 

teachers selected for this study define critical pedagogy and how do the teachers employ 

critical pedagogy in their classrooms, this chapter proceeds by presenting and analyzing 

data related to ways teachers understood the intersectional approaches of critical 

pedagogy and social studies instruction. 

Examination of critical pedagogy in the social studies classroom represents a 

conceptual shift in the ways we might understand social studies teachers in terms of how 

their ideological or pedagogical postures manifest in their classroom teaching. Social 

studies teaching has historically been for training students for civic involvement and 

critical pedagogy has been for transformational consciousness. In my experience, the 

relationship between social studies teaching and critical pedagogical embodiment is not 

well understood.  

Critical analysis of social alienation empowers students, supports dialogical 

engagement with students, promotes democratic participation for social change, and 

attempts to make educational practices authentic by providing the space for student self-

determination. A teaching posture, or interpretation of the field signifies an understanding 

of the responsibility of a critical social studies teacher. A critical posture toward teaching 

is predicated on the idea that schooling ought to help students question power for 
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critically consciousness personal and social change (Shor, 1987). Further, criticality is 

both embodied and the active promotion of more critical civic visions (Gay, 2010; 

Rodriguez, 2008; Schmidt, 2008). While social studies curriculum and practices purport 

to teach civics, they often do little to trouble passive civic ideologies and monolithic 

interpretations of the full citizen or historical framing as white male (Dejaeghere, 2013).  

The three social studies teachers in this qualitative critical case study understand 

critical pedagogy as a way to bridge the gap between marginalized communities and their 

access to full democratic citizenship, but how this approach affected teaching practice 

was unique. The participating teachers differently defined what critical social studies 

teaching is and the role of a critical teacher. Each teacher understood criticality as an 

approach towards helping students see past the superficial hegemonic definitions, 

narratives, and ideas in traditional classrooms. For two of the three outstanding teachers, 

the approach also included supporting students achieve their political and social projects, 

thereby making their classrooms a space to examine and change the community. The 

third teacher considers his classroom a space for fostering future active civic participants. 

Research has addressed the difficulties in becoming a critical educator (Ahlquist, 

1990; Ellsworth, 1989; Wylie, 2014). Some have argued that critical pedagogy is 

narrowly understood and often discursively applied in social studies (Ross, 2006). Many 

teachers are hesitant to implement authentic critical or democratic practices, affected by 

the high stakes environment, not understanding themselves as transformative 

intellectuals. Instead teachers often take uncritical approaches, often via the 

apprenticeship of observation (Giroux, 1989; Lortie, 1975).  In contrast, critical pedagogy 
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has a natural and hopeful connection for fostering change when applied to the social 

studies (Hursh & Ross, 2000). Teachers can and do support more activist forms of 

democratic community building and action as part of disciplinary approach to material 

life. The approach extends from Ross, Mathison and Vinson’s (2014) suggestion, “Social 

studies is part of an informed social criticism, uncovering the taken-for-granted elements 

in our everyday experience and making them the target of inquiry” (p. 43). I add it might 

also serve as a foundation for activism (Urrietta, 2010).  

In this critical case study, I examined the experiences of three talented young 

critically identifying social studies teachers to understand how social studies teachers 

come to a critical social studies approach. I proceed by first outlining the shared aspects 

of the critical focal teacher’s experiences. In conceptualizing the relevant literature that 

frames this study, I include discussions of the neoliberal agenda on education, critical 

democratic visions, the role of curriculum and critical teaching. Elements of these 

approaches centered critical social studies teacher approach to: critical consciousness of 

superficially understood definitions of concepts like democracy or limited awareness of 

the presence of neoliberal framings and practices, class-based influences on education, 

the application of dialectical consciousness or dialectical materialism to social realities, 

and critical reflexivity in one’s own pedagogical approaches as a critical social studies 

teacher. Second, this study provides two emerging themes representing the manifestations 

of focal teacher critical consciousness. These themes include: First, centering the student 

as part of the teacher’s critically reflexive praxis and second, social studies curriculum 

as entry to critical practice.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
As scholars work to capture the settings in which teachers live, acquiesce and 

resist forces of oppression marginalization and hegemony, multiple frameworks emerge 

that help us make greater sense of teaching and learning in classroom spaces. In order to 

analyze the lives of teachers and their movement towards criticality, we must first 

acknowledge their approach to the social world. Second, by understanding the neoliberal 

agenda we can explore the dialectical relationships between power and pedagogy. 

Finally, understanding how teachers adopt curriculum, consider democracy, and approach 

teaching are essential for uncovering ways teachers come to epistemological and 

ontological visions for pedagogy so we can better frame visions for critical social studies 

education.  

THE INFLUENCE OF THE NEOLIBERAL AGENDA 
   Giroux (2005) argues school is a barometer for society. The growing neoliberal 

agenda has become ubiquitous in school settings, normalizing discourses related to: 

testing/job security, standardization/accountability, business interests/public interests that 

shape how people understand society and teach. These foci undermine substantive 

teaching and learning (McNeil, 2000a) as teachers are compelled to adopt pedagogy and 

ideology that align with the business elites (Salinas & Reidel, 2007). Treanor (n.d.), 

explains the harmful relationship between neoliberalism and ethical action, 

Neoliberalism is a philosophy in which the existence and operation of a market 
are valued in themselves, separately from any previous relationship with the 
production of goods and services . . . and where the operation of a market or 
market-like structure is seen as an ethic in itself, capable of acting as a guide for 
all human action, and substituting for all previously existing ethical beliefs. 
(Salad, n.p.).  
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The magnitude and scope of the neoliberal agenda has caused scholars to critique the 

harmful effects of adopting market-based approaches to education (Apple, 2006; Hill, 

2007; Ross, Mathison & Vinson, 2014a, 2014b; Ross & Gibson, 2007), highlighting how 

neoliberalism now works as a well-disguised tool to control political thought, ideology 

and social action through the policies and practices that undermine teaching and learning.  

Unfortunately, neoliberalism has the effect of commodifying and alienating 

students from their labor and creativity. Alienation, as Marx (1988) posits, separates 

people from each other, from genuine experiences and from work. In short, work done in 

classrooms removes a student from his or her authentic nature and separates him or her 

from his or her labor. As Marx notes (referring to selling one’s labor), “work is external 

to the worker, that is not part of his nature” (Marx, 1964, p. 122). Althuser (2006) 

extends these points to schooling suggesting, schooling teaches important information to 

survive in the society, but also ties ideology to the ruling class logic (Queen, et. al, 2013; 

Ross & Gibson, 2007). Standardization of schooling and knowledge eliminates the 

creative processes inherent to human existence, creating educational perversion, 

abstracting students from their natural essence and the labor of learning. Neoliberalism 

restricts the possibilities of authentic education in these ways.  

An unsurprising effect of neoliberal influence on classroom practice is the 

maintenance of the existing social, political and economic structures that advantage some 

and disadvantage others. According to Cruickshank (2009) neoliberal policies encourage 

politicians to engage in, “the systematic production of images, events and institutional 
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infrastructure of commodities” (p. 89). The influence encompasses an adherence to 

narrowing curriculum standards and mandated curriculum guides, high stakes state level 

testing, punitive accountability systems that equate to negative consequences of teaching 

and learning in schools (McNeil, 2000a, 2000b; Valenzuela, 2005). The result is a culture 

of surveillance that serves to preserve the market agenda (Foucault, 1977). Others have 

argued neoliberalism leads to a democracy understood through market choice, 

representing freedom to consume or acquire education (Apple, 1997; De Lissovoy, 

2016). Accordingly, those already controlling means of production, surplus value and 

social capital develop self-serving/profit making mechanisms and suggest the system is 

equitable and colorblind (Giroux, 2003; Hill, 2012; Urrieta, 2006). Classrooms foster the 

language and approach for socializing hierarchical relation rather than mutually 

humanizing the educational experience, though teachers have agency to work past these 

structures. 

CRITICAL DEMOCRATIC VISIONS 
Dewey (2004) suggested democracy “has to be constantly discovered, and 

rediscovered, remade and reorganized” (Dewey, 2004, p. 38). One could argue that the 

interrogation of democracy falls to students and educators who will decide how society 

will define democracy itself. However, as students and teachers attempt to foster 

democratic action they consider to be appropriate, the current paradigm instead supports 

shallow democratic understandings (Gallavan, 2008; Sunal, Kelley, & Sunal, 2009). 

Unfortunately, structural inequities have been well articulated in our broader society as 

well as within school curricula and practices that diminish a more critical citizenry. 
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Current discourse around citizenship exists within the specticalized (Debord, 2012; Ross, 

2013), nationalistic (VanSledright, 2008) and neoliberal (Sondel, 2015) social habitus 

(Bourdieu, 1987). However, the point of such critical renditions of citizenship is to be 

informed and active. Being a citizen means accepting one’s responsibility to transform 

oneself and society in the face of oppression or alienation. Critical rediscovery of social 

studies education and practice might be a space for developing a social consciousness for 

informed action (Levinson & Levine, 2013). 

Many agree the social studies are the appropriate setting to educate young citizens 

for strong democracy and civic practice (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Hess, 2002, Hess & 

McAvoy, 2014; Parker, 2003). However tensions between purpose, content, and 

pedagogy frame what the social studies are and what they should do remain constant to 

the field (Stanley, 2001; Ross, 2015). In particular, notions around citizenship education 

(Banks, 2008), civic agency (LeCompte & Blevins, 2015; Vaughn & Obenchain, 2015; 

Sondel, 2015), and civic identities (Rosaldo, Flores, & Benmayor, 1997; Rosaldo, 1997; 

Vickery, 2015), continue to consume the field’s attention. For instance, benign ideas 

about electing political representatives, obeying the law, paying taxes and how governing 

structures operate to diminish notions of democratic participation (Westheimer & Kahne, 

2004). When a narrow habitus is adopted, people are dissuaded from engaging in “thick” 

as opposed to “thin” practices of democracy (Portelli, Soloman & Patrick, 2001). Carr 

(2011) distinguishes “thin” democracy as performative (e.g. voting), while “thick” 

democracy is critical engagement and social action. However, multicultural or more 

critical applications of citizenship (Johnson & Morris, 2010; Kincheloe, 2004) are often 
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seen as dangerous forms of citizenship (Ross & Vinson, 2013).  In this sense, dangerous 

citizenship represents the thick critical engagements and social action that challenge 

traditional spaces and narratives.  

Regardless, social studies classrooms can be places where, “diverse dimensions of 

democratic citizenship can be explored, nurtured, and experienced” (Evans, 2009, p. 

519). For example, some argue for developing communities of support through real 

experience, a stance that could include more authentic instruction (Grant & Gradwell, 

2010; Newmann, 1996). Some have suggested democratic teaching take an action 

orientation (Arthur & Davies 2008; Ayers, et. al., 2015; Levinson, 2014), or a critical 

multicultural approach (Dillworth, 2004; Malott & Pruyn, 2006). Others have also 

suggested frameworks around multicultural democratic education (Gay, 2014; Marri, 

2005), as well as teaching about democracy through social movements for community 

agency (Markoff, 2015; Della Porta, 2013). Ultimately, each of these may create a more 

critically conscious shift that situates the ideological scope of what can be done in social 

studies teaching practices. A critical examination of democratic and civic education 

(Kincheloe, 1999; Sondel, 2015) therefore, can help make, “visual culture, digital 

technologies, making the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered experience visible in the 

curriculum” (Ross, 2006, p. 7).  

CURRICULUM 
The political nature of the curriculum means, “choices cannot be made without 

reference to a value, set of values, criteria, or interests” (Cherryholmes, 1988, p. 4) and, 

“reproduces relations of domination and subordinacy through school practices” 
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(Aronowitz & Giroux, 1993, p. 150). Typically, schools omit, “the history of the 

marginalized, the minoritized, the oppressed” (p. 33) developing a troubling “public 

consciousness” (Bauman, 2001) around the other. Political decisions about curriculum, 

shape “ideology and power arrangements (which) infiltrate our thinking and actions; they 

shape our subjectivities, that is, how and what we think about ourselves and so act” (p. 6). 

Subsequent post-racial or colorblind (Lewis, 2001; Omi & Winant 2015) discourse 

maintains schooling as training for social exclusion. Relational difference becoming 

normalized practice. Experiences are reduced to objects of curricular knowledge 

(Hacking, 2002) and students are the embodiment of the representation. Curriculum 

becomes deeply internalized (Fanon, 2008; Wynter, 1995) and leveraged to demonstrate 

“unquestioned ‘egalitarianism’ and a utopian notion of individualism” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 

33). Though the technical social studies curriculum often becomes the prepackaged 

knowledge students must bank, critical teachers often challenge (Freire, 2000) the idea of 

knowledge as a consumable artifact (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1993). 

Curriculum developers assume they can separate instruction from curricular goals 

and objectives, leaving teachers as mere curriculum conduits (Ross, 2006). Teachers then 

internalize, “professional role as instructional decision-makers not as curriculum 

developers” (Thornton, 2005; Ross, 2006), privileging the objective subjectivity 

knowledge of capitalist state (Althusser, 2006; McNeil, 1988). For educational 

stakeholders the question has become, “whose knowledge is of most worth?” (Apple; 

2004, p. vii; Cornbleth & Waugh, 2012).  
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Social studies representations become part of the ideology performed by students 

at all levels (Brown & Brown, 2010 & 2015; King 2016). Study of curricular 

representation in the social studies reveals both the problematic nature of curricular 

representation and ways teachers go about challenge them (Field et. al., 2012; Heilig- 

Heilig-Valesquez, Brown, & Brown, 2012; Shear et. al., 2015). The consumable 

curricular artifact represents a homogenizing mechanism maintaining the endemic nature 

of race (Brown & Brown, 2010; Ladson Billings & Tate, 1995), class (Ross, & Queen, 

2010; Queen, 2014), sexuality (Schmidt, 2010), and gendered norms (Adler, Kless & 

Adler, 1992). For critical teachers the question has become, “which, meaning, for what 

group and from which perspective?” (Wynter, 1995, p. 6).  

Typically the mandated historical narrative is produced within an official and 

technical capacity (Cornbleth, 1984), which reflects the canonized knowledge of 

textbooks and is seemingly objective. As an extension of the technical curriculum, 

textbooks “are products of human culture that present partial, local organizations of 

meanings. It seems their fate never escapes partiality and ideological bias” (p.72). As part 

of the official curriculum, master narratives (Lyotard, 1984) anchor human representation 

to inappropriate or limited historical representations (Boix-Mansilla, 2004), and 

institutionalized for political, social and economic reasons. The master narrative grounds 

understandings in a particular version of history complemented by media and other 

cultural artifacts (Stoddard, 2010 & 2014). Othered students in particular are unable to 

identify with curriculum that does not represent their understanding of the world 

(Aguilar, 2010; Epstein, 2009; Gay, 2010; Magill & Rodriguez, 2015). When the master 
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narrative goes untroubled, there is little guarantee that issues of race, class, gender, 

sexuality, power or hegemony will be addressed undervaluing particular knowledge and 

narratives (Barton, 2005; Brown & Brown, 2010; VanSledright, 2008). In contrast, 

research shows that more complex histories, the inclusion of multiple ethnic perspectives 

and personally relevant examinations of historical material are crucial to improving 

history pedagogy and instruction (Martell, 2013; Salinas, Naseem-Rodriguez & Ayalla-

Lewis, 2015).  

Understanding curriculum as deeply problematic allows critical teachers to 

disrupt alienating representations. As Pinar (2012) suggests an alternative vision for 

curriculum, “threaded through academic knowledge, an ongoing project of self-

understanding in which one becomes mobilized for engagement in the world” (Pinar, 

2012, p. 47). Social studies teaching and visions can foster social engagement through 

critical historical thinking (Salinas & Blevins, 2013), deconstructing problematic 

curricular ideologies (Brown & Brown, 2012) and challenging official knowledge 

(Salinas & Reidel, 2007). If the social studies are about self and social knowledge, 

change and struggle, teaching requires these types of critically conscious stances for 

deconstructing the racist, sexist, classist and hetero-normative foundations of society. 

Challenging the limited narratives of the nation state (VanSledright, 2008) allows 

teachers to critical approach curriculum, thereby beginning the process of becoming 

(Freire, 2000) critical pedagogues who take socially transformative approaches.   
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CRITICAL SOCIAL STUDIES TEACHER APPROACH 
Paulo Freire’s foundational work (2000) suggests consciousness is vital for 

critical educators to address alienation. Social studies teachers have a unique space to 

transcend oppressive social organization through reflexive praxis, valuing the lived 

experience of students, and by taking a responsive transformational approach. Giroux 

(1989) argues the work of a critical teacher is to become a transformative intellectual. 

Conceptually, Freire (2000) argues for criticality through, anti-colonial (Fanon, 2008), 

Hegelian (1977), Marxist (1988), Althuserian (2006) and dialectical (Lukács; 1971) 

approaches to the classroom, for conceptualizing a liberating educational praxis. 

Fundamentally, Freire’s praxiological approach centers, “reflection and action directed 

at…structures to be transformed” (Freire, 2000, p. 126). Critical social studies scholars 

suggest teaching the discipline in these ways requires both critical consciousness and 

resistance (Hursh & Ross, 2000). Criticality in the social studies, then, is rooted in 

development of a social and historical consciousness to become aware of the need for an 

implementation of liberatory action. For critical educators this is a reflexive praxis, 

addressing and reflecting on both the self and the social structures regulating our and 

students’ developing consciousness. Ultimately, social studies teachers come to critical 

consciousness through different educational experiences: curricular critique, problem 

posing, deliberation, facilitation of critical experiences, and generative activist teaching. 

However, as Au (2010b) notes, critical educators strive for materialist change and 

engagement with the world, suggesting, “active intent and volition falls short of 

progressive social change” (p.169).  
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Critical social studies practices, then, work to explore, “the deep meaning, root 

causes, social context, ideology, and personal consequences of any action, event, object, 

process, organization, experience, text, subject matter, policy, mass media, or discourse” 

(Shor, 2012, p. 129), and apply these lessons to pedagogy, life, as well as life as 

pedagogy. As outlined by Au, (2010b) social studies attempts to accomplish this by 

troubling human interaction between consciousness and their environment (Au, 2009), 

one’s own social, cultural, political, and economic contexts (Yang & Duncan-Andrade, 

2005), classroom artifacts (Stoddard & Marcus, 2006), “historical thinking” 

(VanSledright, 2004), “controversial issues” (Hess, 2009), connections to important 

social issues (Bigelow, 1990), and through thoughtfulness and deliberation (Parker, 

2006). While by no means a prescriptive or comprehensive list, criticality helps us 

understand the social world past flag waving, imperial, neoliberal, and bourgeois 

democratic representations, as a seemingly inseparable part of social studies (Malott & 

Malott, 2016). In turn, pedagogical focus shifts to authentic democratic action, activism, 

and community change in address of neoliberal and imperial democratic realities (West, 

2005).  

To understand the foundation for critical educational approaches to the social 

studies, we might more fully contemplate on critical praxis. Considering praxiological 

teaching applied to the social studies classroom, teachers often begin by first negating 

oppression within normalized knowledge and curriculum. Consider here practices like: 

critical historical inquiry (Salinas & Blevins, 2013), counter narratives (Delgado, 1989; 

Salinas, Naseem-Rodriguez, & Ayalla Lewis, 2015), social justice (Howard & Tyson, 
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2004), recognition for particular groups (Gutman, 2004), critical simulation (Bigelow & 

Diamond, 2007), and activism (McFadden, 2005). Social studies teachers offer multiple 

and alternative visions, experiences to engage with social studies concepts, and 

consciousness development. Lessons help negate many of the barriers to understanding 

the world as it is: complex, interrelated, and often unsettling (Gadotti, 1996; Ollman, 

2003). As a result, teachers engage in the negation of the negation, reflecting on their 

own privilege within lesson and relations with students and society. I am referring here to 

a previous stage of human experience where social constructions were not a dialectical 

tension affecting human experience and ontology. In social studies, Castro (2014) has 

argued teacher experiences prior to the classroom, and classroom experiences, affect the 

way civic ideas, become part of teaching practice. However, a teacher engaged in 

negation of the negation would be aware of these complexities and how they unfold into 

his or her social studies teaching as a greater part of one’s ontological essence, not simply 

as it relates to past experience. Reflecting on these ideas, the teacher applies his/her 

consciousness or critical literacy to teaching, relations, curriculum, activism or whichever 

structures are in need of transformation. Lastly, a critical social studies teacher might 

support students in developing and implementing transformational democratic projects.  

Critical social studies educators, then, will likely first consider social and 

historical consciousness. The process occurs through a dialectical analysis of social 

studies curriculum and society. Second, analysis informs transformational consciousness 

of self-in-society. Then, critical social studies teachers might engage in material negation 

as activists using the collective power of the class for social change. Lastly teacher 
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reflexively analyzes the experience and repeats the process. The chapter has outlined 

elements of critical tradition important to understanding teacher approach and the 

dialectics of practice and knowledge. I put forth Freirian Pedagogy as the lens through 

which focal teachers’ practices might be understood, examples of social studies reflexive 

praxeology, and the aims of a critical approach.  

CRITICAL SOCIAL STUDIES FRAMEWORK 
The conceptual framework for this project situates critical consciousness inquiry 

and transformation as a central part of purposeful critical social studies pedagogy. I 

understand a teacher’s critical consciousness to be both in the ability to criticality 

articulate the ability to see dialectical tensions and take action as part of a reflexive, 

student-centered, community-based, generative instructional praxis. Critical 

consciousness offers, “self-acceptance and self-confidence, social and political under-

standing, and the ability to play an assertive role in controlling resources and decisions in 

one's community” (Zimmerman & Rappaport, 1988, p. 726). Further, as Watts, Diemer, 

and Voight (2011) contend, “people do not act to change their social conditions without 

some consciousness or awareness that their social conditions are unjust… as people act 

on their social conditions they…gain a more sophisticated understanding of structural 

oppression” (p. 47). The critical social studies teacher then is able to see, organize, and 

act in intellectual solidarity with students.   

Inquiry allows space for students and teacher to critically analyze the disciplinary 

knowledge derived from monolithic oppressive curriculum and rigid ideology within the 

social studies (Apple, 2004; VanSledright, 2008). Further, critical inquiry allows teachers 
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and students to become curricular specialists, develop a critical social studies 

consciousness, and examine social and political issues that impact their lives. Integrating 

inquiry, dialogue, reflection, and action represent possible manifestations of a critical 

practice (Freire, 2000; Souto-Manning, 2010). Further critical social studies teachers joint 

examination of the dialectical relationship between power and democracy might provide 

the context for personal and social transformation. Lastly, this conceptual frame 

considers ways teachers understand and support transformative praxis. Transformation 

takes many forms; however, in this case I am concerned with ways teachers made 

authentic connections to society.  

 Through this conceptual frame I reveal the importance of examining the 

ontological postures taken up by social studies teachers. Beyond critical social studies 

practices, transformational critical social studies praxis questions the very premise/nature 

of dominant narratives and the relationships between teachers, students, and communities 

as they relate to broader social contexts and forces. Thus, the framework argues that 

criticality extends beyond traditional understandings of pedagogy and instead requires 

that a critical consciousness accompany practices like critical inquiry.  

RESULTS 
 In examining notions of criticality this project focused attention upon teacher’s 

experiences as they translated into critical pedagogies or began with critical ideas and 

inserted these into social studies. In this way, teachers understood a range of potentialities 

within critical pedagogy. Three major themes emerged from the data that can help us 

understand how these teachers understood critical social studies teaching. First, each of 
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the participant social studies teachers mentioned and demonstrated the importance of 

personal engagement—of situating their students’ experiences and histories as a 

fundamental orientation in their thinking about the social studies. Second, participants 

universally understood critical teaching to include disrupting monolithic narratives, 

adding new perspectives (Salinas, Blevins & Sullivan, 2012), personally constructing 

disciplinary narratives (Doolittle & Hicks, 2003; Wertsch, 2001), and thinking like a 

historian (Wineburg, 2001; Salinas & Sullivan, 2007). Third, teachers understood critical 

pedagogy in the social studies as embodying and teaching for more critical forms of 

citizenship. Critical civics themes, findings, and analysis will be addressed in Chapter 

Five. Ultimately, each teacher took up criticality, as they understood the dialectical 

tensions in pedagogy, power, and practice.   

Centering students as reflexive praxis 
 Critical social studies teachers are reflexively praxiological-- interpreting and 

responding to students’ experiences while also being aware of their own privilege and 

social power. In this theme, I argue that the three teacher’s interpretations of their 

students experiences and consequently their pedagogical responses were grounded in 

relational dynamics. The pedagogical responses however did range from traditional social 

studies practices that provided some opportunities to develop students’ own 

interpretations (Travis); to immediately responsive practices that took into account 

students’ experiences as a way to reshape instruction (Caesar); to reflexive praxis that 

understood the import of understanding students’ experiences, restructuring instruction, 

and engaging pedagogical practices that are related to real world application (Rosa). 
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Focal teacher understanding of critical directly impacted the ways they took up 

instruction and for what purpose.  

Travis: preparation through simulation  
 A few pedagogical considerations surround Travis and his understanding of 

practice. First, there is great gain in offering students the opportunities to engage in real 

world simulations and problem based learning within classroom spaces where, “students 

have to critically examine the information that they have acquired, discern what is 

relevant, and interact with peers to solve a problem with little direction…a deeper 

understanding of the process that is being simulated through self-directed problem 

solving” (Paggnotti & Russell, 2015, p. 282). As an end of semester unit for his world 

history class, Travis had his students research countries focusing on politics, citizenship, 

and resources from the country. He asked his students to embody the values, world 

standing, and goals of their respective nation states. After completing most of their 

research, the class simulated their membership in the United Nations. Importantly, Travis 

made sure to address the influence of resources, neoliberal capitalism and imperialism 

and their influence on deliberation and social change. Moreover, students in different 

classes uniquely took up political support based on their deliberations and problem 

posing sessions.  

 Students were asked to conduct an inquiry based on provided primary and 

secondary sources, articulate their desire for the United Nations (UN) to address certain 

issues, and deliberate how they would accomplish the goals of the council. Students 

began by discussing the issues in need of address in their country. Once they felt like they 
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had a supportive coalition, they developed proposals, which they presented to the class. 

From their students voted to take or reject the given political project. Through the 

deliberation and within the political structures students had to weigh which issues were 

most important to consider and determine if supporting another proposal would mean 

their project went unaddressed. Ultimately, after prolonged debate, a large coalition 

argued to put forth a proposal to end to human rights violations. Certain countries, like 

Iran and Russia protested, feeling the UN was not respecting their governments. Travis 

developed a lesson that included both skills and recognition.  

For example, one class session began with attempt to address human trafficking 

and expanded to human rights more generally. Students argued both as members of their 

country and as democratic participants trying to solve an issue: 

Jamaica Representative (Student): We have a serious issue of human trafficking. 
Jamaica is a tier-two watch country because of sex trafficking and young children. 
Right now we have, from the start of the year, 1000 missing children and need 
help with this problem. I encourage a discussion to how to go about this issue.  
 
Teacher (Travis): I will open the floor on the topic for open debate and please 
share how the topic affects your country. Begin thinking about proposals for how 
to solve the issue. You have ten minutes to discuss issue now. (Students 
deliberate) 
 
Iranian Representative (Student): What is your barrier from stopping the sex 
trafficking? 
 
Jamaica Representative (Student): Um just that like how I don't know how to go 
about addressing it.  
 
Canadian Representative (Student): Can you offer resources for people or 
incentives for them to not traffic? 
 
Jamaica Representative (Student): It is just too profitable right now.  
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Students now are asked to discuss and develop partnerships. Further deliberation 
in groups occurs. Certain countries want to include issues of anti-Semitism, 
woman’s rights, and free democratic expression. 
 
A student representing the Netherlands proposes making a human rights rather 
than a trafficking proposal, which is written up and given to the teacher. Teacher 
announces the shift in focus as other countries call Russia, Egypt and Iran to task. 

  
Iranian Representative (Student): We feel it is in our national interest to put down 
decenters for the benefit of the common person’s security so we will not accept 
outside influence or sanctions. We are doing this for the benefit of the state and 
my people. This is how things are run  
 
Russia and Egypt similarly support the representative. 
 
Polish Representative (Student): I have seen human rights improve after the fall of 
communism in my country so I guess we could help Iran have a new government 
and it would improve human rights.  
 
The students returned to groups to develop a plan to address those human rights 
issues informed by their deliberation. 
 
Travis: After deliberation about the topic of human rights we have been presented 
with a proposal. This proposal comes to us from Canada, Venezuela, The United 
States, Romania, Poland, Chile, Netherlands, and Italy.  
 
Canadian Representative (Student): We do not condone any violation of human 
rights and would like to be part of the solution.  
 
Polish Representative (Student): We propose we reach out to countries affected 
by human rights violations and support the countries by allowing the immigration 
of people from countries that where human rights are infringed into our countries. 
We will promote togetherness to prevent divisions in society.  
 
Dutch Representative (Student): I just want to clarify, that our commitment is not 
intended to be like a war alliance or to get over on you other countries (Russia, 
Egypt, Iran), but um one where we are helping human rights victims- so we won’t 
overthrow the government of Iran.  
 
Russian Representative (Student): As long as you are helping and not taking our 
stuff and blaming us for everything.  
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Travis: OK so do I have any support for this proposal? Please put forth your 
placards in support of the proposal. OK 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 etc. This proposal has 
been passed.  
 

 Through this mock UN and the deliberation that subsequently erupted Travis was 

able to support uncommon experiences and knowledge. Students began to understand 

democracy as a dialogical concept in addition to developing research skills and 

uncommon knowledge of their given country, and were able to demonstrated these newly 

developed skills in the simulation. Further, the students were asked to consider many 

contemporary issues. However, students never addressed the major issues of power, 

which function on a systemic level. In this way, the lesson was phenomenal, but 

superficially critical.  

However, as Newman, King and Carmichael (2007) argue that in order for the 

social studies to have value it must have immediate and real world application. Authentic 

instruction according to them (2007) must include, “real world intellectual work… for 

example, in building a house, diagnosing an illness, trying to influence public policy, or 

caring for one’s children” (p. 82). In this sense interviews, classroom observations, and 

artifact analysis of Travis’s simulation would not meet the standard that Newmann, King 

and Carmichael (2007) set for authentic intellectual work. Travis, while critical of power, 

in theory, realize the reality of alienation, but see it as their student’s responsibility to 

take the lessons from the classroom to society. I am not critical of Travis, but rather those 

dialectical systematic elements regulating his practice.  
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Caesar’s critical experience   
Many critical social studies teachers understand dialogical instruction to be an 

important aspect of understanding students and relational classroom power. Teacher 

student interactions become the “basis for thinking more critically about the impact of 

our assumptions, values, and actions on others. Such practice …helps us understand how 

we constitute our realities and identities in relational ways and how we can develop more 

collaborat[ion]” (Cunliffe, 2016, p. 747). Coming to understand his students, 

implementing pedagogical changes after reflecting on self and situation makes Caesar a 

unique and critical social studies teacher.  

For instance, Caesar described experiences helping him come to critical 

awareness. He began his teaching career by working for a national organization 

promoting community service, where he saw how undertrained and deficit minded 

teachers were serving “othered” students. He explained,  

Seeing disparities between the students I was working with and my experience as 
a student and between what policy makers and administrators said their programs 
would do and what they actually did and my lived and shared experience with 
students was showing me the disparity between claims and reality.  It made me 
want to be a critical social studies teacher.  
 

Seeing and understanding his privileged schooling experiences helped Caesar adopt what 

he termed an “insurgent pedagogy.” He began to realize his privilege and dedicate his life 

to supporting the conditions for a more pluralist democracy. Caesar began to apply his 

critical visions and analysis of the power in his own classroom. 

In his student teaching semester, Caesar worked to develop immediate and 

meaningful responses to his students. For example, his journal highlighted the “hypocrisy 
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my students observed between a lesson on democracy,” in one of the lessons his 

Cooperating Teacher taught, noting the “a classroom experience misaligned with the 

democratic principals she was teaching.” In our debrief session he described the 

pedagogical shift he decided to make,  

We will develop a class constitution…the other social studies classes will be the 
states…if we change the constitution it will require a two-thirds vote…students 
will be congress and propose laws, I will be the executive…the Principal and my 
CT (cooperating teacher) will be the supreme court, so, you know, they can refer 
to the school rules. 
 
 The students were able to petition and become involved in the democratic 

process in ways that were meaningful and authentically democratic. As active agents in 

their own lives they were encouraged to embody the democratic principals they were 

learning. Like Travis, Caesar’s practices remain in the classroom, however, in Caesar’s 

classroom, students were supported in attempts to reveal power via actual and not 

simulated experience.  

Taken at face value, the democracy lesson was fun and students were able to both 

experience democracy in a visceral way and take up the challenge of the democratic 

processes. Considered more critically, the lesson was authentic. Students critically 

engaged in democratic practices that affected them. Further, Caesar and the students 

addressed real alienation situating them in their classroom. Caesar was very aware of 

ways the world and power as it situated his students and himself. In turn, he made 

changes to his instruction based on his dialectical analysis. In this sense he is engaged in 

a reflexive praxis via the examination of his pedagogy and practice. His students’ 

learning represents a nexus at which his ontological posture and practice converged.  
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Caesar also immersed students in lessons that helped them recognize the power in 

controlling historical narratives, ownership, as well as economic and political 

maneuvering. He asked his students to conceptualize the political power associated with 

borders, and returning to physical representations within the social studies curriculum. In 

a lesson about the French and Indian War, students were given a random card, which 

represented the role of an Indigenous person, British or French colonist or warrior. The 

class went to the tennis court where Britain, the Atlantic Ocean and the Eastern half of 

North America were outlined in chalk. The net on the court represented the Appalachian 

Mountains, separating the British colonies from the rest of the continent. Britain, French 

outposts and the colonies were outlined with tape. British colonists started in Britain 

where they outlined the island until it had all been claimed, signified by filling it in with 

chalk. Upon completion, the colonists crossed the Atlantic, and were told they could now 

do this East of the mountains. If another British person claimed land they could play rock 

paper scissors to settle the dispute. If it were an Indigenous person, this would be rock 

paper scissors to the (simulated) death. When one died they went to Caesar for a new 

identity. When the Eastern land was taken, the teacher explained the French land West of 

the mountains was now “up for grabs.”  Indigenous communities were forced to take 

sides with either the French or English. Students again played “rock paper scissors” to 

settle border disputes. Caesar rigged the game so the British would win. As the 

simulation ended, Indigenous who chose to support the British were given lands West of 

the Appalachians.  
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After the lesson, Caesar opened dialogue and deliberation. He began by telling 

students a little about the fate of the indigenous people, pointing out their strange 

dismissal in the game. The classes debrief reviled issues of identity, encouraged questions 

about power and future colonial/US relations with Indigenous peoples. Students 

discussed their particular roll, how groups must have felt, the difficulty in taking sides, 

and how cruel the process must have been for the Indigenous peoples. Caesar said of the 

debrief, “often students will take issues further in lessons when I give them space for 

dialogue and deliberation. So part of this lesson was about giving space to bring issues 

up.” The lesson became fertile ground for discussing issues of power, ownership, and 

symbolic and physical borders. Conversations led to discussion of who is understood as a 

citizen how it is taken up, borders, and power. Students moved to other topics such as the 

hypocrisy of the founding father claims of a democratic society, owning slaves, 

displacing Indigenous people and maintaining such opulent wealth. While this was a 

simulation much like the one Travis designed, this lesson targeted the systemic and 

pervasive nature of US hegemony. Students were able to identify power in contemporary 

examples that demonstrated critical consciousness of power. However, Caesar’s 

pedagogical approaches were still simulated to a degree and did not make material 

changes to the greater community. This is not a critique of Caesar or Travis, but rather to 

suggest this is a dialectical tension with which teachers contend.   

Rosa and activist experiences 
Some critical social studies teachers understand their role to be supporting 

students in the activist democratic projects that will transform their lives. As Stanly 
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(2001) and Evans (2004) claim, social studies should teach for transformation rather than 

transmission. Teachers have played an important roll historically in, bringing, “to the 

forefront issues of social reform including equal pay for equal work, pensions, tenure for 

teachers, and maternity leave” (Munro, 1995). Ideally social studies teachers are taking 

their critical understandings and supporting social transformation for the common good.  

A student in Rosa’s class mentioned that she felt “like a second-class citizen” 

going into privileged and white spaces. Rosa recalls him sharing, “I feel weird doing 

these things because white people do them and when I come by they look at me like I’m a 

thug.” Rosa realized how vital critical social studies teaching and experience could be to 

extending the conceptual and often abstract nature of the classroom into society. She 

suggests, “it is our job to advocate for them on things that they can’t advocate for 

themselves.” However, she also wants students to develop the skills and agency to take 

agency in their lives, commenting, “when it comes to things that they can do like 

advocate for themselves, I make them do things.” Rosa’s classroom is about action. She 

supports students undertaking in meaningful real world experiences that extend from the 

classrooms into the community as both a classroom lesson and lived experience.  

  Rosa embodied this stance in her development of a mentor program with 

community minded teachers at her school for current and recent graduates of their high 

school. Each student was paired with a teacher to spend time with outside class. The 

program offered former students opportunities to have authentic experiences with their 

teachers. The program served many purposes from providing a safe space, to a place for 

seeking out college and career advice, and even a way to implement social activism. Most 
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students would call Rosa, she recalled, when, “they needed a ride or like (when they 

would say) my mom is acting crazy, do you know of any resources or places to go?” but 

others were interested in political projects to better their community. She remembered, 

during one experience, a student mentioned her hesitation about being political, “this is 

all cool and everything. I think it’s so important but what does it matter, I can’t vote.” 

The student did not identify as a citizen, which Rosa had not considered. Rosa shared, 

“she’s an undocumented kid and I realized she understood democracy as voting and not 

necessarily being a socially active citizen.” In debriefs and from observations it was clear 

Rosa reflected on the students’ experiences, and ultimately incorporated her reflections 

into her social studies lessons. She used the experience with her student to foster new 

visions for citizenship, which extended definitions that aligned with a nation state 

conceptualization.  

Subsequently, Rosa and a few of her former students, including this student, 

decided they would attend a political rally. The student and Rosa eventually became part 

of a political campaign because she wanted them to live the things they learned about 

civics and agency in the classroom. They decided to canvas for a particular candidate 

they both liked, by going door-to-door handing out literature and engaging in civic 

discourse. In doing so Rosa embodied the critical praxis called for by Freire (2000) where 

alienation is understood, experience becomes the basis for teaching practice, which in 

turn becomes social action against oppression. 

Critical praxis is situated in Rosa’s classroom praxis through connecting 

experiences to social studies curriculum. In another observed lesson, Rosa begins class by 
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quickly lecturing and then opening conversation to help reveal the dialectical tensions in 

a given topic. She starts with the standards, but conversation moves based on a students’ 

entry into the conversation. The critical entry point is tied interdisciplinary and to the 

given topics.  For example, in one lesson the class was participating in a conversation 

about economics and exploitation.  

Rosa: You have such amazing shoes. Using the economic model we discussed, 
how did those shoes get on your feet?  
 
Student: My shoes… I got them at the mall. (The brand) probably sold them to 
(the store), before that they were made in like China or somewhere. 
 
Rosa: OK! Go further. Is the demand elastic or inelastic? 
 
Student: (Brand name) probably designed them here and it’s inelastic.  
 
Rosa: Right, so what is the problem with this economic model…who wins? 
 

Student: The (brand name) wins because they make the most money, the factory 
workers have money from their job, but not like (brand name).  I get shoes but 
they’re expensive. 
 
Rosa: Nice. Discuss in small groups. So what have we learned about this system? 
 

 The students begin discussing production and critique economic disparities 

between the laborers and the company, focusing on how the company is making obscene 

profits. These lessons are tied to world history lessons about imperialism or US history to 

labor movements. Reflecting on Rosa’s pedagogy, she enters as a typical teacher by 

teaching the state mandated curriculum but then she looks at how students opt to take it 

up within their own lived context, anchoring it in their own experience and critiquing it 

through indignation/recognition of power. The lesson ends by tying it back in the content. 

However, the lesson lives on as part of what she calls a “critical first curriculum.” In 



 174 

some cases, informed by what she learns of students, she extends the lesson in to the 

community if possible. 

 In many ways Rosa was the most critical teacher in that she was able to engage in 

reflexive praxis, extend her teaching into the community in support of the alienation her 

students were feeling. She felt understanding her students and centering their experience, 

as was a critically pedagogical vision for her classroom. To her “critical teaching” meant 

empowering students in taking up their democratic projects. In this way, Rosa and her 

students engaged in authentic real world considerations. Rosa was reflexively 

praxiological. She was aware of her students, herself and social power within the 

classroom its relationship to the ways students were situated in classrooms and society. 

Together the class acted on the dialectical tensions they understood to be socially 

alienating.  

Participant teachers considered criticality differently, relying on experiences, 

understandings, as part of critical social studies pedagogy. Travis put students at the 

center of the lesson by letting them drive the democratic issues in need of address and 

working together to solve a theoretical issue. Cesar came to new understandings of 

critical social studies teaching based on critical experiences he had with them, 

understanding the importance of reflective praxis, relationship building and the legacy of 

colonization in his classroom. Caesar found that a critical approach meant becoming a 

greater and more genuine part of the community, and understanding that he should not 

apply a standard pedagogy across diverse experiences. Rosa extending her pedagogy to 

include student ideas about civic and personal life incorporated these experiences into 
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lessons that facilitated the opportunity to help students realize their own political projects. 

Applying critical pedagogies in social studies involves students, critical consideration of 

life and acting for transformation. All the teachers endeavored to put students at the 

center of the classroom experience. 

Social studies curriculum as critical entry 
 Participant teachers understood the social studies curriculum as an entry point into 

their critical teaching; however, the critical entry points were conceptualized and 

implemented uniquely. For example, the purpose of a social studies lesson is criticality 

for Rosa. Social studies are the means by which she teaches about critical social 

awareness. She wanted students to change society with students. The history curriculum 

was a way to demonstrate social injustice in need of address. Caesar and Travis, 

conversely, begin lessons with the dominant narrative and standards (TEKS) then try to 

nuance or complexity the curriculum with contradictory perspectives or experiences. 

Travis and Caesar hope that through this type of inquiry, students will see the power in 

historical classroom representations and understand the limitations in the curriculum. 

Travis: complicating the story 
Social studies teachers often apply historical materialist approaches to curriculum 

as a way of introducing complex relationship between history and society. In most cases, 

however, the articulated relationship rarely leaves the conceptual to enter community 

spaces. More traditional critical teachers, then, understand the classroom as a space to 

develop the knowledge for future engagement with the social and not a space to actualize 
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this conceptualization. To accomplish this, some social studies teachers extend the 

curriculum with primary sources to encourage students to “dig deeper” into events to see 

beyond the dominant narratives.  

Travis looked at the given curriculum, considered what do they need to learn from 

the standards and then considered, “how can I help students consider social justice 

topics.” For example he discussed one of his favorite lessons, which involves Christopher 

Columbus, “do you see him as a villain or a hero… they (students) find that (with 

inquiry) information doesn’t mesh with what they understood.”  He argued for criticality 

as means of expanding narratives, emphasizing the marginalization in Western 

curriculum noting for example, “the value of pre-Columbian America… seeing what 

happened to the Indians during say Jackson.” He further suggested, “by not teaching 

them that we are really doing a disservice to the common good. Allowing these kind of 

ideas to go un-discussed means these atrocities will continue as part of our daily lives.” It 

became clear that the implications of not engaging in critical practice for Travis center on 

social and historical recognition for the common good.  

I observed Travis engage in this type of teaching several times with what he 

called a “document dump.” For example, after having a short classroom discussion about 

what he understood to be the tensions and country perspectives from World War II, he 

had students examine different documents that he mentioned were to “help students see 

the connections between events.” Within this project, student examined documents, 

which highlighted the rise of different ideologies, ideologies intertwined with the rise of 

practices of both democracy and fascism. Two documents were highlighted for students – 



 177 

President Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms Speech and secondary document discussing some 

of the reasons for the rise of fascism in Spain. After initial examination, students were 

asked to make connections across documents. Travis felt that this approach situated the 

dialectical tensions between the democratic and fascist governments in Europe. Students 

were then asked to look at the remainder of their documents, engage in deliberative 

dialogue what the historical narrative should be between Fascism and democracy, and 

work to identify the connections between events and structures of thought. The final 

product included documents tapped to a whiteboard with dotted lines connecting events. 

Over the lines were the students wrote elements they though connected the events such as 

quality of life, the meaning of “freedom” and the rights of the people. Students presented 

the connections they discovered.  

Travis discussed how this lesson was a way for students to understand the 

relationships that developed the way World War II is presented in the historical narrative 

feeling that there were, “issues…not explained that caused people to act in certain ways.” 

He understands criticality to be the utilization of inquiry and counter-storytelling to 

“critique the incompleteness… of the social studies narratives,” so his students will better 

understand the “relationships between things.” He took an inquiry approach focusing on 

disciplinary literacy, believing this will help students make informed civic decisions. 

Travis argued, “inquiry based instruction, even problem based instruction or experiential 

education, are some of the best place to teach social studies,” because he wants to put 

students, “at the center of the knowledge construction process.” Travis argued for a 

critical historical approach to criticality, suggesting the best way to help students is to 
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guide them in critiques to “the dominant narrative” and the “traditional curriculum.” He 

takes up criticality by examining what he said was, “the norm and certain groups are 

privileged in the dominant discourse of social studies” calling monolithic historical 

representations, a “centralized Disney version…damaging to the truth.” 

 Once again, at first glance it is clear that Travis’s intention was a move towards 

the critical, promoting more complex views for understanding a given topic. To 

accomplish this, he begins with the Social Studies curriculum to present/affirm the given 

official narrative. His next step is to provide student an opportunity to question, counter, 

nuance, or extend the given “official narrative.” In this sense Travis is successful at 

disrupting this narrative by providing his student an opportunity to think differently about 

history, and to consistently question the dominant narratives. However, in these 

examples, he does not move his student to a next level of analysis where thy might 

consider power and ideology and their roles as citizens. On some level, he may be 

adopting a very disciplinary approach where his concern is focused on the integrity of the 

narrative and the perspectives that ought to be included to enrich the narrative.  

 Travis understood critical social studies teaching as a way to promote counter-

storytelling that would, in his view, support students in their efforts to see the power in 

dialectical historical relationships. Though Travis did extend curriculum telling a more 

complex story, in our discussions and through my observations, it became clear he was 

critical, but primarily as it related to historical knowledge. Travis approach is perhaps 

better described as critically constructivist. His pedagogy is less about addressing 



 179 

dialectical relations and social alienation and more about critical inquiry to see limitations 

in canonical historical ideas.   

Caesar: curriculum for action 
Some social studies teacher take the Freirian stance that accepts as fundamental 

truth that we are all, always, in a process of becoming. This also means that interactions 

and curriculum should respond to students’ curiosities, contexts, and cultural knowledge. 

Caesar examined relationships of power, through knowledge, experience, and 

interpretation. He often did this, first, by asking critical question within historical inquiry 

as a way to show the multiple historical perspectives that improve historical thinking 

beyond the traditional curriculum. Caesar took ideas further by incorporating students 

lived experiences into his lessons and connecting their values and perceptions into his 

lessons.  

Caesar believes the purpose of social studies curriculum and instruction is to 

“connect, foster an individual a sense of connection to other members of society.” He 

suggests students ought to be able to reflect on curriculum and act on, 

“goals…obligations, values, that form one’s own identity.” To him, social studies 

curriculum can help students, “explore current relationships of power, issues of race in 

class and gender and through the lens of the things that happened in history.” Cesar 

believes the way we interpret society thorough the curriculum will inform how we exist 

in society. In this way, he has come to understand the world through dialectical social and 

historical analysis. According to Caesar “we critique society in order to change society. 

In part, it is about valuing student experiences and the way critical experiences lead to 
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some sort of action or change.” The social studies curriculum to Caesar is about seeing 

the real (Baudrillard, 1994) in society through, as Caesar described, “carving out space 

for dialogue, questioning and deliberation.” 

Caesar utilizes social studies curriculum to pose problems within the curriculum 

for students, and this is evidently is part of his critical social studies practice. Discussing 

his lesson plans he mentions, “I hope my students will see thinking beyond the columns 

that power has made…. Who (has) got the power here? I operationalize opposition by 

starting with a standard, what people think and then let students blow that all to hell by 

giving students evidence and ammo.” 

In a two-part lesson, Caesar opened by discussing the challenges of making 

political systemic changes. Caesar developed a lesson on special interest groups. The 

purpose was to demonstrate the potential for making meaningful change in government, 

but to acknowledge the often-corrupt nature of the system. I observed that, after 

delivering a mini lecture describing political lobbies, the students were asked to research 

issues they would take up and either advocate for an existing lobby group of develop 

their own. Students chose social issues they felt were in need of legislative address. An 

example of one issue a student chose was a need for expanded protections for the 

transgendered community. Students presented their proposals and discussed how they 

aligned or do not align with existing political lobbies. The second part of the lesson was 

about the “strange nature of the lobby as an instrument of change and corruption.” 

Students were asked to critique different lobbies by examining their relationship to 

Congress. He asked students, “So this is the house of representatives of whom?” Did the 
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Congress, “represent the country or are they representing their own interests?... Based on 

this, how do you think Congress responds to a lobby?” 

 Caesar suggested to me that thought provoking critical questions like this help to 

drive inquiry in his classes for new critical understandings. Then students were better 

positioned to have critical discussions within a given curriculum. He shared that he first 

develops lessons developed by looking at the standards and after he feels students have a 

basic understanding of the textbook information, he asked the students about associated 

power. He utilizes student-generated inquiry to inform lessons, tying it to the given 

curriculum. He hopes students will actively engage the critical and complex lessons, 

which ranged from supporting a lobby as part of their democratic projects, to critiquing 

the ways they may be problematic. In this way, he presents a range of possibilities and 

understandings within the lesson.  

 Caesar begins with curriculum as a way to help students foundationally 

understand society, then attempts to reveal the hypocrisy in historical narratives or 

political structures. By folding the curricula itself into the study of society, Caesar 

demonstrates an important aspect of critical social studies teaching. He endeavors to 

teach skills, deliver content, and respond to student experiences. Further, Caesar 

endeavors to take actions with students, though these actions are often simulated.   

Rosa: a deeper social connection  
Teachers often utilize the social studies curriculum to deepen connections to 

students’ communities. For some this is extended through ideas they have about critical 

teaching. These social studies teachers utilize the curriculum to foster more activist forms 
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of citizenship. Curriculum serves as a conceptual entry to troubling the problems with the 

traditional social studies curriculum. Rosa and some social studies teachers approach 

curriculum as a way of critically interrogating the power in society and offering examples 

for changing it. These teachers believe critical interrogation is the purpose of social 

studies, and the disciplines are a great way to accomplish this.  

Rosa argues the traditional social studies curriculum perpetuates alienating 

knowledge around ideas of race, gender, and class, cultivating a Western centric 

knowledge. In articulating her critical approach to the social studies she suggests, “I don't 

separate critical pedagogy from social studies because I think the two go hand in hand. 

My students need to engage with difficult realties, so to me that is about being critical.” I 

observed in Rosa’s lesson plans. She began with a critical topic, which she explained to 

me emerged from previous student-driven discussion or other emergent curiosities she 

observes. For example, a student mentioned people in the news “talking badly about” 

people on social assistance, so her lesson plan became “what is our responsibility to 

others in society.” She then chose a social studies standard to help her to teach the 

concept.  

Rosa decided to teach about Franklin D. Roosevelt because it allowed her to 

historicize an enduring critical issue, “what is society’s responsibility to its citizens” as an 

example of her critical approach to a lesson. Class began with a discussion about ways 

certain people are alienated who receive social support. She mentioned in a conversation 

about the Depression suggesting “when so many citizens were receiving support, 

including white citizens, some thought it was easier to humanize them.” From here, Rosa 
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posed the questions, “what is our responsibility to our fellow man” and “what can we 

demand from out government.” 

Rosa suggested,  

The FDR one (lesson) led to a conversation about the beginning of housing 
projects. And I was like, yeah if you go to the Cherrywood courts (pseudonym) in 
East San Vincente (pseudonym) there is a plaque that says “new deal program 
1930. 
 

Rosa used community artifacts, student experiences, and history to teach about the 

relationships between social studies disciplines and critical ideas.  

To Rosa, the New Deal represented political possibilities citizens could demand 

from their society. In class she suggested, “You may not care about this, but we can 

organize to demand things of the government and ask for these projects to be funded.” 

Rosa encouraged students to consider the relationship between, history, knowledge, and 

critical agency. 

Rosa discussed her decision making as part of her critical pedagogy, including 

ideas students bring to class and the tensions in examining political decision making with 

them,  

…It’s about getting them to understand the social impacts of historical events. It 
leads to a conversation about people who apply for disabilities, social security, 
and how you can only have a certain amount of income to be able to get some of 
those benefits. Same thing with housing, because as soon as you get a new job 
you are kicked out of the housing if you make more money, that puts you in a tax 
bracket, that doesn’t let you afford another house. The kids themselves said…this 
keeps you dependent on the government, but we also need programs like this. 
 

Rosa’s subsequent lessons are based on ways students understand and relate to the stories 

about democracy and society they are learning. New lessons emerge from ideas students 
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brought up in discussions and Rosa’s desire to respond authentically to these interests. 

From this lesson the class discussed: gentrification, social welfare, money, power, 

inequality and the purpose of the state. She connected gentrification to FDR by having 

the class read an article about “the community housing project (that) was about to be torn 

down and the condo complex bout to be built on top of it.” These examinations, like 

many great lessons led to new spaces for critical inquiry into gentrification that affected 

student’s lives. In these ways, critical social studies teachers utilize curriculum as a way 

to support development of critical approaches to real world issues.  

Rosa approaches teaching by first taking a critical idea, then considers how it is 

informed through the Social Studies curriculum. She extended lessons in to the 

community through real world inquiry and analysis that emerged from student interest 

and relatability. In this way, she considers the knowledge of the students and the 

resources of their community, building upon their understandings. Her lessons become 

informed by student, critical consciousness, and become new critical topics to discover in 

future lessons. 

DISCUSSION 
In examining how the social studies teachers selected for this study define critical 

pedagogy, and whether their definitions are evident in their practices, and how they 

employ critical pedagogy in their classrooms, the study found that teachers differently 

defined critical pedagogy and demonstrated a range of ways it emerged in practice. The 

focal teachers each demonstrated ideological and political clarity from a personal 

standpoint, which helped them embody criticality. Further, they demonstrated differing 
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degrees of reflexivity as part of a critical praxis. Teachers understood critical social 

studies by either finding ways to insert criticality into social studies lessons or began with 

critical ideas and tied them back to social studies.  

Utilizing critical consciousness, social studies inquiry and reflexive praxis this 

critical qualitative case study focused attention upon centering student experience and 

visions for social studies curriculum as entry to critical social studies practice. In 

examining the ways in which the participants understand critical pedagogy, it became 

clear that teachers reflect a range of critical possibilities. As a result, I argue there are at 

least five findings that reveal how social studies teachers come to a critical ontological 

posture. First, though tensions between traditional instruction and criticality may restrict 

the scope of enactment, vital spaces do emerge by which social studies teachers can insert 

their ideological stances (Cornbleth, 1984; Rodriguez, 2008). Second, criticality circles 

content and pedagogy. When teachers critically interpret what they understand to be 

missing paradigm/disciplinary knowledge, the application of critical pedagogy as a 

means of subject area consciousness, they sometimes neglect the socio-structural context 

in which schooling is conceived. Third, teachers tend to be conceptually and abstractly 

critical rather than actively critical. Findings argue that in order for social studies teacher 

to move from ideological conceptualization to enactment, greater attention to pedagogical 

content knowledge that attends to fundamentally problematic historical narratives and a 

more complete marriage between critical content and pedagogy (Wineburg, 2001; 

Salinas, Naseem-Rodriguez, & Franquiz, 2016; Shulman, 1986). Fourth, ideology and 

political clarity is required for critical social studies teaching (Bartolomé, 1994). Further, 
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there remains a range of critical reflexivity that might nuance the transformational 

possibility in social studies practices. Given the realities of the classroom, teaching tends 

to adopt an ideological clarity that they apply to classroom related criticality. Teachers 

attend to alienation in the curriculum and society, critically becoming as part of a 

communally shared classroom (Freire, 2000). Teachers tend to reflect on teaching and 

curriculum but are not always reflexive including themselves part of the dialectical 

classroom relationships. Power still tends to firmly rest with the teacher or curriculum, 

though critical social studies teachers fight for social transformation where they feel they 

are able. Lastly, critical teachers work to teach for transformation rather that transmission 

(Evans, 2004; Stanley, 2001) but what transformation means to critical social studies 

teachers differs, based on ideological consciousness, context, ontology, epistemology, 

and willingness or ability to move beyond classroom space and risk to creatively resist. 

What became clear was that the social studies teachers took up critical pedagogies 

based on how they dialectically understood themselves, their discipline, their students, 

and what they believed was needed for political clarity in diametric opposition to the 

technical curriculum. However, dialectical tensions--between the technical curriculum 

and the curriculum in use-- serve to influence the scope of disciplinary criticality for 

classroom teachers. Sometimes teachers, administrators, or cooperating teachers fall prey 

to the technical curriculum (McNeil, 2000a). For instance, in viewing the 

historical/official school curriculum as antipodal, teachers may at times be able to move 

away, but not fully depart from the gravitational pull of the hegemonic and alienating 

normalizing practices of schooling. Dominant narratives become central and incredibly 
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difficult to challenge and pull away from in the everyday practices of teachers. Even 

teachers that become critically conscious of the neoliberal agenda embedded within the 

curricula may not fully engage in critical pedagogies, experiences, conversations, and 

analysis with their students. Teachers are, in very material ways, themselves dominated 

by the structures they are critiquing. In this way, it is difficult, at times, for teachers to 

disrupt what they understand to be technical school expectations through their own 

critical ideology.  

 Regardless, some teachers do disrupt the technical curriculum in ways that 

expose the mechanisms of control inherent to public schooling (Cornbleth, 1984; Freire, 

2000). An explicit classroom framework for developing critical consciousness through 

critique and analysis of the dominant social studies paradigm is one example of how new 

conceptual spaces for critical thought can be fostered. Critical historical inquiry (Blevins 

& Salinas, 2014), critical geography (Schmidt, 2011), border pedagogies (Giroux, 1991) 

and dialectical social analysis (Gibson, 2003) are “revolutionary” practices that confront 

the technical curriculum and call to question dominant assumptions, narratives, norms 

while promoting/ensuring critical ontologies as well as transformative action. Critical 

approaches to teaching the social studies leverage student knowledge of “knowing and 

believing” and “knowing but not believing” (Wertch, 1989) as well as challenging the 

overwhelming sense of alienation (Marx, 1988). In sum, there exist frameworks for 

critical social studies teachers that will support critical ontologies and actions.  

Second, the available frameworks still require content knowledge that is able to 

confront master narratives or majoritarian tales. There is a well-documented body of 
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scholarship that describes the challenge for critical social studies teachers (Brown, 2011; 

Delgado, 1996; Salinas, Franquiz, & Guberman, 2006). One of the reoccurring findings 

from these studies is the difficulty of the essential content knowledge needed to counter, 

complicate, nuance and disrupt the hegemonic historical narrative (Blevins & Salinas, 

2012). Though Shulman (1986) certainly noted content as the missing part of the 

paradigm and emphasized the import of pedagogical content knowledge, deeper 

understandings of marginalizing and oppressive themes (VanSledright, 2005), and those 

narratives all too often excluded from the curriculum are essential to providing the 

counter narratives (Salinas Naseem-Rodriguez, & Ayala-Lewis, 2015).  

Moreover, even when a critical social studies teacher recognizes the oppressive 

nature of the technical curriculum and possesses the “disciplinary knowledge” needed to 

counter majoritarian tales, what remains is a lack of understanding of those broader 

agendas that bring a more critical analysis to the use of curricula in the social studies. For 

example, Barton and Levstik (2004) note the absence of perspective taking and detriment 

of omitting more inclusive narratives. Further, VanSledright (2008) discusses the 

dominant themes (e.g. progress over social issues such as racism)2 as ignoring atrocities 

and other blemishes in American history. However, the more urgent critique is extended 

by the critical pedagogues who argue that disciplinary knowledge should be used critical 

                                                
 
 
2 (see Epstein) 
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teachers to trouble hegemonic power working to maintaining oppressive oppression 

within the status quo. It becomes a challenge for teachers to sustain intimate engagement 

as a critical social studies scholar because of the difficulty in connecting with other in an 

often-impersonal world. Further, this presents a challenge for those teachers attempting to 

fully recognize and develop intellectual solidarity with students who are divided, othered, 

appropriated, and/or dis-cluded.   

Criticality is an inherent and inseparable element of pedagogy and content. When 

teachers critically interpret what they understand to be missing paradigm/disciplinary 

knowledge, the application of critical pedagogy as a means of subject area consciousness, 

they sometimes neglect the socio-structural context in which schooling is conceived. For 

example, in approaches to complicating the legacy of President Abraham Lincoln as the 

Great Emancipator, a critical social studies teacher could readily use primary sources 

(critical historical inquiry) to reveal Lincoln’s own conflicted, calculated and/or hidden 

racist notions around slavery. In an isolated or siloed body of disciplinary knowledge, the 

critical social studies teacher is not contextualizing slavery that began for Africans in the 

15th century and lasted through much of the reconstruction period and throughout much 

of our contemporary history through other manifestations of oppression and racism. 

Moreover, the critical social studies teacher would need to insert historical narratives 

depicting African and African Americans as resistors and agents of change. 

Consequently, the needed content knowledge exceeds the typical depth and breadth seen 

as essential for critical social studies teaching. 
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Teachers tend to be more conceptually and abstractly critical as opposed to 

materially critical. The application of critical pedagogy tends to be applied largely to the 

social studies curriculum to teach critical ideas within the social studies context. For 

example, certain teachers understand critical consciousness to mean the ability to insert 

nuanced narrative into the curriculum. Others, however, understand criticality to be an 

extension of his or her being, the recognition and intellectual solidarity to support change. 

These teachers apply criticality to all aspects of his or her pedagogy and understand 

critical pedagogy to be the critically consciousness application of their critical ontological 

posture aimed at structures to be transformed.  

In addition to overcoming the tensions between the technical and enacted 

curriculum, and possessing the critical content knowledge needed to be a critical 

pedagogue, teachers help their students come to ideological and political clarity in 

different ways. Teachers’ center social recognition from which they hope students will 

think critically about society, act as future citizens, or currently act as critical agents for 

social change. The range of understandings represents a teacher’s consciousness, 

ideology, and fear of teaching in ways different from his or her colleagues.  

I argue critical social studies teachers must also demonstrate reflexivity as part of 

political and ideological clarity. By reflexivity I mean that for teachers a critical 

awareness of the ways power informs pedagogy and the resultant actions must be 

constantly called into question and opened for discussion with students. For critical 

teachers this awareness is twofold: first, there is an elemental understanding of how 

curricula and pedagogy can be marginalizing, alienating, and serve a hegemonic function. 



 191 

As result the reflective teachers strives to disrupt and expose the official school curricula. 

The reflexive teacher strives to recognize not only the power of the curricula, but also 

one’s own power within the dialectical relationship between the broader social 

context/agenda, curricula, teacher and student. A resulting praxiological reflexivity then 

turns the lens upon the teacher. Teachers who engage in reflexive praxeology will support 

not only student efforts towards uncovering dialectical conflicts or negations, but also 

utilized those uncovered instances of racism, classism, sexism to examine and transform 

their own classroom pedagogies. Most often, critical social studies teachers first come to 

this posture through critiquing the technical curriculum, then through a social-cultural 

analysis, and then through enactment. For criticality to be reached the critical social 

studies teacher then goes beyond this traditional reflective practice and consequently 

examine his/her own role in the broader agenda, their teaching and their students 

positioning. In this way, a critical social studies teacher is always evolving through their 

praxiological reflexivity (Freire, 2000). Teachers tend to reflect on teaching and 

curriculum but are not always reflexive as part of the dialectical classroom relationships. 

Power still tends to firmly rest with the teacher or curriculum, though critical social 

studies teachers fight for social transformation where they feel they are able. 

Praxiological reflexivity then takes different forms. Sometimes teachers understand it as 

the power situating them as part of a lesson. For example, consider Caesar, who 

understood the democracy lesson was undemocratic because of his critical reflexivity. He 

was able to assess the dialects within the lesson, considering the relationship between 

curriculum, students, and self to change the lesson for addressing the tensions.  
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Ultimately there is a range of critical reflexivity that might nuance the 

possibilities in social studies practices of how a critical social studies teacher understands 

his or her reflexive praxiological approach. Some teachers are able to see how even 

teaching about democracy is limiting democracy. Similarly, reflexively praxiological 

teachers see what conditions are limiting the freedom of his or her students. For example, 

teachers must consider how to address things like transsexual bathroom legislation. 

Similarly, consider the ways a teaching might respond to the transgender bathroom bill. 

Will they speak out while otherwise being complicit or are they willing to act in 

solidarity with students by using different any bathroom. He or she might protest, discuss 

the issue with those in power, or use a bathroom that might get them arrested in 

intellectual solidarity and through their recognition. This, of course, comes with its own 

set of material risks that teachers are forced to make, often leaving teachers to feel afraid 

of engaging in such types of pedagogical and political practices within the classroom. 

What unites critical social studies teachers is their desire for social justice and 

transformation. In this way, critical teachers believe critical social studies teaching is for 

transformation rather than transmission (Evans, 2004; Stanley, 2001), but what 

transformation means to critical social studies teachers differs, based on ideological 

consciousness, context, ontology, epistemology, and willingness or ability to move 

beyond classroom space. Teachers tend to be creative with critical possibilities via 

dialectical troubling and imagining, but often feel stifled by schooling structures and 

authority or by their own inhibitions to extend notions of social justice into communities 

themselves. In this sense teachers are often able to see and understand relational power, 
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but most often they remain unable to take material transformative action. For example, 

critical social studies lessons are often focused on recognition of social justice, or the 

skills by which one might organize for transformation, but rarely do critical visions 

become transformation beyond critical consciousness. In contrast, more genuine critical 

visions extend transformative pedagogies from the classroom into communities. 

CONCLUSION 
Though teachers may demonstrate a form of critical ontological posture, they may 

lack the political clarity and/or criticality to apply it to all aspects of pedagogy. Teachers 

are placed within very challenging circumstances, and even those teachers who are 

critically conscious, and brilliant must contend with relations in need of negation. 

Teachers achieve negation in unique ways. The range of what might be described as a 

humanizing pedagogy is dependent upon the political and ideological clarity held by 

teachers (Bartolomé, 1994) as well as the conditions in place that foreclose the risks that 

any teacher may be willing to take. Political clarity is the ability to see the dialectical 

tension in society and ideological clarity is the ability to compare experiences to the 

dominant society (Bartolomé, 2008). Through clarity, teachers can see those inequitable 

systems that situate belief systems. Critically reflexive teachers are thus acutely aware of 

the inherent human struggle for freedom within themselves and others. Curriculum then 

is the vehicle, rather than the posture, of the critically reflexive teacher.  

Critical reflexivity runs a range of possibility. While, some critical teachers 

fetishize presentation of progressive concepts and values, which they feel, will make 

students more critically aware, they tend to extract themselves and students from 
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pedagogy. Conversely, certain teachers support students unveiling their own ontological 

postures and analytical worldview. These critical social studies teachers live and 

internalize students’ experiences and adjust their pedagogy to match. Critical teaching is 

then enacted as a posture and not a method. They are able to see beyond the methods 

fetish in certain ways, by demonstrating a humanizing pedagogy (Bartolomé, 1994).  

Ultimately the reflexive teacher approaches to critical social studies teaching 

individualizes internalizations of the purpose of social studies teaching, believes students 

to be, who they believed themselves to be, and supports the relationships within and 

beyond the classroom community as well as the potentiality to imagine beyond the social 

reality that currently exists.  

 I conclude this section by suggesting that each of the teachers in this study is 

remarkable, critical, and knowledgeable within their content. The nature of critical 

teaching and distinctions herein is only to nuance the way we understand critical 

teaching in the social studies. Each of the teachers has taught me about my own teaching 

practice and inspired me to examine myself in more critical ways.  

The way teachers navigate experiences as critical teachers largely depends on 

consciously understanding what social studies is meant to do, how pedagogy affects 

consciousness, and the connections they are able to make between social studies, 

relationships, and experience. The teachers in this study enacted critical teaching 

because they of the critical experiences that open their eyes to dialectical relationships 

that order their teaching and society in general. Further, teachers understood critical 
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teaching to address social studies through curriculum, relations and connections to the 

social world.  

Teacher education programs, administrators and other stakeholders can support 

these teachers by: promoting more authentic and meaningful instructional/civic 

practices, encouraging connections to society, considering the alienation in social 

relations, choosing content that allows the teaching of critical visions, re-framing what 

successful social studies teaching is, and helping teachers come to know the power and 

themselves as teacher. Further, we can take less positivistic approaches to the discipline 

by promoting critical historical thinking, supporting teachers in their pursuits and 

dedications to remaining content specialists or scholars, students-centered approaches, 

activist visions, and by reframing what citizen is and what they can do. Ultimately this 

study found that, a more dialectically focused analysis with an eye on changing society, 

and the fortitude to implement one’s vision is the basis for critical social studies 

teaching.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CRITICAL PEDAGOGY FOR CRITICAL 
CITIZENSHIP  

PROLOGUE: WESTERN CENTRIC CIVICS 
Caesar, for example, moved from a high school space where he felt open to 

“critically interrogate society” in spring of 2016 to a middle school in Fall 2016 governed 

by “test scores.” Caesar explained,  

My cooperating teacher really loves her students, but she teaches them about  
democracy while creating an un-democratic space and representing un-democratic 
pedagogy. She wins awards for student test scores, but there is no room for 
students to push back against what she says or discuss the lesson. There is so 
much hypocrisy.  
 

Further, he felt his Cooperating Teacher would scold him for not following her example. 

Following a lesson debrief it became clear that he had little autonomy in this new 

classroom space. I asked him “what will you do?” Caesar responded, “I will adopt an 

insurgent pedagogy in this setting…is that a thing?” 

Caesar mentioned this insurgent pedagogy could take many forms including 

subtly critiquing narratives and calling out the colonialist-informed discourse of the 

cooperating teacher. The colonialist-mentality of the cooperating teacher became clear in 

an instance when she described what she understood to be problems with “Mexican 

democracy” to an almost entirely Latina/o class. Caesar often offered counter 

interpretation conflicting with what his cooperating teacher told students in class. While 

Caesar and his cooperating teacher had a reasonable professional relationship, and they 

both expressed that in their teaching they endeavored to support students, ideologically 
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and in practice they differed greatly. One such conflict arose out of the following 

example. In a lesson, she said,  

Mexico is OK with the corruption and the people don’t care in the same way we 
do.  
 
Caesar: Well…what about the Lieutenant Governor of this state? (The politician 
had been called out for using politics to further his own political agenda.)  
 
When his cooperating teacher left Caesar continued to discuss several examples 

of US political corruption and the need to address structural issues in the political process 

with students. He claimed this was one example of his insurgent pedagogy. In an 

interview he told me,  

This type of thing (the way the cooperating teacher situates students) is why we 
need to teach critically because when information is hidden mis-information 
guides’ student decision-making. It keeps students from being informed and 
engaged citizens. Instead they rely on what they have been told, even if the 
information is inaccurate and racist.  

 
In this example Caesar understood ways curriculum and pedagogy inform citizenship. 

Caesar consistently made comments about limited narratives and ways lessons served 

hegemony. He troubled ways his students cultural heritage was minimized within his 

cooperating teacher’s colonial discourse. His teacher was not always happy with Caesar’s 

insurgent pedagogy, but he made space for critical civic teaching.  

Travis mentioned major contextual tension he experiences as it related to his 

practice. He discussed feeling limited in his critical teaching because, as he mentioned, “I 

want to be more critical, but if I do too much, I’m not sure if they (administration) will 

have me back.” He implied that ideally a critical civic approach would be about, “helping 
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students to learn the nuts and bolts of all parts of knowledge and its connection to 

society.” He continued:  

I approach critical civics the best I can given the administration. I think civics is 
more of a cultural and an identity thing.  It is for the common good, but I don’t 
think that there’s one concept of the common good. So I think it is the job of the 
social studies teacher to push against this mindset. Having said that we live in a 
non-ideal existence, and schools are where are we teach ideas like participation, 
fairness, sharing and so school is a de facto institution that teaches civic 
education. But to me civics means like how do you live your life? How do you do 
good and explore life? 
 

Travis centered the idea of the classroom extending into the ways students will approach 

society. He considered the complexity in our social existence by acknowledging social 

constraints with students. Travis understands the multifaceted aspects of citizenship and 

endeavors to push back against those visions that limit equity and access. Further, he 

hopes students will participate, believing citizenship moves beyond the classroom.  

Similarly, Rosa mentions another tension she feels is inherent to the reality of the 

system of public schooling as it is currently organized, which is that the system, she 

claims, encourages passive citizenship.  She mentions, “they [students] have often been 

taught that adults are authorities and that you leave [civic agency] alone.” In response, 

she mentions that her approach is focused on developing “a dedication to each others’ 

success and holding each other accountable for actions.” In this way Rosa hopes to 

develop intellectual solidarity with students through their critical responsibility and living 

their agency. Further, Rosa feels one of the most challenging parts about her critical 

teaching is extending instruction into the community. She argues the lack of access to 

vehicles and laws restricting her driving students to events are major barriers to 
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community, and therefore, civic participation. If these restrictions were removed or civic 

practices were supported, she thinks teachers might be more willing to engage in 

practices that might develop more critical ideas of citizenship. In other words, she feels 

like anything should be possible in social studies education and no one should limit what 

teachers and students are allowed to explore. Rosa is critical of the systems in which she 

is asked to work, but also realize school is a place for transformation. Though the 

schooling experience is a space for authentic participation, Rosa encourages students to 

move their civic agency beyond the classroom to make material changes in their 

community.  

The commonplace civic definitions that marginalize the very students teacher 

should be supporting demonstrate the need for teachers to work towards more critical 

visions of citizenship. Given restrictions the teachers shared with me, this chapter 

examines ways teachers attempt to teach for more critically situated civics instruction 

focusing on examples the teachers felt were critical. It is clear critical teachers wish to 

teach for transformation rather than transmission considering the ways they understood 

critical pedagogy, critically civic instruction, and the schooling environment.  

INTRODUCTION 
Tyack and Cuban (1995) describe one of the perennial dilemmas of schooling, 
namely the desire, on the one hand, to ensure an obedient populace and, on the 
other hand, to ensure that citizens are creative and critical “civics education in 
nation-states was linked with the process of state formation and designed to build 
a common identity, inculcate patriotism and loyalty to the nation (Green 1990), it 
is now often expected to achieve a far more complex set of purposes which 
broadly reflect changing conceptions of what it means to be a good citizen 
(Johnson & Morris, 2010, p. 2).  
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Given the research question, how the social studies teachers participating in this 

study define critical pedagogy, this chapter considers one of the teacher’s primary 

approaches: supporting a more critical citizenship. Social studies teacher are asked to 

train students to become active citizens, however critical social studies teachers 

understand the need to acknowledge and trouble the problematic foundations of 

citizenship that naturally unfold through traditional civic definitions and teaching.  

 The role of social studies is commonly understood as an approach to helping 

students make sense of the world and their place within it as citizens; however, the 

definition is not that simple. Civic engagement is contested for many reasons, one being 

that many in society do not agree on what constitutes the common good (Barton & 

Levstik, 2004). According to Cicero, a citizen is not merely a member of society, but an 

active agent engaged in its transformation (Isin & Turner, 2002). Citizenship is vital to 

freedom, which rests on a construction in constant flux. Freire (2005) argues literacy, 

responsibility, ideology, plurality, political discourse, and discrimination all must be 

understood to become an active agent of civic transformation. Likewise, democracy 

cannot exist apart from civics, which rests on education, and communal respect. In this 

way, citizenship demands we all have agency to maintain its effective functioning 

through continual commitment, political clarity, coordinated coherence, and collaborative 

decision-making. Unfortunately, the actively the engaged citizen has been deemed 

“dangerous” to hegemony because of its disruption of capitalism’s seemingly seamlessly 

equitable nature. Dangerous citizenship is actually dedicated to disrupting oppression and 

inequality through political participation, critical awareness, and intentional action (Ross 
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& Vinson, 2013). Ross and Vinson (2013) ask what pedagogies are employed for 

supporting these students in social studies classrooms. Findings for this Chapter 

empirically illuminate this question relating to three critically identifying teachers.  

As it exists, civic instruction tends to focus on knowledge of national laws, 

development of civic virtues, and maintenance of the social order in its formal 

educational presentation (Johnston & Morris, 2010; Parker, 2003; Tyack & Cuban, 

1995). However, issues of civic identity, social systems, and responsibility of the state 

differ across people. Thus, when perceived civic virtues and maintenance of the social 

order come into conflict teachers must decide how they will contend with a concept that 

has no objective truth (Green, 1990). Consequently, critically transformative civic 

literacy, membership, and agency, supports an individual’s ability to see, self-transform, 

and act upon the dialectical tensions present in recognition, access, and democracy. 

Conversely, traditional practices focus on knowledge of social systems, maintaining 

power, and aligning with given political platforms. The distinction lies in expanding 

human freedom, agency, and possibility.   

I argue social studies teachers have the unique opportunity to foreground more 

critical visions of democratic possibility in their classrooms. Critical social studies 

teacher ontological posture centers student experience, nuances, complicates and extends 

social studies narratives as part of a reflexive praxis. Further, critical reflexivity and 

transformative possibility runs a range of possibilities. Critical social studies teachers also 

understand, and respond to traditional civic norms by redefining citizenship for more 

inclusive and socially just purposes. They endeavor to teach students to navigate course 
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of power as citizens, examine deeply engrained civic ideologies, and work towards social 

transformation as part of what it means to be member of a democracy. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
The National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) suggests the purpose of 

social studies it to support a “strong democracy.” What it means to support a strong 

democracy, however, is highly debated. Rosa names this tension in her understanding of 

civic teaching when she says, “people have different understandings of citizenship, but in 

reality many are left out. We don’t teach students to advocate for themselves and 

others…school pretends to be democratic, but it is a monarchy and students begin to 

think this is democracy.” Rosa’s comments call into question a few important realities of 

citizenship. First, citizenship is exclusive, complicated and made simplistic through 

traditional instruction; second, the student’s role as a civic actor in not well defined; third, 

democratic definitions are often in conflict with what we she understands as democracy; 

and fourth, social rhetoric informed by political discourses disguise the undemocratic 

nature of our society. In this sense, Rosa understands hegemonic values and their 

implications for civic instruction and pushes against the idea of the participatory 

(Westheimer & Kahne, 2004) and liberal (Abowitz & Harnish, 2006) citizen towards 

more transformative interpretations and teaching. 

The relationship between Rosa’s interpretation of civic education and the ways 

democracy is understood is evident in educational philosophy. Dewey (2014), for 

example, wrote, “Democracy has to be born anew every generation” (p. 40) to create 

citizens that can address the oppression and political capital that unbalances political 
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power. Though Rosa may disagree with the creation of citizen, democracy itself must 

work for those who exist within it. The relationship between schooling and the 

democratic sphere is an important one. As, Levinson (2005) notes, schools are key sites 

“for the consolidation of the meanings about democracy” (p. 335). I argue the way 

democracy is considered in classrooms reflects classroom pedagogy and the intellectual 

solidarity between teacher and student. Otherwise, the practice is a representative 

performance. Transformative and inclusive civic education can emerge to promote 

consciousness and agency for social change when criticality is applied to Dewey’s ideas 

of democratic renewal (Mayhew & Fernandez, 2007; Schultz, 2007).  

Teachers like Rosa who understand and implement dialectical analysis adopt 

more critical approaches in their classroom teaching. Though critical civics takes unique 

forms (Schugurensky & Myers, 2003), teachers typically hope civics will contribute to 

democratic justice and freedom (Griffin, 1996; Newmann, Bertocci, & Landsness, 1977; 

Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Critical citizenship “can range from a set of abstract and 

technical skills under the label ‘critical thinking’ to a desire to encourage engagement, 

action and political emancipation, often labeled ‘critical pedagogy” (Johnson & Morris, 

2010). Within this understanding, the conceptual analysis of what critical civics is and 

how criticality is practically applied in teaching of civics becomes even more important. 

The critical modifier is often discursively applied to knowledge, relations, perception, 

access, skills, action, collaboration, and/or social justice. Critical civic pedagogy 

however, reflects consciousness, transformation, and its subsequent unfolding into the 

experiences students and teachers are able to have, both as classroom practice and in 
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relation. Like other conceptions of critical approaches, critical civic teaching is 

transformational, intending to alter social perceptions, empower students, and inspire 

empowering and authentic democratic action.  

The question of how agency in understood and taught in classrooms is recognized 

as an important consideration. Scholars have examined how allowing students to grapple 

with social issues through inquiry and action might improve civic efficacy (Boyle-Baise 

& Langford, 2004; Donahue, 2000; Hart, 2006). Mayo (2013) suggests the current civic 

discourse should include more holistic social analysis. He claims critical citizenship helps 

inform the social perceptions needed for social change. Salinas (2016) is optimistic that 

social studies scholars can attend to this by applying critical frames such as: feminist, 

cultural, Reconstructionist, queer, and transnational discourses to their curriculum 

development and pedagogy. In her view, these approaches help “examine, challenge, and 

rethink civic membership, identity and preparation” (p.vii).  

Critical citizenship is about reading power in the world with a goal of 

understanding dialectical relationships and addressing them to change our material reality 

(Reiter, 2013). The approach allows students to analyze codes of power and act as active 

agents to better society, giving voice to subjective objectivity (Rodriguez & Magill, 

2015), “allow[ing] for the participation of all that reside within it” (Rodriguez, 2008). 

Critical teachers work to foreground ideologies of oppression and the manipulation of 

power (Bordieau & Wacquant, 1992) thereby illuminating those conditions 

institutionalized to circumvent democracy. Critical citizenship, then, is resistance to 

colonial subject positioning. Critical civics decolonizes knowledge and humanness, 
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fosters critical civic literacy, and promotes transformative civic agency. 

CIVIC DISCOURSE  
To understand critical civics, we must first examine the context and discourse 

situating civic education. Civic frameworks continue to rest on the outdated notion that 

the individual is tied to the state (Crick, 2008). Discourses emerge from established civic 

norms and informing civic instruction that reinforce status quo understandings (Abowitz 

& Harnish, 2006). Abowitz and Harnish (2006) suggest teaching citizenship falls into 

three civic discourse categories: Republican, Liberal and Critical. Republican and Liberal 

are commonly taught discourses in social studies classrooms (Haste & Hogan, 2006) 

unfortunately, these approaches do not always represent what minority students know or 

feel about civics (Rubin, 2007). Further, the approaches uphold the hegemonic, 

problematic, and exclusive foundations of civics. Abowitz and Harnish (2006), suggest 

Republican civic ideas promote community around political parties, respect for symbols, 

and active participation. The foundation of this approach is based on what the nation state 

perceives to be the common good and teaching reflected in this approach includes 

cultivating the conditions for voting, involvement with political parties, and more 

traditional civic activities supporting the nation state. The approach is often based on who 

counts as citizen and what bodies get to be included in community. 

Liberal citizenship supports the revision of civic ideas to foster equality among 

people within the given social frame. The approach is more neoliberal in nature in that it 

promotes individualism and freedom, but flattens the concepts to fit within the context of 

the market. Liberal approaches superficially address dialectics in identity politics as part 
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of instruction, but rely on a kinder gentler form of oppression (Malott, 2017; McLaren, 

2015). By kinder and gentler, I mean that freedom is restricted, while people are overtly 

socially accepted. Liberal citizenship is civic instruction, Young (2002) contends, which 

incorporates the marginalized into the status quo without challenging the dominance of 

hegemonic oppression. The complex interconnectivity between the teaching of 

citizenship within conservative and neoliberal social visions works to support 

hegemony’s social, economic, and political aims. As Liberal civic discourse unfolds into 

practice and curriculum, civics seemingly promotes diversity, equity, and progress while 

upholding a framework that actively thwarts efforts towards meaningful social change 

(Vinson & Ross, 2001).  In this way, liberal citizenship is dangerous as it visibly 

promotes tolerance while exploitation continues as part of the neoliberal society. 

Considering the current state of civic education, critical teachers might attempt to unveil 

and expose shortcoming in the western civic dialectic. Within this approach critical civic 

interventions stand to examine moral imperatives, policy, and oppression veiled by 

democratic or neoliberal rhetoric in Liberal and Republican civic discourse (Carolissen, 

2014). Hopefully critical civic discourses challenge hegemonic civic understandings. 

Civic scholars propose application that rest on the following components: content 

knowledge, democratic disposition, democratic values, and civic participation skills 

(Patrick, 2003). These four components have been taken up conceptually in a variety of 

ways, which typically reflect the scope of the political spectrum in which they exist. 

Parker (1996), for example, makes distinctions between ‘traditional,’ ‘progressive,’ and 

‘advanced’ civics, which to him represent procedure, access, and representation. His 
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definition has evolved (2012) to include active citizenship. Many scholars have attempted 

to nuance traditional citizenship by foregrounding the “justice-oriented citizen” as a way 

to train students to prioritize problem solving for the common good (Westheimer & 

Kahne, 2004). However, this type of teaching does not represent a critical approach. This 

type of citizen has agency by examining and deliberating complex social issues to 

achieve consensus (Hess, 2009; Parker, 2006), but not transformation. The justice-

oriented citizen is informed, votes, and is engaged in public practices. Again I argue 

“training” is not liberatory. Further, consensus is far from the intellectual solidarity I 

suggest is needed in critical civic praxis. Dialectical and dialogical difference may or may 

not be included in a “justice-oriented” approach.  

Others suggest engagement or disengagement is considered an indicator of good 

citizenship (Boyle-Baise & Zevin, 2009). The approaches are an important entry into 

transformative civic discussions, but often these distinctions do not account for the 

structural inequalities that limit participation. Civic engagement is both subjectively and 

culturally informed so social studies teachers are require to see how students might act 

based on parallax views to support their personal and civic transformation. Within a 

critical view these needs are understood as the need to expose, debate, redefine, and act 

on power.  

WHO GETS TO BE CITIZEN? WHO ACTS? 
Given the current political climate and tensions in who, according to policy-

makers and nation-imagers, gets to count as citizen, it is no surprise that political 

participation, particularly for minority and low socio-economic students has declined 
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(Tourney-Putra, Wilkenfeld, & Barber, 2006). As a result of hegemony’s normalization 

of passive citizenship, many people have become apathetic or cynical, feeling formal 

civic engagement has been reserved for the wealthy (Bartels, 2008). Many social justice 

issues, which might otherwise be used to teach more complex forms of civics or engaged 

with in the democratic sphere, often become buried by those in power under incorrect or 

superficial information because of civic apathy (Bickmore, 2008). In many respects this 

is because, urban, low socioeconomic status, and minority students are under-represented, 

both in curricular representations of civics and civics teachers who do not share similar 

civic experiences (Rubin, 2007; Torney-Purta, Wilkenfeld & Barber, 2006), resulting in 

lessened civic access (Levinson, 2012; Shiller, 2013; Stanley, 2001). Race and class 

differently effect how civic understandings exist. Cultural norms often differ across lived 

experience and influence how civics might be considered. Similarly, higher income 

students were found to be more likely to participate in civic instruction such as 

simulations, discussions, and debates (Kahne & Middaugh, 2008) and were more likely 

to engage in lessons involving social issues (Atkins & Hart, 2003).  

Davies et. al. (2002) found that not all social studies teachers are teaching 

citizenship formally and even fewer teach about power, social justice, and the rights 

students have as fully engaged citizens. However, students informally receive messages 

about how they fit in to social politics, through the hidden curriculum and hegemonic 

ideology in which they are asked to operate. Traditional pedagogical approaches fail to 

account for or teach recognition in civics. Rather certain students are not offered cultural 

capital, and their knowledge is not valued in classrooms (Yosso, 2005). Deficit pedagogy, 
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portrayals of cultural groups, such as Middle Eastern Americans as non-Americans, and 

nationalistic views of citizenship, such as citizen is born here and acts in certain ways, 

dominate instruction, making more inclusive civic interpretations slow to evolve 

(Campbell, 2007).  Further, few civic role models are available for those students outside 

the hegemonic purview (Kahne & Sporte, 2008). Teachers of non-dominant backgrounds 

(Vickery, 2015) also feel like their civic visions are not adequately represented, feeling 

citizenship was not constructed for them. Subsequently, these teachers may or may not 

teach in critical ways and may instead align themselves with hegemony as it offered them 

social capital to do so. 

Consequently, many teachers and students in less than comfortable classrooms are 

fearful to speak out against injustice (McAvoy & Hess, 2013) or talk about civic issues 

such as nativist, anti-immigrant sentiment, or controversy (Busey & Mooney, 2014; 

Byford, Lennon, & Russell, 2009; Hilburn, 2014). Sometimes, civic issues are not likely 

to be addressed because the teacher’s social and content knowledge may not be adequate 

(Journell, 2013 & 2016) or for fear that administrators, parents, or students will object 

(Camicia, 2008; Hess, 2004; Journell, 2011). The system creates a context in which 

teachers are asked to accept flattened and benign civic interpretations. However, not 

engage in issues that affect students’ lives alienate certain students whose experiences are 

not included (Malin, 2011).  

Critically conscious civic-minded teachers carry out the type of cultural work 

needed to negate civic estrangement (Freire, 1998); civic estrangement meaning a person 

or group who have been marginalized in narrative and symbolic representation. Teachers 
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cultivating critical civics might illuminating status quo issues that restrict civic discourse 

or extend civic codes of behavior to extend thinking and action beyond the nation state, 

status quo politics, or acknowledging the rights of humans as citizens beyond geopolitical 

borders (Kymlicka, 2003).  In doing so, critical teachings extend civic instruction to 

include intersectional identities, rethink what is possible in a democracy, and inspire 

action to make it happen. 

CIVIC IDENTITY AND AGENCY 
Identity and how a student relates to historical events constitute civic identity 

(Mills, 2000). Civic and cultural identity comprises one’s social existence and is learned 

through connectedness to community and others (Atkins & Hart, 2003; Ryan & Deci, 

2003). In traditional civic discourse, teaching different civic identities is not always 

considered legitimate; however, understanding the multiple intersections of identity and 

how they are discussed is vital for the success of a democracy. Knight and Watson (2014) 

argue the inclusion of identity help mediate civic experiences and critical visions for 

more inclusive civic instruction. Doing so, they claim, allows one’s lived social 

experiences to emerge. For some, citizenship and identity are informed by things like, 

“[border] crossings, invasions, [and] lines of defense” (Rosaldo, 1997, p. 33), which 

means that in order for a teacher to engage critically, s/he must recognize the dialectical 

tensions across experience and engage with those historical realities that have left 

students or communities with scars. These identities must be given space and interpreted 

through the diverse incarnations of civic identity (Bondy, 2014; Salinas, 2006).  

Through group legitimation of all identities new worlds are opened for all 
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students. Efforts made to understand and include all civic identities are crucial for active 

civic participation because they are predicated on the lived experiences of each member 

of a community (Wray-Lake, Syvertsen, & Flanagan, 2008). Identity is informed during 

opportunities to reflect and discuss political, economic, and social issues (Levinson, 

2012). So dialogue engaging with complexities of identity is important for civic 

development because it connects civic ideals to lived experience (Freire, 2000). Teachers 

may approach these discussions through civic identities of youth (Rubin, 2007), 

intersectional identity (Bondy, 2014; Vickery, 2015), and civic funds of knowledge 

(Salinas, Vickery & Franquiz, 2016). Majority students do not often consider 

intersectional identities or racial injustice when they do not take class with students 

different from themselves so teaching diverse identities is important for all (Swalwell, 

2015). Ultimately, understanding the pluralism in human identity is vital to contending 

with the issues we must contend with in our democracy. 

There are several ways issues of identity are uncovered with students. As Stepick 

and Stepick (2002) note participation and authentic practices can help illuminate identity, 

agency, and expand notions of democratic participation. Teachers sometimes take up 

agency, identity, and participation by including multiple perspectives, discussing 

interconnected global issues, and/or experiencing cross-cultural issues (Merryfield, 

2008). Other teachers include issues important to marginalized communities to legitimize 

identities within everyday discourse, thereby supporting students changing perceptions 

(Thornton, 2005). When asked to confront social issues everyone could identify with, 

civics transformation occurred when people felt connected, dialogued, and participated 
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(Oraisón & Perez, 2009). Similarly, Santau and Ritter (2013) found discussions of social 

class and race changed the ways students engaged with their community. Dialogue allows 

students to consider a “larger moral ecology beyond their own individual…concerns” 

(McLaughlin 1992, p. 243). Ultimately, civic identity and agency are enduring civic 

consideration.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 The framework from this section is situated within the broader theoretical 

approaches of this study. Extending from Chapter Three, I maintain that critical social 

studies inquiry, critical consciousness, and authentic agency in the teaching of social 

studies broadly constitute a critically civic social studies teacher approach. Extending 

from this broad framework, civic literacy, human recognition, critically consciousness, 

civic agency, and community-centered critical pedagogy are components of a more 

targeted critical civic framing. I suggest these ideas help situate critical visions within 

social studies approaches. 

Civic literacy and human recognition   
Critical civics requires consciousness of the experiences of oneself and others. 

Civic literacy and human recognition are vital to understanding self, social agency, and 

community connectivity; and are about understanding the relationship between ways 

literacy informs the actions that shape our democracy. In order to cultivate such literacy, 

students should be expected to develop the ideals that will foster equality in society 

(Gutmann, 2004). The relationship is circular as human recognition informs active 
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participation and critical active participation supports human recognition. Human 

recognition centers the need for equity in democratic access, which refuses the neoliberal 

tendency to frame certain communities as disposable populations (Giroux, 2007). 

Cultivating discourse around certain individuals as disposable population develops social 

hierarchies allow some to have more civic agency than others. Instead, civic literacy and 

human recognition might inform civic instruction by valuing alternative perspectives, 

experiences, and developing schools as authentic sites for understanding the relationship 

between society, democracy, and action (Levinson, 2005).  

Civic literacy as it stands now seems to be about preparing students for three 

major areas represented in C3 framework: college, career, and civic life. The framework 

is an unquestionable improvement over common teaching for civics such as lecturing 

about voting or the political process. Further, it offers teachers a roadmap to interrogate 

many of the disciplinary ideas foundational to the social studies at large. The concepts 

and ideas become perspectives and tools for civic engagement, however, there is no 

reason to believe the framework will support students in their critical becoming. Civic 

literacy is important for helping students enact criticality, but teachers must also support 

speaking truth to power by addressing the exclusionary definition of citizenship apart 

from human recognition. 

The challenges of teaching civics have been understood for many years, as has the 

need to move beyond basic civic skills. Bryan Conant (1945) for example suggests, 

Neither the mere acquisition of information nor the development of special skills 
and talents can give the broad basis of understanding which is essential if our 
civilization is to be preserved (Bryant Conant, pp. viii–ix). 
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He further discusses the conflict between individual versus community freedom as it 

relates to democratic organization, 

Democracy is a community of free men. We are apt sometimes to stress 
freedom—the power of individual choice and the right to think for oneself 
without taking sufficient account of the obligation to cooperate with our fellow 
men; democracy must represent an adjustment between the values of freedom and 
social living (Bryant Conant, 1945, p. 76).  

 
Existing with and for others as free individuals must not be about using power relations 

in society to promote certain individual interests at the expense of others. As it stands 

now, preparation for college, career, and civic life address many of the skills taught as 

civic literacy, but could stand to more fully incorporate civic recognition.  

In addition to being able to merely acknowledge/teach the skills for civic literacy, 

critical interpretations contribute to recognition of the problematic and exclusive 

foundation of civic engagement. Students do require the skill to make decisions that 

promote social justice (Hart 2006); however transforming systems is more socially just 

than including everyone in un-just systems. Critical civic literacy, then, is the ability to 

name, analyze, and act on political issues marginalizing others (Levin, 2016; Yeager-

Washington, 2014) and then act towards promoting social justice. Civic agency can be 

applied to one’s community as a form of actualized research (Garcia et. al, 2015). A 

critical and human focused civic literacy then breaks down barriers between community, 

classrooms, and actions (Pollack, 2013). Human recognition and the everyday practice of 

freedom can be connected to civic literacy to foundations for critical civics (Freire, 2000; 

Green, 2003; hooks, 2014; Magill & Rodriguez, 2015).  
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De-colonial critical content knowledge and consciousness 
 A colonial civics understanding often leaves problematic knowledge of the other 

unconsidered. Students possess varying degrees of civic knowledge and experiences of 

others, so civics are often based on one’s own, potentially homogenous community. 

Student personal attitudes and participation in the democratic processes are affected by 

this colonial organization and superficial understandings of the “other” (Torney-Purta, 

Barber, & Wilkenfeld, 2006). Connecting with others, exploration and intervention into 

one’s own social world is vital for exploring difference and possibility (Dewey, 1930). 

Experience informs consciousness to critical possibility and the power of community 

organization. Some citizens who benefit from the colonial underpinnings of many social 

organizations do not necessarily see ways they serve only certain members of a 

community. Political awareness to these realities develops consciousness to the struggle 

of others and develops possibility for shared experience and capacity. Critical teachers 

negotiate the difference between awareness and exposure/experience through dialectical 

positioning in canonical knowledge (Brown & Brown, 2010), ways civic definitions 

situate recognition (Chávez, 2013), and by examining how social institutions function 

(Youniss, & Hart, 2005). Lack of awareness ensures curriculum, pedagogy, and ideology 

remain ineffective in addressing those factors limiting citizenship. Au (2009) suggests a 

teacher’s approach regulates her or his consciousness so critical teachers are not only 

aware of, but also confront dialectical positioning of oneself and effect on areas 

traditional schooling. Consciousness of colonial social foundations might expand 

understanding ways civics is understood and the need for mare critical civic visions 
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Civic agency: community centered critical pedagogy  

 Both teacher and student must be situated as critical civic agent (Mirra & Morrell, 

2011) to make meaningful material changes to society. Consciousness and action is 

crucial for transformation, so critical civics can develop through shared experiences that 

develop capacity (Boyte, 2003). Students often engage in critical civic praxis, but become 

discouraged by monolithic understandings of what civics is (Ginwright & Cammarota, 

2007). Similarly, the racial hypocrisy and white supremacist structures that insist on 

naming inequality “democracy” must be transformed to work for everyone. James 

Baldwin discussed this hypocrisy, “If any white man in the world says, ‘Give me liberty 

or give me death’ the entire white world applauds. When a black man says exactly the 

same thing, he is judged a criminal and treated like one and everything possible is done to 

make an example of this bad nigger so there won’t be any more like him” (Peck, 2016). 

Critical teachers do, work to engage in the reframing of what it means to act and exist in 

a democracy.  These teachers begin by de-constructing hypocrisy and authentically 

engage with students, become producers of knowledge, and some engage local 

communities to collectively work for social change. Many teachers are conscious of and 

foster this work in classrooms, though some struggle to connect the classroom to society. 

Some call the connection between the classroom and society community pedagogy. 

Community pedagogy troubles individualism and consumerism that has taken primacy 

over reflective community action as orders society (Giroux, 2009). Selfish and abstracted 

ideas of citizen make existing with others a “zero sum game,” where we are all in 



 217 

competition for all forms of capital. Rather, civics and democracy can be divorced from 

this ideology in favor of a more community centered critical pedagogy. 

RESULTS 
In examining the ways teacher’s endeavored to teach more critically in the social studies, 

critical ideas of citizenship became an important entry into practice. Two themes 

emerged which demonstrate the ways teachers attempt to teach civics more critically. 

First, participating teachers attempted to negate the traditional archetype of citizen. In 

classrooms negation occurred through social studies curriculum, inquiry, discussions, and 

political engagement. Further, teacher participants disputed how those with power 

defined civics. Second, teachers centered issues of race, power, and politics to illuminate 

inherent inequity in civic narratives. Participating teachers focused on more critical 

discourse with students and worked towards more socially just notion of citizenship 

(Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004).  

Negating traditional civic archetype  
 If critical social studies teachers practice pedagogies that highlight personal 

awareness and responsiveness to the factors that limit civic identity, membership, and 

agency, the teachers in this study worked to achieve this by negating traditional civic 

archetypes. The critical social studies teachers were aware of, and responded to ways 

citizens are commonly discussed in society. I argue teachers in this study demonstrated 

critical awareness of power and marginalization inherent to hegemonic definitions of 

citizenship. The common discourse and conceptualization of citizenship considers those 
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who are offered full membership within international, and other structural borders. 

Caesar, Rosa, and Travis responded, to limited critical interpretations, in part, by 

illuminating the historical conditions under which civic definitions were developed. The 

critical teachers utilized inquiry to help uncover ways political decision-making 

influenced society, and through critiquing power within the political process. The 

pedagogical responses represented a broad range of engagement with critical ideas, 

lesson approaches, and objects of analysis. Teachers demonstrated ways critically civic 

pedagogy emerged through lessons about identity, agency, and membership.  

Travis: troubling civic norms  
Travis developed a series of lessons to examine the “historical foundations of 

citizenship” and “current civic exclusion.” The lessons were situated in his world history 

class while students were studying the Greek, Indian, and Chinese civilization in 

antiquity. He began the first class in this unit with questions to help students understand 

the need for more critical civic ideas. First he asked students, “how have people’s 

thoughts evolved around citizenship?” He followed this question by asking, “how have 

there been historical inequality within ideas of citizenship?” and completed the round of 

questions with “how have ideas of citizenship evolved out of caste systems and slavery?” 

Students did a quick write in their notebooks to gather thoughts. He asked students to 

draw from the ideas they had come up with by examining the previous day’s readings. 

The readings were chapters about the governments of India, China, and Greece.  

After having a short lecture discussing the history of citizenship, Travis attempted 

to tie student ideas about government to the day’s lesson by centering the ways the 
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examined cultures looked at social organization, citizenship, and slavery. He posted 

different facts around the room about India, China, and the Greeks, commenting, first 

about the Greeks,  

The Greeks looked at citizenship based on rights power and education, men of a 
certain age were citizens- woman were property. Slavery was not based on race, 
but by conquest. 
 

Information on India focused on the caste system. The information posted about the 

Chinese examined bureaucracy and the Emperor. Travis contrasted the civilizations in 

ways that students could both, come to understand similarities and differences, but also to 

demonstrate hierarchy. Travis asked students to consider “how citizenship existed in 

relation to power,” as part of their next assignment. Students created groups designed to 

stimulate discussions about citizenship and looked at historical texts from the different 

civilizations. In groups, students created visuals depicting citizenship based on the 

discussion. I observed students examining different cultural interpretations and debating 

the relationship between power and citizenship. The following example is from one 

group’s discussion: 

Student: (Discussing caste, bureaucracy, and Greek citizenship) In India and 
China and Greece, it’s like the US…I mean I get to go to this school but there are 
not a lot of people like me that can’t. Like, my family doesn’t get to make a lot of 
the choices that affect us. We [my family] didn’t know about this school, but 
people (the student later mentioned it was a councilor) helped me, but not 
everyone can. Lots of kids can’t do what we did. I feel like the system is against 
us (the student later suggested that she was referring to Latinas/os).  
 

The student’s analysis demonstrated her recognition of power and civic representation. 

She was able to identify a dialectical tension by applying what the class was learning 

about historical civic understandings to her own experiences. The assignment and 
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subsequent conversation became a way for the student to draw parallels between what 

Caesar described as problematic civic understandings that continue today.  

After the conversations, the class came together to consider what they had 

discussed and created. Students used their visuals to stimulate conversation or just talked 

about what they learned based on the questions they had been given at the beginning of 

class. In one small group the student conversations turned to discussing how power offers 

certain individuals unique advantages. This group consisted of three Latinas and one 

Latino student. It became clear to me that one student was leading the small group 

discussion. When the class reconvened for whole class discussion, this student made a 

connection between privilege and citizenship. She said: 

The elite officials in China had advantages. In China it was like that and in India 
they had the caste right? Greece too. In Greece they were afraid of being slaves, 
so they used citizenship. I guess they wanted to get powerful so they couldn’t be 
taken. 
 

The student’s analysis demonstrated an understanding that citizenship is used as a tool of 

power used to maintain status. She was able to develop a complex historical argument 

and use it to analyze citizenship in critical ways by identifying hierarchies of power and 

its relationship to citizenship. She also demonstrated how power manifests in similar 

ways social within organization across civilizations. Furthermore, she Despite its 

purported goal of equality some were citizens only because others were not.  

Similarly, another student used a hierarchy pyramid to discuss the relationship 

between the ruling class, peasants, and workers. He explained that he believed many were 

kept uneducated on purpose. Travis furthered this idea by asking targeted questions. He 
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wanted to have students to dialogue about what they had discussed- the dialectical 

relationship between citizenship and human relations.   

Travis: Good points. So which came first, education or citizenship?  
 
Student: Education works together with citizenship so the system works.  
 
[Travis transitioned to a discussion of slavery.] 
 
Travis: So what made you a slave in Rome or Greece?  
 
Student: Punishment or debt.  
 
Travis: What about America?  
 
Multiple students: Race.  
 
Travis: How about today? 
 
Student: (After a long pause the student from the group I observed spoke) I guess 
all those things. Like me getting into this school, I had to apply, but people like 
me are not really here. Some Mexicans are here, but they are people with money. 
I’m Mexican, my parents are poor and it feels like the government doesn't like us. 
Same with the way people look at me when I go around a lot of White people.  
 
Student 2: Yeah, and you have no rights till you are eighteen. 
 
Student 3: I think money equals power, power equals influence.  
 
Travis: So who is the most powerful citizen? 
 
Student 6: The Kardashians 
(There are disagreements- some think it is those in government, others think it is 
rich businessmen.) 
 
Student 4: (This interaction occurred before President Donald Trump was the 
Republican Presidential Nominee) I think it’s either Trump or Obama. 

 
Travis: Interesting- those are all great points. So this inequitable citizenship exists 
today. How is it all enforced? 
 
Student: Money and race. We have never left the system of inequality! 
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Travis: What has prevented this?  
 
Student 3: We are all slaves of our own beliefs and to consumerism- like jobs and 
corporations. They keep you needing to make money to buy from the company. I 
think I heard about a song about it…  
 
Travis: Yes. “The Company Store.” True. So what can we do about it? 
 
Student: We can look at how this keeps happening again and again and talk about 
it (Latina).  
 
Student 2: We are close. We just need to give more opportunity for everyone to 
have citizenship (Caucasian student).  
 
Travis: Aristotle said people are slaves by their nature. What do these examples 
tell us about the culture of equality in both Greece and today? Who chooses who 
can be free and citizen? What about the criminal justice system? Discuss this. 

 

Students were able to identify some of the different ways some people are situated as 

lesser citizens. Further, privilege, alienation, and social values were examined through 

dialogue. However, though these students were offered a lot of room for exploring 

differing manifestations of power, in entertainment, government, capital, and race, Travis 

merely responds, “those are all great points.” What I mean to say is that, though the class 

engaged in important and complex conversations, but Travis moved the class to his own 

ideas for the lesson, and left some of the dialectical acknowledgements student made in 

isolation. In this way he opens critical spaces, but does not always allow them to emerge 

beyond this initial consideration.  Following this example, students continued to similarly 

discuss civic questions and examples.  

Travis briefly lectured about the criminal justice in the US and how mass 

incarceration takes away the civic rights of many people. His purpose was to help 
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students understand the nature of freedom and further consider its relationship to 

citizenship. Travis suggested people needed to recognize the need to fight for freedom as 

engaged citizens. His visions for citizenship nuanced the historical examples students had 

considered at the beginning of class.  

Travis’s approach to teaching civics was noteworthy because he was able to 

dialogue with students about the both the inequality as part of the fabric of modern 

citizenship, consider its application to contemporary issues, and trouble ways race and 

power situate citizenship. Travis was able to support students in interrogating, who is 

citizen and how civic understandings relate to us? Students conducted personalized 

historical and temporal inquiry to answers these questions. Students were able to point 

out important hypocrisies between the nature of citizenship, democracy and freedom. 

Further, they utilized what they were learning in history as a way to describe their own 

material conditions. Travis also asked students to make comparisons between global 

interpretations of citizenship to center hierarchy exists within social organization. Travis 

tied civic lessons to inequity students dialectical examined in their own lives. In this way, 

the students came to a historically informed consciousness to the connections between 

civic exclusion and contemporary social relations. However, the student’s ideas were not 

moved beyond their situation within Travis’s instructional design.  

When asked to reflect on this lesson and why he taught citizenship through its 

historical foundations he said, “It’s helping students to learn the nuts and bolts of all parts 

of the knowledge and its connection to society.” Travis argues historical consciousness to 

elements at the foundation of citizenship is a great way for a critical teacher to begin to 
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discuss issues with social systems and skills needed for citizenship. The lesson was an 

interesting way to extend thinking about citizenship in which students could connect in 

personal ways.   

Cesar: critical thought, traditional skills 
In a reflective interview Caesar mentioned how he goes about developing a lesson 

to teach civics more critically. He explained: 

I look at the content standard, the skills, like students will be able to ask this 
question, so I want my students to have the toolkit to answer big questions about 
how they will address their community or life down the road. I want them to be 
able to see through the power systems to become citizens that will tow the line 
and consider issues when selecting a politician, in a formal way, but also 
influencing the way they make life decisions so they can arm themselves with 
information as inform citizens come up to be empowered, and have a more 
comprehensive view of the options. 

 
In this statement, Caesar demonstrates an understanding of the ways critical pedagogy, 

traditional teaching of civic tools, more critical understandings of citizenship and 

disciplinary knowledge all come together as a critical civic approach. He constantly 

changed his pedagogy/lessons to reflect what he understood to be the needs of his 

students while incorporating skills he felt would support critical citizenship. Caesar was 

always a strong teacher, but was sometimes more traditional in content and pedagogy. In 

one observed lesson Caesar began by discussing the impertinence of being involved in all 

aspects of the civic process. He developed the lesson by beginning with traditional civic 

conceptions, then encouraging student to reflect on their values and decisions. He began 

with a quick lecture about how actions affect communities. Caesar mentioned, “your 

participation makes you citizens, whether or not they you vote.” He continued by 
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suggesting, “we give people power based on our actions and if we do nothing about it, we 

agree with power.” Next, he introduced the day’s lesson and activity. Students were to 

create a Supreme Court Justice “job description.” Justice Scalia just recently died and he 

wanted students to consider the power a public official has and the important qualities for 

someone with so much power. 

After a short PowerPoint presentation that included political maneuvering in 

confirming a Justice, student discussed President Obama’s choice of Judge Garland and 

what his appointment would mean for the country.  

Student: I heard the Republicans will not let Obama’s Judge go through because 
they have lifetime appointments and then they can reverse lots of rulings.  
 
Caesar: That might be true. So this appointment is very important. Think about 
the type of person you would want as a Justice.   

 
The student demonstrated the politics inherent to the US political process and asked 

students to imagine an ideal candidate.  

Caesar handed out constitution briefs to tables that had small groups of students. 

He played the song, “I fought the Law but the Law Won.” A few students looked up and 

laughed a bit. Students were asked to read through the assigned summary briefs and 

asked what qualities would be important for a judge who would be trying the case after 

the documents had been disseminated. Groups discussed their briefs and came back 

together for a class discussion.  

Caesar: What did you discuss? 
 
Student: Our group thinks that wisdom is important. I guess everyone needs to be  
wise, but it seems more important for a judge since a judge is holding people 
accountable.  
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Caesar: I see. What else did you discuss? 
 
Student 2: I think they need to be wise but also able to compromise. 
 
Caesar: Compromise?  
 
Student: Yea like when (Student) filibustered all last class. You asked for a 
cloture to move on with the lesson. His group that supported him, but they really 
wanted to do less work, and so we could not move on even though we had close 
to enough votes. Like a judge, you had to decide when to move on or let them 
learn about the filibuster.  
 
Caesar: Ah ha.  
 
Student: Yeah, you had to understand what the students were doing, how it fit the 
lesson, and make a decision. 
 
Caesar: So there are many complex parts that go into democratic decisions.  It 
involves ideology, affiliation, approval from many parties and the politics of 
political fears. We can see how the ideology of the class affected the way our 
lesson changed. 
 
Student: Yea I guess a justice needs to be up on everything so they can use their 
wisdom. Maybe they should be able to be a good researcher so they know why 
people feel the way they do? 
 
Caesar: Well said. Just like a citizen.  
 
Caesar: What about the previous positions we discussed? Does the make up of the 
other governmental bodies matter? 
 
Student 3: Well the citizens elect the people that make those laws, so like if 
Obama gets his Judge then the people choose different Congressmen, then they 
will need to work together to make sure laws go through. I don’t think they can do 
that right now.  
 

The discussion demonstrated how inquiry, analysis, and discussion are vital to consider 

civic concepts. Though somewhat traditional, the lesson demonstrated complex ways of 

thinking about citizenship. Students learned about compromise, relationships of 
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government, and political maneuvering. In his next lesson students would engage in these 

practices.  

In addition to civic instruction, Caesar discussed the politics of becoming a 

Supreme Court Justice. Caesar said, “There is a lot of discussion from Democrats about 

how the Justice President Obama selected is rather conservative and Republicans are 

suggesting we wait to appoint a judge until after the next President is selected.” He 

further discussed Thurgood Marshal’s difficult road to becoming a Justice, paying special 

attention to the politics of fear and power that are associated with the appointment 

process. Caesar demonstrated the political maneuvering that commonly exists outside 

public view, but that citizens can effect through their political actions. Caesar achieved 

this largely by lecturing, but student/class dialoguing was foundational to uncovering 

dialectical tensions as students understood them. Though not particularly critical in his 

pedagogy in this example, Caesar demonstrated critical content knowledge and a desire 

to support student understandings of power within what claims to be a democratic 

system.  

 Caesar taught for critical civics in both uniquely critical and traditional ways (see 

Chapter Four). In this lesson, he was able to engage students in conversations around 

power and the potential for civic action. As a critical teacher Caesar was able to utilize 

the knowledge, norms, and systems to demonstrate interest convergence in the political 

process. Further, he asked students to analyze the types of decisions Justices would need 

to make and the type of person they would like to make those decisions. He reframed 

what could have been understood as a deficit discussion into a discussion of human 
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agency. While this activity did not extend into the community, it helped facilitate critical 

thinking for what might be future critical actions. The use of discussion and deliberation 

promoted skills and potential for community civic action. I would not describe Caesar’s 

lesson as critical, however it helped to extend ways students understood citizenship. 

Further, he was successful in peeling back the façade of the political process. Caesar 

encouraged his students to push against this idea and dig more deeply into political 

discourse.  

Rosa: analysis toward critical agency 
Rosa’s thoughts on citizenship changed over the course of this study. Initially, she 

emphasized how the civic perspectives of her students were valid but not always 

acknowledged in school. She mentioned, “I teach my student to be citizens- school 

pretends to be democratic, but it is a monarchy.” Rosa felt like her students were unfairly 

judged in her school because of their “social capital, class, race, and enrolment.”  

Rosa argued citizenship is a complex thing shaped by race, class, gender, and 

social status. She suggested, “people have different understandings of citizenship…I 

think it is usually the legal definition.” In my observations and discussions with her, it 

was clear her focus was on agency. Rosa discussed wanting her students to continue to 

become “critically conscious” and felt it would lead them to become “socially active 

citizens.” Rosa utilized social studies concepts to teach about political, social, and 

economic dialectics. Students traced instances of civic exclusion from a historical starting 

point, analyzed the change and continuity of community and asked students to analyze 

current ideas of citizenship based on a historical event. She said, “students need to see the 
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things that make them feel like they don’t have power and become social justice citizens 

like Westheimer and Kahne.”  

 Discussing critical approaches to civics she demonstrated her criticality 

suggesting, “[students] already know how to figure it out. My students already know. I 

need to help them understand that they know and help make their own understanding 

action.” Her approach is deeply embedded in social studies content knowledge and she 

suggests social studies are great ways to teach criticality in citizenship. In one 

observation, she engaged in a historical thinking lesson to teach about the dialectical 

tensions in history that affect how citizenship is understood. She put up a picture on her 

projector of segregation sign from the 1960s and asked, “Why does the sign say, no dogs, 

Negros, and Mexicans?” The students remained quiet. She asked, “What was going on at 

this time, the year is on the picture?” After explaining some historical context and initial 

questions, she showed different primary source documents that complicated the 

monolithic African American civil rights narrative by including other oppressed groups. 

In particular she focused on Latinas/os, which was significant to her largely Latina/o 

population. The conversation became about why Mexicans and other Latina(o)s were not 

well represented in civil rights discourse.  

Students were very engaged and shared how they still felt marginalized as 

citizens, 

Student: …civil rights, they only talk about it as a black thing. I didn't even know 
about this.  
 
Rosa: So what do you think?  
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Student 2: Just like everything else, they don't like us. 
 
Student 3: I get this, because when I go into white places, I still feel like they 
don't like me. 
 
Rosa: So, how does this affect civil rights and citizenship? 
 
Student: We aren’t citizens all the time.  
 
Student 3: I can’t vote. And I feel like I don’t belong in some places. 
 
Student 4: [conditions are] still not fair today. There were no jobs for us and my 
dad had injuries when he was working and [his employers] didn't want to take 
him to the hospital because he was not a citizen. They thought they would get in 
trouble because he doesn't have papers. 
 
Rosa: So laws, the way we are seen and the way things are done keeps us from 
feeling like citizens? So what do you want to do about it?  
 
Student 2: Fight back.   
 
Rosa: How? 
 
Student 3: We need more power; we will not be minorities soon.  
 
Rosa:  I want you to remember you are a citizen if you are part of a community, 
no matter who or what you look like or where you come from.  
 

Rosa was able to utilize inquiry to help demonstrate historical marginalization that 

limited citizenship for certain students. Further, she offered space for students to consider 

how the marginalization affected student lives historically and applied to contemporary 

society. Students were able to see themselves in the historical narrative and felt like they 

could organize around what they learned about their community. Further, they 

understood that civil rights are an ongoing project within which they have membership 

and agency. Together the class was able to consider: recognition, organization, narrative, 

and action.  
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In an interview Rosa commented, “citizenship is taking action to change status 

quo politics.” She explained to me that in her lessons she places importance on 

supporting “students to be advocates for themselves and their communities.” As 

previously mentioned, for her critically civic teaching is about helping students with their 

democratic projects, taking them to political rallies, and canvasing among other activities.  

By complicating and extending the historical narrative, students were able to 

examine the narrativization of oppression to uncover inequity as part of the fabric of 

current civic definitions. Discussions allowed for meaningful student engagement and 

critical application. Further, Rosa supported students by demonstrating a more complex 

historical narrative, incorporating student experiences, and dialoguing in efforts to extend 

civic ideas. She achieved this in her practice by including opportunities for deliberation, 

social analysis, and mediated action. She also suggested students reject the idea that 

citizenship based on borders, place of birth, and ways society makes them feel. Instead 

she argued for and demonstrated how to historically consider the foundations of civics, 

applying community-based civic analysis and action. 

Critical civic discourse: race, power, and politics 
 Race, power, and politics were important concepts that allowed critical 

examination of society within the classrooms of the participating teachers. The concepts 

offered illustrative examples of how dialectical tensions are evident in civic interactions. 

Each of the teachers in the study utilized inquiry in these areas to uncover power in the 

ways civic is inequitably normalized. Students discussed race, power, and politics 

through foundational inquiry projects, discussions, and experiences. Data revealed that 
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teachers felt confident that examining social perceptions, legal rights, and political 

decision-making supported civic skills and dialectical thinking. The lessons I observed 

supported rethinking concepts like race, class, and privilege as they intersected with an 

inform conceptions of citizenship, thereby allowing for students to socially analyze lived 

experiences and problematic ways many in society understand the concept. Examples 

within this theme demonstrated a conceptual and conscious approach to transformation.  

Travis: power and place 
Travis continued his series of lessons on citizenship, this time with his geography 

class. Travis mentioned the need to teach citizenship across the social studies content 

areas. He told students in his geography class that they would be discussing ways 

borders, space, and economics related to citizenship. Travis began class by having 

students examine maps they had created of their home. Each was asked to note where 

they felt most safe and areas of particular interest.  

Students worked alone for about three minutes and in pairs for another two. 

Travis lectured for about two minutes in an attempt to explain concepts that were part of 

this unit. He then asked students to discuss the concepts as they related to their maps. He 

asked for a student volunteers to share a map. One student volunteered, who had been 

engaged in an in-depth conversation with the student next to her. The student was Latina, 

and mentioned being particularly interested in this assignment because of the spaces she 

was asked to share with her siblings. After a series of questions about the concepts, 

Travis asked about the connections she was able to make between power, space, and 
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citizenship. Some students began to discuss the conversation they engaged in with their 

partners. 

Student Volunteer: My room is the place where I have power I guess.  I don’t 
have to worry about my crazy family….the kitchen means I have to work. And 
the bathroom is…I fight with my brothers and sisters over it.  

 
Travis responded kindly and pushed his students a bit farther. 
 

Travis: Power, space, and citizenship are connected. You are a citizen of your 
room and your house but it may feel like you are a restricted citizen in the house. 
There are a lot of places where we may not feel like a citizen. Space and place are 
important to power and who we understand citizenship.  

 
A Latina student in the back of the room raised her hand. Travis called on her to share.  

Student 2: Oh yeah that happens to me when like when people look at me when I 
go in stores and they think I am stealing.  

 
Travis: Good example. People feel and act differently in different spaces, so we 
need to be aware of how it affects us.  
 

Together, Travis and the students more fully considered the relationship between space, 

power, and citizenship. The new understandings framed how the class would apply 

critical consciousness to the day’s geography lesson. Travis utilized concept commonly 

associated with geography to help students engage issues of power and civics as they 

informed social relations. Further, the class discussed recognition of: social systems, 

interpersonal relations, power, and identity. Travis also established the critical 

foundations for the second part of the lesson where the class would discuss the 

relationship between space and power via the economic and civic relationships on an 

international border. 
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Travis transitioned to a different part of the lesson dedicated to the relationships 

between NAFTA, the border, and people’s lives. He asked students to consider the 

relationships of power in space discussed in the previous part of the lesson, when 

engaging with the NAFTA documents and concepts they would be considering. Students 

were given documents critiquing NAFTA, globalization, and the economic relationship 

between the US and Mexico. One article was from the perspective of a Mexican citizen. 

Another article was a policy analysis. A third article was a critical social analysis. The 

students “jigsawed” the readings, meaning each group of four would read the article and 

take notes about power, citizenship, and empathy. The students would then be asked to 

share their ideas with the class. I observed students reading and then discussing the 

articles in groups. In the first group, two students were reading the policy analysis.  

Student- I am so depressed that my buying things is supporting slavery. 

Student 2: They [Maquiladora workers] can’t even afford what they make. 

Through reading, analysis, and discussion, students realized the dialectical tensions 

associated with NAFTA and international borders. In discussing the reading with 

classmates, students articulated that the border represents more than the demarcation of 

states illuminated when students discussed the human consequences of NAFTA and the 

power associated with economic structures. Power, privilege, wealth, and citizenship 

differ, depending on ones relationship to space.  

A second group discussed the given article, which considered NAFTA from the 

perspective of a Mexican family. Students needed some prompting so Travis teacher tried 

to offer guiding questions and thoughts.  
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Teacher: What can the focus on families tell us about on the impact of NAFTA?  
 

Student: The thinking about this is not right. The US tries to get stuff cheaply, but 
the family gets hurt (referring to the article). There were major changes in 
conditions from the beginning of Maquiladoras to now. The income tax rate and 
low pay by the border makes them do it (use the Maquiladoras).  
 
Student 2: It’s the lowest bidder and that hurts workers and other people in the 
area.  
 

The lesson moves to a class discussion. Travis asks students to come back together. 
 
Travis: How do the walls or barriers- affect life- what are three that you can think 
of based on this lesson? Think about your readings. 
 
Student:  Physical. Like the Mexico/US border wall. 
 
Teacher: Good- what is another?  
 
Student 2: Economic walls. 
 
Travis: Yes like workers versus bosses or NAFTA- like in the readings. Any 
others things they discussed in the readings, or that you can think of?  
 
Student 3: Language barrier? 
 
Travis: Yes. Good. I think you could have also written down cultural or 
environmental that would have worked too (students have a graphic organizer). 
These things are affected by NAFTA too. Which of these “walls” did you think 
was the best use to describe NAFTA? 
 
Student: Probably economic, but there are also political and environmental 
examples from the readings. 
 
Travis: Yep. I think that’s probably true. So what does this mean for citizenship?  
 
Student: People only caring about your countries, but the Mexican workers are 
making stuff for the US so…yea. 
 
Travis: Yea, I think you got it. Geography is used to exploit workers sometimes. 
All these geographic elements play a role in who is seen as citizen and how they 
are treated. There is supposedly “free trade” but in many ways, lowering the taxes 
like (student) said, makes it less free or equitable for workers. Like we talked 
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about last week, some people are not seen as part of the group and are not given 
privileges- in this case economic ones. Some people are not seen as citizens and 
some people, like, in this country are seen as second-class citizens.  

 

In this case, Maquiladoras represented ways people are politically situated. Students 

connected with the metaphor of a border as it relates to economics, language, and 

exploitation by articulating ways complex political relationship effect people. The class 

was able to identify and illuminate the inequitable relationships that are often based on 

historical subjugation and marginalizing certain people based on their country of origin. 

Further, students considered how people are exploited through the development of civic 

norms. The lesson utilizes both a contemporary conversation about exploitation and the 

power of identity, agency and membership in different spaces. Seeing power encourages 

action in support of others. Travis was able to trouble deficit portrayals and apply 

technical civic skills to empathy, financial exploitation and disciplinary knowledge by 

applying the idea of power in space and place to citizenship (Schmidt, 2011).  As a 

critical teacher he Travis encouraged students to see citizenship as a human and inclusive 

concept rather than and exclusionary one. He insisted his students see beyond the 

dominant discourse, that borders constitute civic membership by inviting them to 

construct social interpretations based on analysis, experience, critical content knowledge, 

and de-colonial framing. Further, the class developed community interpretations that 

established the groundwork for civic action, should they decide to further engage with the 

issue.  
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Caesar: politics, analysis, and agency 
Though Caesar is sometimes fairly traditional in instructional method, he always 

works to address a lack of civic complexity in traditional instruction through teaching 

critical skills and analysis of dialectical relationships. He is constantly responding to 

power in classroom relations and within curriculum. I have observed the challenges 

young teachers face matching ideology and practice, but Caesar does this beautifully 

considering his teaching experience. Cesar was perhaps the most critical and advanced 

student teacher I have ever worked with. His creativity and understandings of the 

classroom rival that of veteran teachers.  

Caesar felt a particular lesson demonstrated his critical approach to civic 

instruction. The lesson involved making theoretical decisions that would affect the lived 

experiences for all US citizens. The lesson asked students to consider the relationship 

between laws and freedom, surveillance and privacy. On the day of his observed lesson I 

heard him explain to students as they began their lesson, “citizens need to be able to 

identify when rights are being taken away.” Further, he argued, “we also need to know 

when the government should be acting in the interests of citizens”. The particular lesson 

extended from a previous session where students discussed power and the Judicial 

Branch (Chapter Four).  

Caesar began by introducing the concepts, democratic deliberation and 

constitutional law by lecturing with a short PowerPoint presentation. Following, he posed 

a question “should the FBI should be able to force Apple to write software that could give 

the FBI access to the contents of the San Bernardino shooters’ iPhone?” The San 
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Bernardino shooting had just occurred and news outlets were discussing the 

constitutionality of a “backdoor” into the iPhone. Caesar engaged student in a class 

discussion,  

Student: Yeah they should, those shooters are terrorists. 
 
Caesar: What is stopping them from doing that to you? 
 
Student: I know, but this is a special situation. They need to find the terrorists 
supporting the shooters.  
 
Caesar: What if they say you are a terrorist? 
 
Student: Well it will be easy to tell I’m not. 
 
Student 2: This will be another reason to take away guns so the government can 
get more control. 
 

Caesar explained to me that the two students in this discussion were fairly conservative 

compared to other students in the school. In this example, students were given the 

opportunity to consider lived experience and the applications of their decisions. 

Deliberation led to a decision that would further state control, but the experience 

demonstrated the potential for democracy and mediated action. Caesar briefly seemed 

shocked that most of the class wanted to allow the ‘backdoor,” but he purposely left his 

opinion out of the discussion. Caesar genuinely wanted students to lead the deliberation 

process. 

Continuing this lesson, he asked students to take the role of the Supreme Court 

and rule on a given case (Figure 2). He told me before the lesson that, “students had 
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already studied different amendments and civil liberties” and that “[he] hoped they could 

have lively discussions of the different cases that they were asked to hear.”  

During the lesson Caesar prompted students to consider political and social 

factors within historical context. One group discussed the Pentagon Papers (Figure 2),  

Chief Justice (Student): Court is in session! 
 
Student 2: This is like the terrorist case- the government needed to keep the peace. 
People would riot. 
 
Student 3: I agree. I think the President did what he needed to do.  
 
Student 4: I don’t think so. Just because he is the president doesn’t mean he can 
just cover up what happened in the war. The war was not even going on anymore.   
 
Student 2: Yeah, but it is CLASSIFIED INFORMATION, so they know they 
should not be publishing that.  
 
Student 4: Well what’s stopping them from just classifying anything they want? 
 

The deliberation and analysis led to interesting and important civic discussions that called 

students to think about social organization and power. In their disagreements, students 

developed new interpretations of social organization with implications for their civic 

experiences by considering major court decisions that have shaped the public sphere and 

ways they exist within it. Students debated like this for about ten minutes and voted on 

the case and circled their ruling (Figure 2). Caesar asked students to take several minutes 

to examine the results of the actual historical decisions. The class discussed how they 

ruled and how the Supreme Court decisions actually were decided as a group. Each group 

shared their experience with their given case. The lesson demonstrated a jigsawed 

inquiry, space for critical interrogation, dialogical engagement, and the potential decision 
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making agency we have as citizens. Jigsawing this assignment represents the type of 

social responsibility Caesar hoped students would take as citizens. In order for the lesson 

to be a success students would need to work hard so their fellow classmates would have a 

good sense of all the court cases. They relied on others to inform and enrich their 

experiences.  

Caesar told me the lesson was a critically civic because it allowed students to 

consider ideas that “should be collaborative and passionately pursued.” The lessons 

demonstrated the possibility and need for collaboration and a responsibility to others 

given the nature of the activity. Not only did Caesar develop intellectual solidarity with 

his students but they also developed solidarity with each other. Similarly, he felt that the 

lesson led to, “informed discussions from critical awareness and strategies to match.” 

Students needed to work together, share opinions, engage in social analysis, and make 

decisions that would affect the community. Caesar suggested that students require 

experiences like those in this lesson because they are crucial for civic decision-making 

and agency. This theme worked across the lessons I observed. 

Caesar promoted critical social studies literacy by connecting student 

interrogation to real world examples. Like Travis, he connected historical concepts to 

contemporary issues, and supported spaces where civic skills could be used for critical 

social analysis. He endeavored to help students see the world and encouraged them to 

take future actions as citizens. In his mind, the lesson supported student critical 

consciousness. He is correct in that students began to see dialectical relationships that 

existed through analysis of court cases and in the process of dialoguing. He demonstrated 
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a unique teacher trait; he did not subtly push his ideas of freedom on to students. Students 

were critical consciousness were put into practice through the development of ideas, 

challenges to social norms, and support one another intellectually and as citizens, as if 

they were making decisions that would change society. The experience allowed students 

to engage with a very real contemporary issue as critical citizens, though they did not 

actually change their communities in the process.  
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 New York Times Company v  

United States 

Facts of the case 
In what became known as the "Pentagon Papers Case," the Nixon Administration 

attempted to prevent the New York Times and Washington Post from publishing 

materials belonging to a classified Defense Department study regarding the history of 

United States activities in Vietnam. The President argued that prior restraint was 

necessary to protect national security.  

Question 
Did the Nixon administration's efforts to prevent the publication of what it termed 

"classified information" violate the First Amendment? 

Figure 2. Example of a Supreme Court decision handout. 

 
  

Writ of Certiorari Requested 
[circle one] 

 
Writ of Certiorari Granted   Writ of Certiorari Denied 
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Rosa: race, experience, and dialectics 
 Rosa explained how dialogue changed what students would be addressing in 

class. She heard from many students that their concerns and topics important to them 

were not addressed in lessons. In our interview she recalled, “there were questions 

students and teachers were not able to talk about- the reality is other teachers were not 

comfortable with things like the election [of President Trump].” When asked how this 

related to critical civic instruction she explained that criticality is about “student agency” 

so often, discussions came from those things students identified as important. One 

example she recalled in an interview that had a profound effect on her “came from [a 

white male student] talking about how racism is not the issue anymore… so [he felt] we 

should be talking about class and feminism instead.” She responded to the student’s 

comment first by discussing the importance of feminism and class, but also by designing 

a lesson around Black Lives Matter and demonstrating its merit as a civic act. Further, 

she planned to address the discourse of President Trump.  

Rosa further contextualized the lesson. The student, who happened to be white, 

was suggesting that, “a black student told me I have no business speaking about [race].” 

She said this made it even more important for her to address since the issue was both 

localized and national. The next day, as was noted in her lesson plan, Rosa discussed 

civic protest, social awareness, and how these civic actions can potentially reduce police 

brutality. She decided to begin by asking student to define key terms giving directions, 

“Get into groups. Using your phones, I want you to define racism as it relates to 
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privilege, social systems.” After giving each group a chance to research, she asked 

students to share their definitions. 

Student:  Our group definition is that racism is discrimination based on race. 
 
Student 2: We got that it is it is when another person thinks they have superiority, 
over one race or another. 
 
Rosa: I think those are good Google type definitions, but now I want you to 
research pervasive racism within systems and structures.  

 
A group of students was struggling with the idea of racism within the fabric of everyday 
interactions. One student challenges the idea that racism is still part of the fabric of US 
society. A different student responds to this challenge and then the conversation becomes 
about which type of social construction of difference is most prevalent.  
 

Student 3: Race doesn't exist like that. No one is lynching in the south and things 
like that. 
 
Student 4: I disagree. [The city we are in] is more liberal- men and Whites still get 
power. 
 
Student 3: But it’s more class than race. 
 
Student 2: Is reverse racism a real thing? 

  
Teacher: What do you think? Let's dig deeper into race. 
 

Rosa supported uncommon dialoguing allowing students to consider social ideology and 

fostering conversations around intersectionality, systemic racism, human relations and 

their effect on social systems. Collectively allowing students to explore these ideas and 

compare them to other’s experiences without telling them they are wrong, encouraged 

students to consider multiple perspectives and interpretations that pushed the 

conversation in generative directions. Students continued to share their research and have 

small group conversations. In sharing their experiences, students were able to safely share 
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the ways they understood the world.  

One student brought up the First Amendment as it relates to free speech. Rosa 

mentioned she thought protected speech changed how people’s “ideas” inform 

citizenship. She argued that to be effective citizens, people needed to be informed and 

understand what information they need and how to get it. Given her understanding that 

many false narratives become accepted as fact, she mentions this to students and 

conversation subsequently moved to a discussion considering how to combat false ideas. 

Many students had discussed the discourse of President Trump and offer this as an 

example of “fact checking” for civic purposes. The Ku Klux Klan (KKK) had recently 

endorsed the president and was on the news. The class discussed the KKK, and how free 

speech is protected,   

 Rosa: How do we combat an idea?  
  

Student: We can shut things like the KKK down and then the ideas will change.  
  

Rosa: What does that have to do with democracy? 
  

Student 2: They have freedom of speech too. 
    
(After some more discussion) 
  

Rosa: What about Black Lives Matter? 
  

Student 3: They [Black Lives Matter Protesters] tell the truth so they should be 
allowed to protest.  
 
Student 2: We can’t shut people down if they don’t agree with our opinions. Then 
if someone else has the power they can shut down Black Lives Matter.  
 
Rosa: So we figure out how other people feel and make laws to protect speech. 

Student 2: Yea, but we need to protect people from racists too. Freedom of speech 
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protects people that are racist more. 
 
Student: The system can only do so much to protect people if we want to keep 
freedom of speech.  
 
Rosa: What about racism in organizations?  
 
Student: That’s what I mean. We can make laws against discrimination, but it still 
happens. 
 

The conversation demonstrated the deliberative process foundational to democracy in that 

it asked students to understand the entire scope of a political argument and articulate the 

pervasive nature of a concept like racism that has profound impacts on ideology. Further, 

students were considering power’s relationship to social interactions and engaging with 

difficult ideas that have impacts on the ways people understand citizenship. As the 

conversation developed, Rosa recalls through the discussion,  

They began to understand racism is not just in small racist actions but rather it is 
the system that disenfranchises a particular group…one student shared how he felt 
racism all the time. Another student told him he was wrong, but the student came 
and told me after one of our classes that because of our conversation and all the 
Trump stuff that he understood that racism still existed.  
 

The student in question needed many experiences and discussions to come to a different 

social consciousness. Rosa mention the student, “even re-did a paper” to reflect his new 

understandings. For her, it was imperative that students see the systematic oppression if 

students were to become critically civic minded, but critical civics requires more than 

instruction.  

 Rosa commented in an interview when asked about supporting critical citizens, 

“We needed to re-visit the constitution (discussing teachers). The teachers needed to 

work through their own stuff with the students so they can support students to become 
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optimistic and citizens.” Rosa argued power should be considered a unit of analysis in 

social studies. For her, power is left out of many historical narratives and analysis. She 

recalled the relationship between the way history is told and our resultant perceptions as 

UD citizens,  

We [US] have “privilege” in opting out of what we developed [considering the 
historical acts that developed world hegemony and not adhering to our own rules], 
like the political games that made Truman President and how that he didn’t work 
with Stalin- changed the world towards the military industrial complex. We need 
to understand this history to make real change in perception. Critical citizenship is 
redefining citizenship. Let these kids understand their individual and collective 
roles in society. And kids questioning and evaluating the role of power in those 
two spheres- I hope it gives students agency…counter perspectives are at the 
forefront. 
 

Her comments demonstrate the teaching relationship between knowledge, power, and 

citizenship. Rosa connects many concepts foundational to criticality and social studies 

teaching. Her ideological clarity, historical knowledge, and pedagogical approach 

represent foundational elements of a critically civic pedagogy. Rosa demonstrated that 

critical civic instruction is first, about deeply understanding students and their 

experiences. She adjusted her pedagogy and curriculum to reflect pressing ideas students 

wanted to consider. Her entry through politics, race, and power became foundational to 

her critical civic praxis. Critical civics then, is about understanding power, privilege, and 

ways these ideas are troubled. Though this lesson did not move into the community as it 

had in Chapter Four, students developed a more complex critical consciousness for civic 

decision-making through their experiences in her classroom. 
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DISCUSSION 
 Critically social studies teachers include more complex and nuanced 

understandings of civics in their classrooms to, de-colonize knowledge, and promote 

transformation and agency. Each of the participating teachers in this study troubled 

flattened definitions of who is citizen and what citizen does and examined issues of race, 

power, and politics to demonstrate the limitations in civic instruction and work to make it 

more inclusive. Each of the teachers approached their lessons by considering a critical 

civicness, which involved fostering community informed through civic inquiry. As the 

teachers’ de-colonized knowledge, they offered space to explore who is offered agency, 

identity, and membership as social actor or who receives social recognition as citizen. For 

example, Travis, Caesar, and Rosa each developed lesson that demonstrated how 

citizenship was limited via mechanisms of power. Travis attempted to engage this idea by 

asking students to examine NAFTA, its power, and their associations with space and 

place. Caesar was able to center the agency we all have by illuminating the power hidden 

within political decision-making. He asked students to rethink social organization and 

offered possibilities for achieving one’s democratic goals. Rosa asked students to conduct 

inquiries into civics and helped make civic agency connect to students.  

The critical teachers supported what they perceived to be in the interests of 

transformative agency formation examining this idea both within formal instruction and 

through critical discussions about the world. These critical teachers developed lessons 

around the ways their students might understand and transform political structures and by 

identifying those things that developed historical foundations of citizenship. The 
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participant teacher’s critically civic pedagogy emerged in practice through experiences 

that promoted civic literacy for critical consciousness and political clarity by engaging in 

teaching through inquiry, simulation, deliberation, and dialogue. Travis began by 

supporting student examination of cultures in a traditional way and moved to deconstruct 

the reasons for their social organization. Through this experience students were able to 

see relationships of power and consider how it affected their lives. Similarly, Caesar 

utilized a traditional approach to curriculum where students considered governmental 

functions, but extended it to demonstrate the very human ways that systems can be 

manipulated or used to benefit society. Rosa conversely listened to students and 

developed civic lessons that supported their exploration of relationships that undergird 

social engagement and ways they relate to others. In these ways teachers worked with 

students to develop consciousness to colonial relationship and their emergence in social 

structures. The communal exploration and support supported uncommon understandings 

by sharing experiences through dialogue.  

As a result, I argue three major findings reveal how teachers understand the 

teaching of a more critically oriented civics. First, critical social studies teachers attempt 

to make clear temporal connections between citizenship and disciplines. Second, teachers 

attempt to work through student experiences to support possibilities for consciousness 

and future civic transformation. Third, teachers utilize critical dialogue to teach about 

transformative civic possibility. 

The critical social studies teachers worked to support critical civic transformation 

first, by introducing temporal ideas about knowledge and civics. Instruction of critically 
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civic pedagogues moves back and/or forward between contemporary experiences and 

historical, geographical or political social organization in support of critically civic 

visions. A critical social studies teacher tends to foreground social justice issues by 

considering relationships of power within the disciplinary narrative. Lessons for 

achieving negation are flexible based on community understandings, needs, and skills.  

As students began to see and explore the historical, geographic, and economic 

foundations of citizenship, they were able to more clearly understand contemporary 

society. Subsequently, instruction moved between disciplinary understandings and 

critical social analysis, supporting political clarity. For example, this largely occurred 

through the dialectical examination of tensions in historical examples and comparing the 

knowledge to de-colonize modern social thinking. Travis achieved this with students by 

looking at the history of the border and how critical understandings of history, economic, 

and geography help students understand social relations that currently exist. He then 

asked students to analyze political decisions that affect those people situated at the 

intersections of power and our responsibility to our fellow man. Caesar asked students to 

question how legal precedent emerged to develop the political sphere but also asked 

students to consider themselves as political actors. His instruction demonstrated the need 

to constantly reconsider the public sphere and how it influences social functions. 

Consequently, students explored civic agency and ways to enact it. Rosa also 

demonstrated the need to develop a critical consciousness, skills for citizenship, and civic 

agency by developing a lesson about the pervasiveness of institutional racism. To achieve 

this, she required that students understood the foundational historical elements that 
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allowed inequitable social relations to emerge and ways current political power tries to 

hide the history and pervasive nature of racism. Further, she asked students to consider 

inquiry as a skill that would support their speaking truth to power, by examining 

historical agency, personal experiences and considering intellectual solidarity.  

Second, critically minded civic instruction tends to consider how lessons will 

inform future action. Critical civic pedagogy helps teachers support the development of 

skills and consciousness that will support a student’s critical becoming to make socially 

transformative decisions. How teachers and students achieve this as an instructional 

practice runs a gamut of possibility: inquiry, simulation, counter narrative, counter 

perspective, or current events. However, at the foundation of the practices is critical 

experience and civic engagement based on one’s own consciousness. Critical teachers 

have the political clarity to see social inequity, so they consider skills that will best help 

students act as civic agents within inequitable social relationships. Students experience 

and consciousness is foundational to critically civic instruction.  

However, the non-traditional nature of critical instruction causes some critical 

social studies teachers to stop short of public sphere pedagogy (Habermas, 1989). Critical 

civic instruction typically, therefore becomes more criticality applied to preparation and 

consciousness rather than immediately addressing material concerns. Travis and Caesar 

understood their role as critical civic teacher as preparing students for a future as a 

critical citizen. Both teachers struggled to move his instruction into the community to 

make material social changes. Each teacher however supported students by putting forth 

ideas that would support the development of a critical consciousness. The teachers 



 252 

represented an ontological becoming as critical educator. Conversely, Rosa was a 

transformative intellectual, as she supported student engagement with the actual 

community based on critically civic classroom instruction. Unfortunately, she was still 

limited by the realities of schooling, so she also was additionally preparing students for 

future civic participation as well.  

Third, critical civic social studies pedagogues support transformation by centering 

dialogue about social issues. Teachers put students in different situations that support the 

development of critical civic dispositions through dialogue. Critical civic pedagogues 

support student individually consideration of ideas, sharing interpretations with 

classmates, and supportive classroom deliberation. The experiences and discussion lead 

to more complex critical social interpretations. In Travis’s classroom, students considered 

the power associated within their own homes by dialoguing about space and power. The 

class then applied these understandings to political issues like the border wall and 

relations of power. Students understood the dialectical tensions inherent to political 

decisions. For Caesar, students disagreed about the power that should be given to 

government. Though many landed on more conservative interpretations, the class was 

able to understand the implication of their civic decisions by dialoguing and engaging in 

democratic practices. The class was more traditional, but still supported intellectual 

transformation. Though it is difficult for students to take alternative perspectives, in many 

cases, dialogue demonstrates the supportive to open a forum of ideas from across an 

ideological spectrum. In Rosa’s class, students came to deeply understand recognition of 

others thought their discussion of Black Lives Matter and First Amendment rights. The 
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conversation led to understanding the need for dialogue, for transforming consciousness 

and fully engaging in democracy. Students understood ways civic membership was 

restricted and how people organized for democratic transformation.  

Critical civic pedagogues support students at the intersection of a topic, a 

pedagogical approach, and through their experience. Dialogue allows each of the 

elements to organically emerge. Critical civic instruction, becomes about understanding a 

topic, how the teacher can best support students, and ways the experience might move 

towards communicative action. A critical civic pedagogy addresses the dialectical 

tensions limiting freedom or limiting one’s potential embodiment of critical citizenship. 

As sharing occurs between teacher and student, student and teacher, teacher 

consciousness shifts, becoming a new understanding of critical citizen. The participant 

teachers worked between the power developed over time or connect space to power to de-

construct power in space and historical cannon. Similarly, Travis, Caesar, and Rosa, 

considered the political decisions inherent or our democracy vital to the transformative 

nature of society. 

Critically civic pedagogues believe students should be able to deliberate, identify 

motivations of power, and act to support the marginalized members of the community. 

Teachers endeavor to extended critical civic practices into the school community, and at 

times into the local community. Ultimately, teachers choose skills and dispositions 

informed by student needs, experiences, and perceptions of the dialectical tensions and 

work through them together.   
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CONCLUSION 
Given the analysis from this chapter, several additional observations emerged 

from my experiences with the focal teachers and their classes. As teachers engage in 

critically civic interpretations, students tend to be able to see how and why civic access is 

limited and what they can do to further the agency of those who are marginalized. The 

suggestion being, dialectical analysis supports critically civic interpretation. Further, the 

critically civic teachers are able to demonstrate the colonization of ideas in disciplines 

such as geography or economics. For example, a critically civic teacher might 

demonstrate to students why and how dialectical tensions exist to benefit certain 

individuals. Consider the G.I. Bill and how it created wealth for only “White” veterans. 

The Bill offered access to loans, which developed the wealth of the “White” middle class. 

A critically civic social studies teacher would consider the realities of power considering 

the Bill and tie it to the economic, political, historical, cultural dimensions, focusing on 

his or her content area and supporting applications of the knowledge to civics.   

Similarly, critical teachers consider traditional notions of space, who is welcome 

where, and how citizenship is used as a tool of power. Ultimately, critical civic pedagogy 

attempts to understand those factors limiting who is understood as citizen, what civic 

action looks like, and how to overcome power relationships as they affect students. In 

doing so, teachers might demonstrate that certain knowledge is taken as given, is based 

on the decisions of historical, geographical, economic, and political actors. Further, 

power may be exercised based on outdated ideas or to further hegemonic rather than 

democratic power.   
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Further, I suggest that critically civic pedagogies reflect one’s understanding of 

him or herself as a citizen. Each critical teacher believed him or herself to be “critical 

citizen” and taught in ways aligning with his or her worldview. The classroom posture of 

a social studies teacher reflects how he or she sees the world, engages in civic acts, and 

relates to others. Teaching became about helping students become more like the active 

community agent as they embody it. In other words, if a teacher believes in protest, he or 

she will support consciousness aimed at action. If a teacher believes in the political 

process the he or she will demonstrate being active membership in the political process.  

The lessons observed and interpretations of critical civics were unquestionably 

good teaching, supportive of student transformation and demonstrated solidarity for 

critical conscious. For the participant teachers, critical social studies pedagogy emerged 

through their troubling of limited understanding of civic membership and agency. The 

focal teachers demonstrated a range of ways to trouble the colonial and exclusionary 

nature of citizenship for more critical interpretations. The critical teachers achieved this 

by working between foundational and contemporary civic understandings to demonstrate 

dialectical tensions and situating these understandings within their particular social 

studies discipline. Second, the teachers each utilized dialogue and critical topics to 

illuminate the taken for granted knowledge that constitutes civics. Lastly, teachers 

struggled to move consciousness to the social world beyond the classroom; however, they 

did support the skills and dispositions for future citizenship. Further, each taught skills 

they believed were needed for students to enact their political clarity and consciousness 

in both traditional and critical ways. Each utilized dialogue and critically examined 
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disciplines to ask pose the question: who is citizen and who is offered agency in current 

understandings of civic definitions? Critical teachers moved between teaching 

disciplinary skill to support critical consciousness and by having contemporary and 

historical conversations to reveal and act on dialectical tensions. Lessons developed skills 

for empathy, social analysis, and critical thinking. Further, student transformation 

emerged as part of a critical civic disposition, which supported the development of 

critical consciousness. Ultimately critical social studies teachers address problematic 

understandings of citizenship limiting his or her student’s civic access, membership, and 

agency. 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS  

INTRODUCTION 
Through my critical inquiry I have come to more clearly understand the nature of 

critical social studies instruction. I understand critical social studies teaching as an 

empowering approach where social examination might lead to more authentic 

transformative experiences. I am optimistic for a generation of conscious social actors 

considering the many ways critical social studies teachers reflexively engage in praxis.  

This critical case study was an examination of how these social studies teachers 

come to understand and enact their own criticality. This work is important because it 

emphasizes more critical and thoughtful ways in which we can teach in the social studies 

and begin to support teachers as they develop an engaged praxis.  

The research questions for the project included:  

1. How do the social studies teachers selected for this study define critical pedagogy?  

2. How do the teachers employ critical pedagogy in their classrooms?  

In order to examine understandings and enactment I utilized a conceptual 

framework that included three major frames: critical social studies consciousness, critical 

social studies inquiry, and critical social studies agency. Critical consciousness in social 

studies supports dialectical analysis and transformation. Critical inquiry can foster, 

mutual support, cooperative decision-making, and synergistic learning. Critical Social 

Studies agency supports students and teachers in breaking down dialectical barriers in 

approach and practice.  
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Included in these critical case studies were the experiences of three social studies 

teachers, Cesar, Travis, and Rosa at different stages in their careers. I included data 

analysis from interviews, observations, and artifacts. Two of the chapters of this 

dissertation, Chapter Four and Chapter Five included emergent themes and findings.  

In Chapter Four I addressed the research question: how do the social studies 

teachers selected for this study define critical pedagogy? In analyzing the data, two 

central themes emerged. The first theme was: teachers center student experiences as a 

means of critical teaching. Critical teachers deeply understand and consider student 

experiences within instruction. Critical teachers implement what they learn as part of 

critical praxis. The second theme was: teachers utilize social studies curriculum as a way 

to invite criticality or teachers use social studies curriculum as a vehicle for critical 

invitation. Social studies teachers often understand criticality in its relationship to 

curriculum. Criticality is understood differently and may or may not be embodied in 

one’s pedagogy. In other words, some teachers understand “critical” as an act or 

performance, while others consider critical ontological and epistemological implications 

in pedagogy.  

Five major findings emerged from analyzing the themes in Chapter Four. First, it 

became clear that dialectical tensions exist and serve to influence the scope of critical 

teaching. Teachers struggle to negotiate the dialectical tensions between norms, all the 

relations relevant in pedagogical practice, and curriculum, which influence the scope of 

criticality. Some social studies teachers find space to disrupt dialectical tensions inherent 

to public schooling. Second, criticality circles content and pedagogy. Sometimes teachers 
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apply critical to what they understand to be a missing paradigm/disciplinary knowledge. 

In this application of critical pedagogy, the social studies teacher examines the dialectical 

tension subject via area consciousness. The practice is important, however, a teacher may 

or not include the socio-structural context in which schooling is conceived in instruction. 

Third, teachers tend to be more conceptually and abstractly critical than materially 

transformative. Certain teachers understand critical consciousness to be synonymous with 

perception and may or may not apply criticality to other aspects of transformation. 

Others, however, apply criticality to all aspects of pedagogy and understand critical 

pedagogy to be the continual application of their critical ontological posture for 

transformation. What this means is that critically ontological teachers understand all the 

ways human relations are authentic and work to support students in achieving absolute 

freedom. Fourth, the social studies teachers in this study demonstrate a range of 

reflexivity as praxis. There is not a set of critical practices that are indicative of a social 

studies critical pedagogy. Critical social studies teachers, particularly the ones in this 

study, are uniquely able to understand their power affecting the classroom. Further, as the 

participating teachers exhibited an understanding of ideology and political clarity, which 

proved vital for critical social studies teaching (Bartolomé, 1994). Fifth, what unites 

critical social studies teachers is their desire for social justice and transformation. In this 

way, critical teachers believe critical social studies teaching is for transformation rather 

than transmission (Evans, 2004; Stanley, 2001) but what transformation means to critical 

social studies teachers differs based on ideological consciousness, context, ontology, 

epistemology, and willingness or ability to act with students beyond the classroom space. 
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In Chapter Five, I attended to the research question: How do the teachers employ 

critical pedagogy in their classrooms? I found that often social studies teachers 

understand the employment of critical pedagogy through the teaching of critical civics. In 

examining the data, two themes were central to the analysis. First, teachers attempt to 

trouble uncritical ways citizenship is defined by negating the traditional citizen archetype. 

Critical social studies teachers examine ways citizenship exists, how it situates people 

relationally in disciplines, and attempt to negate tensions in civic relationships. Second, 

teachers center issues of race, power, and politics to illuminate inequity inherent to civic 

discussions. Critical social studies teachers trouble ideas that may limit identity, 

membership, and agency in civic approaches. Teachers support the application of these 

ideas to student knowledge by facilitating critical discussions where the class can engage 

with dialectical civic tensions affecting their lives. Three major findings emerged from 

theme analysis in Chapter Five. First, critical social studies teachers attempt to make 

clear temporal connections between citizenship and disciplines. In other words, teachers 

move between current events, historical understandings, and student experiences to teach 

more critically about citizenship. Geography teachers may, for example, discuss the 

current US Mexico border by interrogating current social discussions, considering 

previous nations to inhabit a geographic space, and compare human relations prior to 

nation states. Second, teachers attempt to work through student experiences to support 

possibilities for current consciousness and future civic transformation. This means that 

teachers endeavor to teach skills supporting students’ critical consciousness development 

through practices such as inquiry or simulation. In design, the lessons represent 
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interactions that might help students become more critical citizens. Lessons include 

critical ideas and approaches within practices or critical ideas are the lesson and socials 

studies are the means to promote criticality. Teachers teach transformative consciousness 

now, for future citizenship. Third, teachers believe and practice critical transformation 

includes dialogue. Critical social studies teachers believe dialogue as a skill to be 

developed, offer solidarity, informs consciousness, and creates democratic relations. 

Solidarity is fostered as teachers live citizenship with students by actively engaging in the 

negation of social issues limiting civic access and absolute freedom. 

IMPLICATIONS: RECOGNITION AND INTELLECTUAL SOLIDARITY 
In examining ways self-identifying critical social studies teachers understand the 

relationship between critical pedagogy and social studies instruction, two overarching 

findings emerge. First, critical social studies teachers have clarity in their recognition of 

issues of power affecting student experience. What I mean is that the teachers were able 

to understand particular dialectical tensions limiting educational freedom as it relates to 

their teaching and the ways the greater hegemonic society limits ontology and 

epistemology within their social studies teaching practice. In response to critical social 

studies teacher recognition teachers were able to develop intellectual solidarity with their 

students. This intellectual solidarity involves a deep understanding and respect for lived 

experience, engaging with students in meaningful ways, and working to support students 

as transformative intellectuals. Intellectual solidarity and recognition relies on the teacher 

openness for authentic connection. Further, a teacher’s capacity to live an intellectual 

solidarity is furthered through his or her critical ontological posture. Said another way, a 
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critical ontological posture reflects a teacher’s recognition of his or her responsibility to 

engage in consciousness-raising efforts with students, and to support their democratic 

projects (as part of pedagogy) to authentically connect with students in support of their 

efforts for personal and material transformations. Teachers often become limited as 

critical social studies educators by their transformational ontology. A transformational 

ontology often manifests as a teacher includes critical interpretations in lessons, but 

struggles to shed those dialectical tensions limiting transformational possibility. 

Conversely, a teacher who is an organic intellectual will do all those things necessary to 

negate oppressive social conditions, both in and beyond the classroom.  

In addressing the notion of criticality and considering the themes and findings that 

emerged in Chapter Four, and Five, at least three implications deserve attention. First, 

there exists a range of critical social studies teaching. Teachers differently connect 

consciousness to critical social studies practices: inquiry, reflexivity, and transformation. 

Second, teachers negotiate criticality considering the given teaching context. 

Empowering and supporting critical social studies teachers inevitably helps the constant 

negotiation of the negation of those dialectical tensions situating teaching practice. 

Understanding the classroom critically involves experiencing and seeing the world. 

Third, critical teachers provide a representation of how students should act or exist 

socially. The finding is not related to intellectual solidarity of recognition but suggests a 

teacher’s living embodiment of critical pedagogy in the social studies classroom is 

connected the way a teacher orders his or her life. For example, if a critical social studies 

teacher believes students should be activists, teachers will demonstrate activism as praxis, 
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and support student growth in their own activist becoming by facilitating agentic, activist 

experiences. Similarly, if the teacher believes in critical consciousness, he or she will 

demonstrate critical consciousness as praxis.   

The range of critical social studies teaching  
Considering the framework employed in this study consisting of consciousness, 

inquiry, and action, it is clear social studies teachers enact their pedagogy within a range 

of criticality. Teachers may identify important dialectical tensions within relationships 

and the social studies curriculum by responding to them uniquely. In this way, teachers 

demonstrate diverse approaches to critical consciousness and responsive pedagogy. 

Similarly, teachers may utilize inquiry differently as part of a critical praxis. Critical 

inquiry proves an important tool for contextualizing knowledge, informing critical 

analysis, and developing social studies skills. Most variably, action/transformation takes 

different forms as part of critical social studies teacher praxis. Transformation might be a 

future goal (rather than a present and future goal) current classroom embodiment or an 

authentic way to engagement with the community.  

As Freire discusses (2000) we are all at different points in our critical becoming. 

Emerging from this study were several notes about the range of criticality that might be 

represented in teacher response to the schooling environment and how social studies 

teachers understand themselves as critically civic educators. As evidenced by this study, 

social studies teachers are differently able to conceptualize the critical approaches 

discussed in this project: critical reflexivity, transformative teaching, critical 
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consciousness and the ability to embody criticality in all aspects of social studies 

pedagogy.  

The implications of such a range would indicate there are anticipated practices 

(e.g. historical inquiry) versus critical practices in the social studies (e.g. critical historical 

inquiry) that teachers currently attended to in the field. However, these examinations also 

need to include greater attention to critical pedagogy (e.g. reflexivity and transformation). 

The implication is teachers enact social studies pedagogies from a wide range of 

traditional, critical, and more genuine embodiments of critical pedagogy, but deeper 

consciousness is needed. Examining this range might stand to make the field conscious of 

the work that remains to be done.  

Consider that each teacher is at a different stage of his or her ontological 

becoming. Travis and Caesar, for example both demonstrated a transitional critical 

ontology. A transitional ontology is when a teacher struggles to match their ideology and 

pedagogy as a critical social studies teacher	(Rodriguez, personal communication). The 

teachers may recognize dialectical tension in need of negation, but may not always act on 

them in the interests of absolute negation (Hegel, 1977). Travis, for example, suggested 

he wanted to be more critical but felt the administration might fire him were he to do so. 

It might be necessary to compel a teacher like Travis to think about critical pedagogy in 

ways that extend his thinking. Similarly, Caesar worried about not being credentialed if 

he was too critical. However, Caesar did adopt an insurgent pedagogy to work within the 

system in critical ways. It may be beneficial to consider with Caesar how relations of 

power not only emerge in his reflexive recognition with students, but also in the relations 
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of power situating his decision-making based on how the classroom limited his 

pedagogical freedom. Despite transitional ontologies, critical social studies teachers find 

ways to support intellectual solidarity with students. Rosa on the other hand was an 

organic intellectual	(eg. Gramsci, 1971). She supported students with their democratic 

projects until they came to fruition despite the power relationships that existed.   

Negotiating teaching contexts 
Within the social studies context specifically, critical teachers negotiate context, 

curriculum, and relations to support the development of more critical visions for 

citizenship, both as part of his or her curriculum, and within classroom contexts. Critical 

social studies teachers respond differently to the challenges of teaching the social studies 

by applying greater criticality to the areas in which they feel empowered (e.g. 

assessment). Often, the area this study found, in which teachers feel most confident, is 

negotiating the curriculum. Critically minded social studies teachers typically act in ways 

they believe are in the best interest of students without alienating those stakeholders in a 

position of power. Curriculum is a safe and important way of employing critical 

pedagogy.  

Critical social studies teachers differently understand and act on dialectical 

tensions shaping critical pedagogy. Approaches and ways of embodying criticality 

emerge from how teachers understand context, which involves varying degrees of 

acquiescence to institutional power. For example, a teacher may not be comfortable 

embodying all aspects of criticality. Often the realities of school make it difficult to be 

reflexively transformative. Critical pedagogy is extended in some areas and restricted in 
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others as a reflection of a teacher’s comfort with and awareness of power relationships. 

For example, if a supportive principal voices his or her pleasure with critical teaching, 

teachers will likely engage in more critically pedagogical work. Conversely, a principal 

primarily concerned with testable outcomes will discourage critical dispositions. Critical 

work may exist in both contexts, but the teachers adjust to include critical teaching, as 

they believe they are able. The tensions do not ensure a critical or partially critical 

outcome, but criticality is mediated through experiences while negotiating environments 

that determine teacher confidence and comfort. Teachers still critically respond to 

dialectical tensions; however, he or she will temper or mediate his or her responses based 

on those they perceive (an recognize) their own power as an example of teacher 

mediation. Critical social studies teachers understand they need to be with students, so 

they differently navigate the politics of schooling and the particular contexts within 

which they teach. Ultimately, teachers attempt to teach in the best interests of students, so 

they account for those things that might restrict access to capital, career or pedagogy.  

Teachers likely have the space to teach critically. However, they sometimes fall 

into the trap described by Foucault (1980) in Power and Knowledge. He argues that when 

one is removed from one system of social organization found to be problematic, they tend 

to replicate previous structures. Inevitably, teachers continue to operate as if they are still 

in the original system- unless they become conscious to their own re-inscription of 

traditional pedagogy. At times, teachers do not always feel comfortable as critical 

educators, which leave them unwilling or unable to fully embody criticality. For this 
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reason, it is important to help teachers consider what education is for and how certain 

structures change the nature of the classroom.  

Ideology embodied  
Critical social studies teachers embody understandings of criticality within social 

studies teaching. Ideology and consciousness may align with criticality, but it will emerge 

in teaching as a reflection of the instructor. For example, a teacher who believes 

dialectical tensions in the political process are significant limitations to critical civics will 

apply criticality to politics. Likewise, if a teacher believes him or herself critical and an 

activist, he or she will critically support students becoming critical activists. Similarly, if 

a critical social studies teacher believes students need to work politically to enact change, 

there is a higher chance she or he will work politically to enact criticality.  

Ideology, posture, and consciousness continually change. A teacher may begin by 

believing troubling a historical narrative is primal to critical teaching, but through shared 

experiences with students and those in the community the teacher may realize reflexivity 

or social transformation, for example, is more relevant for his or her critical civic 

becoming. Consciousness determines how the process will unfold. For example, if a 

teacher understands his civic understanding to be aligned with his epistemological and 

ontological understandings, lessons will more likely follow a linear pattern reflecting the 

teacher’s posture around a critical or social studies idea. Conversely, if a teacher believes 

critical citizenship is about genuinely embodying the spirit of another, the teacher will 

allow her or himself to be genuinely affected by students and their understandings, taking 

a less rigid stance on knowing and experience. Experience becomes more important than 
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skills and performance, though through critical experiences, skills do develop. A 

teacher’s understanding of how she or he is embodying ideology becomes fundamental to 

a social studies teacher’s critical pedagogy. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Recommendations for social studies teaching emerged based on the findings of 

this study. Given the focus on ideological teaching posture, I offer comments in support 

of critical education in the social studies in the areas of: curriculum, pedagogy, teacher 

education, and citizenship. Curriculum is a means of engaging criticality in non-

traditional ways to nuance civic practices. Further, engaging in critical dialogue about 

curricular possibility extends ways social studies teachers consider pedagogy. 

Considering dialects as a unit of curricular analysis help move social studies lessons from 

classrooms to communities of praxis. Critical pedagogy can be more completely 

embodied by focusing on relation, reflexivity, and transformation. Often criticality is only 

embodied in curriculum and through far off struggles (i.e. refugees in Syria). Rather, 

struggle can be applied to pedagogy and meaningful relations. Teachers can make 

membership, identity, and agency foundational to pedagogical civic practice. Dialogical 

engagement allows students to consider power in ideas, teach skills, nuance approaches, 

and develop transformative agency. Teacher educators can promote recognition, 

autonomy, dialectical teacher/student power, intellectual solidarity, and engagement with 

critical praxis applied to classrooms, institutions, and communities.  
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Curriculum  
Social studies curriculum is a positive space to demonstrate the potential for 

criticality. Teachers tend to enter critical teaching through their troubling of 

hegemonically reflective curriculum. Several curricular recommendations emerge in 

support of critical socials social studies teachers. In schools, I recommend that 

generative, problem-posing experiences can extend social thought. Critical social studies 

teachers should have enough content knowledge to trouble, nuance, or extend traditional 

or textbook narratives. Teachers are unable to demonstrate the limited nature of 

curriculum without having personal knowledge of what is missing, suggesting the need to 

deeply understand their discipline, master narratives, and ways of troubling their 

problematic nature. Second, teachers might consider critical lessons or concepts prior to 

the lesson and how these might intersect with social studies concepts. In other words, 

how will one’s teaching of World War Two support consciousness or material 

transformation. Curriculum can and should extend beyond standards and into student 

driven spaces. Critical teachers commonly offer space for student interpretations and 

personal experience to become curriculum. Teachers may subsequently discuss 

implications for human, nature, citizenship, or freedom. Third, and similarly to the first 

recommendation, critical social studies teachers should understand limitations of, and 

ontological implications for technical social studies knowledge. Technical curriculum 

ought to be understood as a tool and not as the lesson in and of itself. Curriculum is the 

object of analysis. New forms of agency, membership, and identity can emerge when 

students are invited to relate to lessons in a way that illuminates intersections of their 
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lived experiences with curriculum. In this way, curriculum includes all lessons students 

learn, including human interactions, dialectical struggle and personal interpretation. 

Lastly, curriculum can be a vehicle by which students develop recognition. In 

recognizing dialectical tensions in curriculum, students are more able to see how this 

affects social organization and possibilities for extending freedom and agency.  

Pedagogy  
Several recommendations emerge from this study through the examination of 

pedagogy in this project. First, inquiry can be a useful practice by which critical 

pedagogy and social studies practices come together. Teachers might help students 

understanding one’s self as capable historical analyst. Doing so is empowering and might 

demonstrates the dialectical tensions in knowledge presented in social studies. Second, 

teacher reflexivity is vital for embodying critical pedagogies in social studies. Teachers 

may be critical and exhibit good constructivist teaching, but if she is unaware of how she 

wields power in relationships with students, critical teaching is inevitably limited to 

content. Understanding human relationships supports the ways students will be and act. 

Therefore, humanizing pedagogy is vital for critical teaching. I argue, humanity or a 

critical humanist approach to the pedagogy supports practices that are relevant, 

responsive, and potentially transformative. Third, supporting community through 

pedagogy is vitally important for having discussions that will be authentic and generative. 

The basic human needs of students should be met if critical conversations are to occur. 

Students need to feel safe, supported and free to share. All aspects of a critical social 

studies teaching are about developing the conditions of freedom or action. Pedagogy 
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might reflect freedom, as it exists in all classroom relations. Analysis of dialectical 

tensions provides a basis for understanding limitations to freedom in all forms and 

context for negation as pedagogy. Through dialectical analysis of one’s pedagogy, 

teachers can work to support the conditions for transformation in all the different ways it 

might occur in social studies classrooms. Understanding and embodying practices of 

recognition, teachers are able to develop intellectual solidarity with their students.  

Citizenship 
Critical social studies teachers explicitly work to teach more critically expansive 

ideas of citizenship. Teachers attempt to trouble civic definitions to include membership, 

identity, and agency for all students. They achieve this by centering issues like race, 

power, and politics to demonstrate the inequity inherent in civic discussions. Social 

studies teachers can develop more critical civic understandings by demonstrating 

equitable and supportive social discourse. Many tools are at the critically civic social 

studies teacher’s disposal, but again, the lesson is the critical idea or social 

transformation, not the method. Further, teachers can respond to the dialectical tensions 

they observe in society through deeply understanding students. Given these approaches to 

the teaching of critical civics I offer three recommendations to teacher educators. First, 

teachers must extend beyond spaces they understand to be “normal” for teaching social 

studies if they wish to support more activist-oriented civic instruction. The process 

involves taking risks and being part of communities to understand the tensions limiting 

student freedom. Further, it allows the teacher to do critical ethnographic work in support 

of students. Second, critical citizenship should be student driven. Teachers might offer 
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frameworks for transformation, but students need to act as consciously transformative 

actors. Dialogue plays a large role in supporting possibilities for students critically 

consciousness civic approaches. Third, civic definitions vary so students should be 

exposed to a range of civic understandings, skills, and dispositions to open current and 

future possibilities, contribute to previously held understandings, and build new 

understandings within their learning community. Dialectical tensions limiting democratic 

access to citizenship need to be explicitly addressed, though addressing these may take 

different forms. Further, students have the capacity to organize their lives based on 

experiences and analysis. Critical citizenship also involves recognition, as critical citizens 

see those social factors in need of negation that limit access to democracy. Further, 

critical civic practices support agency by developing an intellectual solidarity with 

students.  

Teacher education 
Several recommendations emerged from this study relevant for teacher education. 

I believe it is important to discuss the roles of inquiry, research, and lived experience for 

reflexively praxiological social studies teaching. In examining traditional ideology (or 

dominant ideologies commonly working within public schooling, i.e. neoliberal logic 

and/or teaching practice) and ideological shifts, teacher educators can discuss the 

metacognitive decision-making with which critical teachers engage. I believe 

demonstrating the conceptual and empirical implications for problem posing, for 

example, can be connected to the dialectical relationships structuring the educational 

context, instruction, and curriculum. To consider ideology and its relationship to practice 



 273 

teachers and students need to have authentic classroom experiences. Meaningful 

classroom experiences support a teacher’s ability to understand the dialectical tensions in 

practice. Teacher educators can mentor student teacher development of critically 

ontological pedagogical approaches that social studies teachers can learn from as they 

begin to more fully understanding how they are becoming. In other words, the teacher 

educator might liver their critical pedagogy in their mentoring of new teachers. Teacher 

educators can help young teachers ground themselves in epistemological and ontological 

possibility by promoting and supporting pedagogical creativity. In other words, teacher 

educators can demonstrate tangible examples of community engagement and dialogical 

instruction. Similarly, having critically activist mentors/teachers are important. 

Supporting agency through pedagogy may require mentorship, demonstrating to young 

teachers that more is possible than what you may have experienced. Further, teacher 

educators can show students ways life or experiences can be embedded in classroom 

knowledge. The knowledge might emerge from experience, analysis, discussion and 

action. Further, knowledge should not be presented as universal, static, neutral or benign.  

Lastly, teacher educators can make distinctions between reflection and reflexivity. 

Student teachers should be aware of their own power within a given space or place.  

Teachers can develop critical consciousness in relation to the realities of 

schooling and its relationship to society. Troubling one’s consciousness is important for 

developing the capacity to see and act against deficit forms of thinking and other 

oppressive ideologies. Engaging one’s consciousness alleviates the fear of engaging as 

teacher activist beyond the safety of the classroom. In my experience working with 
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teachers, the more fear a teacher has, the more control a teacher needs to feel over a 

classroom. Consider a common source of teacher fear: testing and accountability. 

Considering the relational tension between pedagogy and power is important for young 

teachers. Further, teacher educators can demonstrate how embodying criticality and 

working beyond accountability is good teaching.  

Critical then, might be understood as relational and not methodological. 

Ultimately, considerations of relational aspects of pedagogy might support the reflexivity 

of practice needed for criticality. For this reason, it is important to help teachers consider 

what education is for and how certain structures change the nature of the classroom. As 

Au (2010b) suggests, the recognition of relative autonomy, understanding teacher/student 

power, and engagement in critical praxis within classrooms, institutions, and 

communities represents important foundations of critical social studies teaching. The 

range of critical understandings and pedagogical embodiment demonstrated in the study 

calls attention to possibilities for more complete recognition and intellectual solidarity 

through critical social studies teaching. Teacher educators might consider ontology, 

recognition, and critical possibility with student teachers to illuminate the possibility of 

working past traditional instruction for becoming organic intellectualism.  

CONCLUSION 
Teachers negotiate ideology, curriculum, and relations in efforts to support 

development of a critical pedagogy in the social studies for critically civic instruction. A 

critical consciousness allows teachers to see the dialectical tensions that connect 

experience to ideology influencing the way teachers navigate their teaching. 
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Subsequently critical social studies teacher will take unique approaches towards 

responding to their contexts. The negotiation runs a range of possibility. Some teachers 

tend to work within the given paradigm. These teachers exist as political negotiators as 

they accept the system but teach critically within it. Other teachers use the existing 

system and language to examine the hypocrisy they understand to exist within hegemonic 

social organization. Still others work to embody criticality free from many of the 

dialectical tension of normalized practice.  

Teachers contend with many factors that affect the dialectical relationship to 

schooling. Social/civic norms, mandated curriculum, institutional pressure, questions as 

to the purpose of schooling and how teachers relate to students are all tensions with 

which critical teachers struggle. At issue for critical social studies teachers is how to 

critique the tensions in social structures, incorporate critical knowledge in lessons, relate 

with students in meaningful ways and have critical experiences within lessons. Critical 

social studies teachers sometimes struggle to situate themselves within the written rules, 

unwritten rules/expectations they believe to be inherent to schooling, and (Hegel, 1991) 

endeavor to support a move from critique to agency.  

Some teachers embody critical social studies pedagogy by living with their 

students, existing as part of their communities, and taking part with students in 

democratic and activist endeavors that transform material reality. Action becomes 

manifest in the social studies classroom through student driven ideas regarding 

participation in community centers, voting registration drives, petitions to promote 

growth/resist gentrification, political protests, and political and social activism. These are 
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but a sampling of the ways in which students’ critical consciousness ought to generate 

action beneficial to their home communities.  

FUTURE RESEARCH  
At the beginning of this project I intended to examine the dialectical tensions each 

teacher felt in his or her teaching that limited his or her critical posture. My third research 

question was: in what ways do the social studies teachers consider their approach to the 

schooling environment as it relates to critical practices? Data I collected would help 

answer this question; however, I felt the need to limit the scope of this project because of 

the amount of rich data. I intend to explore this research question in future research by 

revisiting collected data and conducting further inquiry. Teachers and stakeholders 

commonly demonstrate a desire for change, but rarely are pedagogical patterns or 

approaches to the classroom applied that lead to transformation. Largely this is because 

battlefronts are hidden from teachers who fall into commonly observed pattern (Ross et. 

al, 2013). The inaction or uncritical approaches becomes a void filled by one’s worldview 

rather than factually informed social agency. Further, I would like to examine tensions, as 

teachers see it, between schools, departments and the disciplinary cultures that 

determines ways teachers take up the technical curriculum or curriculum in use. The 

study would further demonstrate freedom critical social studies teachers do or do not 

have in classrooms and why.   

I am also interested in examining ways teachers develop critical content 

knowledge and how enumerated sources (i.e. BA major) (Shulman, 1986) develop 

knowledge and social studies approaches. I wish to explore: what questions do teachers 
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pose about certain issues? What are the pedagogical patterns teachers fall into? What are 

the degrees of political clarity that cause teachers to end at certain points in their 

practice? (e.g. why did Rosa go into the community and Travis did not). These and other 

questions continue to extend my thinking around critical social studies pedagogy and 

practice.  

CONTRIBUTION 
When people are unable to negotiate rigid binaries of “true” and “false,” they tend 

to align themselves with power, majoritarian tales, norms and in the case of teaching, 

common pedagogies. Critical consciousness, civic approaches and striving towards 

intellectual solidarity in social studies teaching speak back to the limited and 

marginalizing realities of schooling and social relationships. The social studies have 

traditionally been the subject in school where students acquire their ability to engage the 

politics of public life. However, given the limited opportunity for educational creativity, 

collective democratic action and critical discussions, it becomes difficult for teachers to 

support transformation of the social sphere in meaningful ways. However critical social 

studies teachers who focus in civic education are in a unique position to foster different 

visions for a more just world.  

Debord (2012) argues that the colonization of social life has limited critical 

thought. What is true and what is false is mediated as images representing social 

relationships, existence, and justify relationships via false perceptions. The reduction of 

people to images allows for subordination as new images as perception are further 

cultivated to support hegemonic aims. Images currently represent the economic aims of 
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the nation state and definitions reflect the needs of the system.  The idea of freedom for 

example becomes a financial and hegemonic concept and image rather that an 

experiential or existential one. Freedom becomes the economic freedom to purchase 

fancy things.  

Debord (2012) claims that these false images constitute such a large part of the 

social consciousness that they are now inseparable from lived realities. Meaning is 

derived from the representation rather than authentic existence. Instruments of 

representation, like mass media, focus social attention on commodity fetishism and 

cultural homogenization. The tools are used to shape social perception and are used as 

weapons of ideological control. In a President Donald Trump world of alternative facts, 

orientalization, nativism, environmental degradation, and the appropriated discourse of 

freedom, critical thought and civic agency are removed from the political process.  

Given current political climate, critical visions, analysis and transformation are as 

important than ever. Donald Trump has tapped into very real fears, glorified neoliberal 

disenfranchisement, and has reinforced of rigid ideological conservatism. His rhetoric 

represents a social spectacle where everyone is able to see the wrong, but not all incited 

to outrage in support of others. Further, no one is aware of what his policies might mean 

for future generations. The political de-evolution represents another distraction limiting 

the possibility for equitable democratic participation and the possibility for a more 

reasonable allocation of resources. Citizens need to be able to read the world, determine 

what is real and be encouraged to act as agents of social justice. For this reason critically 
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civic social studies teachers are vital to promoting new understandings of common to 

emerge.  

 Social studies are a space where conversations can occur to support critical 

citizenship. The critical social studies teachers in this study demonstrated ways teachers 

embody criticality, teach for more critical interpretations of citizenship, and respond to 

those elements limiting critical work. Teachers continue to work in ways they are willing 

and able to provide new approaches to revealing and deconstructing false images, 

knowledge and greed.  

I believe this study has made a meaningful contribution in the field of social 

studies education. Several studies exist around culturally relevant or critical instructional 

practices. Others theorize about critical approaches to social studies or conceptually 

develop ways of thinking about social studies more critically. Some studies critically 

consider curriculum’s role in shaping social studies education. However, few that I have 

found examine the embodiment of critical pedagogy in social studies classrooms in ways 

this study has.  

Critical theorists have put forth many of the theoretical ideas in this study; 

however, the relationship between critical pedagogy and social studies practice are not 

often discussed in ways I believe represents their joint potential. For this reason, I believe 

this study is important for social studies educators. It also remains important to study the 

practices and realities of social studies teachers. People have theorized around critical 

social studies education before, but this study situates the practices of two in-service and 

one pre-service teacher efforts to be transformative leaders. As social studies teachers 
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begin to reexamine critical theory it is important that the relationship between theory and 

praxis is well understood.  

 Critically civic pedagogy is first about considering consciousness. Through 

recognition, consciousness is possible. Recognition is a concept I believe to be vital to the 

consciousness needed for critically teaching social studies and, to me, is the seed of 

transformation. In other words, recognition has the potential to support conscious action. 

Too often social studies scholars employ “critical” as an act, a way of teaching or as a 

lesson. Criticality, however, must always be about an active process of and striving 

towards transformation. Transformation begins by changing one’s own consciousness to 

address dialectical tension is practice, but moves to transforming power brokers and 

eventually the world. One must first see the world to act on it. Too often critical teaching 

is understood via Freire’s (2000) “banking metaphor”. Experiencing criticality merely in 

this way may cause teachers to take critical methodological approaches. The study 

demonstrates the range of criticality social studies teachers exhibit, but also how the 

negotiation between ideology and practice. I considered ideological clarity, reflexivity, 

dialectical tensions and how these elements are situated within social studies classrooms.  

I also illuminated the possibility for working with teachers to see past those tensions in 

development of social studies teacher recognition and the development of intellectual 

solidarity.  

 Another contribution of this work is the ways in which teachers understand the 

intersections of critical, civics, and social studies in support of a critically civic pedagogy. 

Several studies examine how to create citizens (a description I reject) or consider lessons 
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that teach civic skills. Others consider how civic ideas can be extended or how students 

can act as citizens, but few studies consider critical ideology and consciousness unfolds 

into social studies, civic instruction. The study illuminates how critical consciousness 

uniquely unfolds into one’s teaching practice, but also how consciousness affects ways 

the teachers understand themselves, schooling, and society.  

 A final contribution of this project is that it calls teachers to embody criticality in 

social studies as they believe it needs to exist. The study demonstrated that teacher 

ideology and consciousness aligns with pedagogy and ways teachers believe possibility 

civic possibility exists for students. For example, a reflexive teacher believes one should 

trouble one’s own consciousness if she or he is helping others trouble theirs. Likewise, if 

a teacher is an activist, she believes critical teaching should include activism. Critical 

instruction for this teacher will endeavor to support student’s realization of activism. If a 

teacher believes critical social studies is about troubling narratives, she or he will help 

students with the skills needed to more closely examine society. Similarly, if a critical 

social studies teacher believes students need to work politically to enact change, she or he 

will work politically to enact criticality. However, ideology, posture, and consciousness 

change through experience. Lastly, teachers who believe in absolute freedom and work 

for absolute negation represent the utopian thinking, visioning, and action vital for 

perpetual social transformation. 

I have demonstrated in this study that critical theory is a needed and differently 

considered social studies pedagogical stance. Further, I have argued the intersection of 

critical theory and social studies experiences/skills has the potential to support critical 
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becoming and social transformation. Critical approaches become at odds with social 

studies teachers or scholars when they believe they can create citizens or historians. 

Rather, critical pedagogy is about transforming oneself and society (A. Rodriguez, 

personal communication, March, 9, 2017). Transformation reflects the experiences of 

teacher and student. Critical social studies teachers realize the potential with/for 

transformation and continually work to negate dialectical tensions in practice and society.   
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